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FACT SHEET

	UNITED STATES AIR FORCE AUXILIARY


 The Civil Air Patrol Story 

History

The Civil Air Patrol was conceived in the late 1930s by legendary New Jersey aviator advocate Gill Robb Wilson, who foresaw aviation’s role in war and general aviation’s potential to supplement America’s unprepared military.  Wilson, then aviation editor of The New York Herald Tribune and later New Jersey Aeronautics Commissioner, first sold the idea to New Jersey’s Charles Edison, who created a statewide organization.  Wilson then convinced New York Mayor (and National Civil Defense Chief) Fiorello La Guardia of the needs for a civil air defense organization.  The new Civil Air Patrol was born on January 1, 1941, just days before the Japanese attach on Pearl Harbor.

The CAP insignia, a red three-bladed propeller in the Civil Defense white-triangle-in-blue-circle, began appearing on private aircraft everywhere. (The red markings were later deleted from aircraft in combat areas to prevent confusion with enemy insignia). CAP initially planed only on liaison flying and interdiction of infiltrations on the East Coast and southern boarder, but CAP’s mission grew when German submarines began to prey on American ships.

Costal Patrols

America entered the war with meager maritime defense on the East Coast.  Gasoline and oil shortages grew and vital war supplies for Europe were nearly choked off as enemy submarines operated with impunity – often within sight of the beach.  Tankers and freighters were going to the bottom in record numbers.  While the American military frantically geared up to meet the threat, ships were torpedoed in the mouth of the Connecticut River and in the Saint Lawrence.  One surface sub actually motored right into New York Harbor on January 15, navigating by reference to a New York City tourist map and visible landmarks like the Ferris Wheel at Coney Island.  Subs could blast their prey at nights as targets became silhouetted against still brightly lit coastal resorts.  Usually, unopposed, they could attack on the surface using deck guns to conserve torpedoes.  Volunteers came from everywhere and within months, some 40,000 signed up with the Civil Air Patrol.  CAP pilots provided their own airplanes and equipment, and often couldn’t cover expenses on their $8 per fly-day government pay, which often arrived two months later.  Civic organizations across the nation chipped in with Sink-a-Sub clubs, staging fundraisers for the Civil Air Patrol.

The military required an initial 90-day trial in early 1942 to prove civilians could do the job, so Costal Patrol began as an experiment at the hot spots of the submarine bloodbath; Atlantic City, New Jersey; Rehoboth Beach, Delaware; and Lantana, Florida.  Flying up to 200 miles offshore were pilots whose previous over water experience had been crossing the wide part of the Delaware River from below Wilmington over to the South New Jersey side. They wore military uniforms and U.S. insignia so they would be considered prisoners of war if captured rather than shot as guerrillas.

Atlantic City’s initial flight was out only 15 minutes when it spotted its first torpedoed tanker and started rescue efforts.  The presence of CAP raised tanker crew morale during the war and was even credited with convincing torpedoed tanker men to accept another assignment back at sea.  A CAP crew first interrupted a sub attack on a flight out of Rehoboth Beach, saving a tanker off Cape May, New Jersey.  Since radio calls for military bombers were often unproductive, unarmed CAP fliers dived in mock attacks to force subs to break and run.

Radio calls to CAP’s communication network, if made in time on weak one-watt sets, brought CAP twin-engine Grumman Widgeon amphibians to the rescue.  The first Air Medals of World War II presented by President Roosevelt went to CAP pilots Eddie Edwards and Hugh Sharp for one such rescue, which saved one of two crewmembers down in a bitterly cold wintertime ditching.  Edwards had to perch on the Widgeon’s wing to counterbalance the loss of the opposite pontoon, ripped away in the rescuers’ landing.  A half-frozen Edwards clung there for 11 hours, as the unflyable Widgeon was water taxied at night to shore.

CAP planes began carrying bombs and depth charges after a crew watched in vain as a grounded sub off Cape Canaveral, Florida, escaped before the military could arrive.  CAP Costal Patrol flew 24 million miles, found 173 submarines, attacked 57, hit 10 and sank two.  By Presidential Executive order, CAP became an auxiliary of the Army Air Forces on April 29, 1943.  A German commander later confirmed that costal U-boat operations were withdrawn because of those “damn little red and yellow planes.”

CAP went on to target towing operations, courier service for the Army, liaison and cargo flights between war plants, Southern Boarder Patrol against enemy infiltrations crossing from Mexico and air search and rescue.  Ground teams guarded airfields and trained a rapidly growing corps of CAP cadets.  CAP searched for many military planes that had gone down on training ferry missions around the United States.  In all, Civil Air Patrol flew half-a-million hours during World War II and 64 CAP men and women lost their lives.

After the war, military political leaders rose to CAP’s unusual commitment and accomplishment.  At a special dinner in Washington, DC, in March 1946, President Harry Truman, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn, and no less than 300 members of Congress and 50 Army Air Force generals gathered to praise its work.  President Truman later signed a bill granting CAP a national charter, placing the organization in a unique status similar to the American Red Cross.  The United States Air Force was created as an independent armed service in September 1947, and the Civil Air Patrol was permanently designated as its official auxiliary.

Peace Time CAP; since air search and rescue had been one of CAP’s primary missions during the war, it was obvious there was no other organization with the equipment and training to continue this vital job in the postwar years.  By 1954 CAP was flying more than 50 percent of search and rescue hours in the country according to the Air Force Air Rescue Service, and was saving the country $46 million a year – the cost equal to the military flight pay of 12,00 fliers that would have been needed to fly the missions if not for CAP.  

When floods ravaged Kentucky, Virginia and West Virginia in 1957, CAP ground, air and radio teams swung into action.  By the 1960s and 70s, CAP was logging over 75 percent of the search and rescue hours flow each year.  After the tragic events of September 11th, CAP pilots were the first to take to the air, providing aerial photography and video for the military.

Over the years, Civil Air Patrol has experienced an ever-increasing number of missions.  Today, Civil Air Patrol flies more than 85 percent of federal inland search and rescue missions as directed by the Air Force Rescue Coordination Center at Langely Air Force Base, Virginia.

