
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

    A WORLD WAR I 

    HERO REMEMBERED 
 

James Rogers McConnell  
 

(1887 - 1917) 
 

James McConnell was an American adventurer who died nearly a century 
ago...just five days following his 30th birthday. He flew and fought for France's 
freedom in World War I even before America entered that global conflict. He was 
one of the founding members of the famed aerial combat unit, the Lafayette 
Escadrille. 
 
Even today, he is remembered and revered in Moore County in central North 
Carolina where he once lived. His memory remains bright at the University of 
Virginia in Charlottesville, Virginia where he studied and engaged in other 
activities typical of young and of rambunctious college students.  
 
He and others who died in the name of freedom so long ago are still honored 
annually in France. The French have never forgotten. Neither should we... 
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Early Life:  James Rogers 

McConnell was born in Chicago, 
Illinois on March 14, 1887, the son 
of a judge. When his father retired, 
the family migrated to Carthage, a 
small town that was...and is...the 
county seat for Moore County, 
North Carolina.  
 
McConnell was educated in private schools in Chicago, New Jersey and 
Pennsylvania. In 1908 he entered the University of Virginia (UVA), spending two 
years there in academic studies and a third year in the institution's law school. 
 
While at UVA, he participated in the creation of an 'aero club'. At that early time 
in aviation history, the club's interest were in the science of aeronautics. There 
was no opportunity in Charlottesville then for the membership to learn to fly.   
 
In addition to his academic and aviation pursuits McConnell enjoyed a carefree 
life at the University that included membership in two fraternities and being editor 
one year for the school's annual publication. In the following image of the 
yearbook staff, he is seated in the front row, the only one in a light colored suit.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
His studious demeanor in this photo is in stark contrast to his involvement in 
numerous collegiate pranks. McConnell was named 'King of Hotfoot' one year by 
the members of UVA's Hot Foot Society, an organization whose stated purpose 
was to stage a number of open air soirees at which beer from wooden kegs 
flowed freely. As might be anticipated, this organization was eventually 
disbanded by the University Administration, who predictably declared that the 
society was "very detrimental to the University's welfare".     
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In 1910, McConnell graduated and left Charlottesville to live and work in New 
York City. In 1912, he moved to Carthage. For a time, he was employed there by 
the Seaboard Air Line Railway as a local land and industrial agent. He also 
served as secretary of the Carthage Board of Trade and wrote promotional 
pamphlets about the Sandhills region of North Carolina. 
 
In 1914, he provided a brief synopsis of his career after leaving UVA for use in a 
booklet promoting a class reunion. Single, he concluded his entry with the 
following notation: "The Ladies Aid Society of Carthage has had me married to 
everyone of them at different times, but you can count on not getting any 
engraved cards, announcing the fate of some misguided miss, from me". 
 
He never did marry.     
 

The Lure of Adventure in War: When war broke out in Europe in 1914, 

McConnell was drawn to participate in that global conflict. He later wrote: "These 
sand hills will be here forever, but the war won't, so I'm going." 
 
In January of 1915, he sailed from New York to enlist in the volunteer American 
Ambulance Corps in France. In a letter home later that year, he wrote: 
"Tomorrow I am going to the front with our squad and twelve ambulances. I am 
having a glorious experience." The following photograph depicts him at the wheel 
of one of those ambulances. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On more than one occasion, he rescued French soldiers while under fire. For 
these acts of conspicuous bravery, McConnell was awarded the coveted Croix 
de Guerre medal by a grateful French nation.  
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Dissatisfied with his field of service and America's isolationist views of the war, 
McConnell withdrew from the Ambulance Corps and entered an aviation training 
program offered by the French to American volunteers.  
 
Of his decision to join the fighting ranks, he wrote: "All along I had been 
convinced that the United States ought to aid in the struggle against Germany. 
With that conviction, it was plainly up to me to do more than drive an ambulance. 
The more I saw the splendor of the fight the French were fighting, the more I felt 
like an embusque - what the British call a 'shirker'. So I made up my mind to go 
into aviation". 
 
On February 6, 1916, he completed flight 
training and was awarded the badge of a 
pilot brevet and the rank of corporal in the 
French Air Service.  
 

Lafayette Escadrille: In 1915, some 

Americans living in France, along with a few 
farsighted French officials made the idea of 
an all-volunteer, all-American fighter 
squadron a reality. The French saw such a group as an excellent way to entice 
support from America for the Allied cause. In April of 1916, such a squadron, 
originally designated as N-124 was established. 
 
McConnell and six other American aviators became the first members of that 
squadron. In the following photo they are all depicted, along with two French 
officers and a squadron pet. McConnell is the individual on the far right. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other American flyers soon joined them, bringing the group's number up to a 
total of 38 pilots. Since their unit was a part of the French Air Service, the two 
French officers in the above picture served as the squadron's Commanding 
Officer and its Executive officer.  
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The unit composed of American aviators flew French-built Nieuport-17 biplanes 
as did every squadron in the French Aeronautique Militaire. The squadron 
designation of N-124 was soon changed to Escadrille Americain. But that name 
was deemed inappropriate, since America was still neutral in 1916. In December 
of that year, the squadron became known as the Lafayette Escadrille. 
 
Aircraft of that squadron often had this fierce 
image of a savage Sioux Indian painted on 
both sides of their fuselages. The idea for 
such an insignia came from one of 
McConnell's flying partners. However, at 
some point McConnell, shown below, left had 
a flaming red foot emblazoned on the sides 
of the aircraft assigned to him; a tribute to the 
Hot Foot Society at UVA.       
 

The Nieuport-17:  This famous World 

War I fighter was a single-seater aircraft. 
Its outstanding maneuverability and 
excellent rate of climb gave it a distinct 
advantage over most enemy fighters that 
it encountered, one on one. 
 
Mass produced, it had wood framing, for 
the most part. Wings, fuselage and other 
surfaces were fabric-covered.  
 
The Nieuport-17 had a wing span of 
26.75 feet and its loaded weight was 
1,232 pounds. A nine cylinder, rotary 
engine, which produced 110 horsepower, 
enabled it to fly up to 110 miles per hour 
and attain an altitude of over 17,000 feet. 
 
The nimble fighter's armament consisted 
of one Vickers machine gun positioned in 
front of the open cockpit and sometimes 
a Lewis machine gun mounted on top of 
the aircraft's upper wing. Both of these 
weapons were synchronized to fire 
through the propeller arc.   

  
Oversized wheels mounted on a sturdy undercarriage located beneath the lower 
wing allowed the Nieuport-17 to take off and land from unimproved fields. A skid 
placed under the aircraft's tail characterized her as a 'tail-dragger'; common for 
such aircraft during World War I.   
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Flying for France:  McConnell's squadron consisted of seven pilots and 

seventy ground crew personnel. When they first went into action, they were 
comfortably quartered in villas or hotels near their flying fields. Each evening they 
enjoyed fine food, French wine and socializing with the local elite.    
 
That soon ended when they were based at an unimproved air field in Eastern 
France nearer the warfront. Quartered in temporary barracks, they flew from 
fields that often were a sea of mud. In the following image, McConnell is on the 
right, smoking a cigarette there during an impromptu briefing before a mission.   
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The American flyers customarily took off at dawn. Wearing fur-lined flying gear, 
they would typically patrol above and behind enemy lines where most of the 
aerial combat took place. Throughout each day, they would make up to six 
sorties, often encountering German aircraft and engaging in deadly dog fights. 
 
The attrition rate was high on both sides. Accidents and malfunctioned aircraft 
probably killed or injured as many of the Lafayette Escadrille's pilots as did their 
German counterparts. 
 
McConnell was not destined to become designated as an 'ace' by shooting down 
as many as five enemy aircraft. In August of 1916, he and a fellow flyer brought 
down an enemy plane over the battlefields in the Verdun sector of France. They 
each were credited with a half share of this victory. 
 
On two occasions, his aircraft was so badly damaged that it had to be replaced. 
One such loss was due to a flying accident, which was not uncommon when 
landing flimsy wooden biplanes on rough terrain. A closer call came when 
McConnell, flying alone boldly attacked six German aircraft. In that unequal 
combat, his aircraft was riddled with bullets. But he returned to base, unharmed.    
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In late August of 1916, McConnell 
crashed while attempting a landing in 
the dark. He badly injured his back 
and spent the next few months 
recuperating in a hospital. During that 
time period, he wrote of his 
experiences and feelings in a book of 
roughly 150 pages that was published 
in America in early 1917. 
 
In his book, McConnell started off by 
generally recounting his days of flight 
training,  qualification tests, trick flying 
and stunts. Most of the book is 
devoted to his experiences flying over 
the warfront, including his feelings and 
those of others in the squadron after 
losing a comrade in aerial battle. 
 
Victor Chapman, one of the original 
seven American pilots of the Lafayette 
Escadrille and the first to die was a 
close friend of McConnell. "We could 
read the pain in one another's eyes. If 
only it could have been some one 
else, was what we all thought, I 
suppose. To lose Victor was not an 
irreparable loss to us merely, but to 
France, and to the world as well". 
 
By the end of the war, four of the original seven were dead. Of the 200 
Americans who eventually flew for France, 68 perished; almost all in combat.   
 
The book really had no ending. Instead it was concluded by McConnell as 
follows: "When there is activity on the lines the rumble of heavy artillery reaches 
us in a heavy volume of sound. From the field one can see the line of sausage-
shaped observation balloons, which delineate the front, and beyond them the 
high-flying airplanes, darting like swallows in the shrapnel puffs of anti-air-craft 
fire. The roar of motors that are being tested, is punctuated by the staccato 
barking of machine guns, and at intervals the hollow whistling sound of a fast 
plane diving to earth is added to this symphony of war notes". 
 
Despite the fact that he was still considered unfit for service by hospital 
authorities, McConnell insisted on returning to his squadron on March 10, 1917. 
Four days later, he celebrated his 30th birthday with his comrades. Then, five 
days after that, he made what turned out to be his last flight ever. 
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March 19, 1917:  On what 

was a clear Monday morning, 
McConnell participated in a 
briefing session. In this image, 
taken that day, he is the 
individual on the far right. Later 
that morning, while patrolling 
above the battlefields of 
Somme, two German aircraft 
shot him down behind enemy 
lines. French civilians found his 
aircraft and his body, and 
buried him nearby.  

A second Croix de Guerre was awarded to McConnell, posthumously, by a 
grateful French government. In 1928, the Lafayette Escadrille Memorial was 
erected near Paris. The names of the 68 American volunteer pilots who died 
during World War I flying for the French are engraved there. A like number of 
sarcophagi are located in a crypt under the monument. McConnell's remains 
were interred in the crypt at the request of his family.  

Each year on Memorial Day, patriotic French dignitaries and everyday citizens, 
the French Air Force and the US Air Force pay homage to the American aviators 
of the Lafayette Escadrille. 

On April 16, 1916, to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the creation of the 
Lafayette Escadrille, four USAF aircraft flew over the memorial in the all-too-
familiar missing man formation.  
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Other Memorials:  The memory of James Rogers McConnell is also kept 

alive in several places in the United States. The most unusual is located on the 
grounds of the University of Virginia.  

 
At the request of his family and 
fellow alumni, UVA held a 
competition to create a suitable 
memorial to the fallen flyer. The 
winning proposal was submitted by 
sculptor Gutzon Borgum,  creator of 
the Mount Rushmore Memorial.  
 
In the photo on the left, Borgum is 
depicted with the nearly finished 
statue he created to honor 
McConnell, which is simply titled 
The Aviator. Placed on a pedestal 
on the grounds of the University in 
1919, where it remains today, an 
accompanying plaque proclaims: 
"Soaring Like An Eagle into New 
Heavens of Valor and Distinction'. 
 
In Carthage, an obelisk, depicted 
below and honoring McConnell's 
memory stands near the Moore 
County Courthouse. A plaque 
provides his name and years of 
birth and death.   
 

Nearby, at a local airfield, two 
additional plaques are located. 
One of these dates to 1917, 
when it was sent to the town of 
Carthage by the grateful 
citizens of France. It has been 
positioned in several places 
over the years, and in 2011 was 
moved to the airport property 
from an obscure location by the 
airport's owner, Roland Gilliam. 
Since the original plaque is in 
French, Gilliam had a second 
plaque created for translation 
purposes. The original plaque is 
shown on the next page. 
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Gilliam-McConnell Airfield: The small airfield in Carthage carries the name of 
both its creator and James McConnell. In addition, Roland Gilliam plans to create 
a museum there, further honoring the American volunteer pilot who flew, fought 
and died for France. One of the artifacts already collected and on display there is 
a beautifully restored Nieuport-17 aircraft.  
 
When the French plaque was re-
dedicated in 2011, one of the people 
who took part was Janice McConnell, 
a niece of James McConnell. During 
the ceremony, she read appropriate 
excerpts from her uncle's book. 
Afterwards she struck a pose next to 
the restored aircraft which is 
hauntingly similar to an image of her 
uncle captured so many years ago.            

 

 

 

 

 

    Bill Lee  

            November 11, 2018 
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