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Flying Over the Pacific 

 
 Earl Irish is a humble man of 92 who lives in North Charleston, South Carolina.  

He is not one to brag, so you wouldn’t know that he was a fighter pilot in World War II 

who flew the P51D Mustang, “the best fighter that was ever made.” For years, Mr. Irish’s 

family and friends implored that he let someone conduct a recorded interview, but he 

could tell that it was not the right time.  This year Mr. Irish was ready, and I was 

fortunate enough not only to meet this great man, but also to conduct the interview. 

 Mr. Irish was born in Albany, New York, to parents Raymond and Della Irish.  

From the beginning, he has been a man of simple interests; he enjoyed his job working on 

the railroad, and he spent his free time chasing girls.  When war broke out, Mr. Irish 



knew that his country would need him, so he made the decision to join the Army Air 

Corps.   

His goal was to become a fighter pilot, and the initial screening process went very 

well: “When I applied, I passed the physical first and then they got down to the nitty 

gritty.”  The administrator asked how far he went in school.  Mr. Irish replied, “I finished 

the tenth grade.”  The administrator was surprised by his answer because the majority of 

the other recruits were in college or they already had a degree.  Mr. Irish explained that 

the test he had to take was strenuous, "This is a very difficult test and only three [out of 

30] on average pass...Well, needless to say I passed.”  After being accepted into flight 

school, there was not a lot of time to celebrate.  The United States Army desperately 

needed pilots in the Pacific Theater, and the year-long flight school was cut in half to 

accommodate the Air Corps.   

 
A P51D Mustang escorting a bomber 



During flight school, Mr. Irish was required to learn how to fly four aircraft: the 

P51D, C-47, C-64, and the L-5.  The L-5 can be described as a flying jeep, capable of 

transporting supplies to the front or extracting a wounded soldier.  In late 1943 or early 

1944, one mission in particular would test Mr. Irish’s skill as a pilot of the L-5.  He was 

tasked with extracting a wounded soldier, who was shot in the head and unconscious, 

from Baton, Philippines, to an island that he had never been to before.  After receiving 

directions, he realized that it was only 20 minutes away and he flew full throttle to get 

there as fast as possible.  Mr. Irish explained that the L-5 was designed to take off and 

land on a runway of 600 feet, but at that location, “if they had an airstrip of 300 feet they 

had a good day!”  When he flew over the island, he was struck with disbelief when he 

looked down: “There it was, about 200 to 225 feet of runway that they had dug out.  That 

was not the problem, believe it or not; the problem was the 50 foot strip of trees on each 

end of runway!”   

After circling twice, Mr. Irish had a decision to make.  He says, “Well, there is no 

way I could get in there, but if I got in there I wouldn’t be able to get out of there!  So I 

would have to come in low and slow right at the top of the trees.  I had practiced this 

maneuver back in the States. At about 15 or 20 feet you cut the throttle, the plane will 

slow down to stalling speed, and it will drop like a rock.  At about 10 or 15 feet before 

you hit the ground, you gave it full throttle.”  Mr. Irish was aware that the only 

neurosurgeon within the vicinity was on this island, so he did not have any other choice 

but to try and land.  “My worry was, ‘this boy dying.’  So I thought, ‘what the hell, I’ve 

been over here long enough, I was used to war, used to killing, I’ll take a chance.’  So I 

came over [the trees], and just as I got to the end, the plane was shaking [and] about to 



stall out.  I pulled back on the throttle, it dropped like a rock, about 15 feet off the 

ground, I gave it full throttle and it settled down like a butterfly with sore feet.”   

Mr. Irish’s commanding officer could not imagine how he could have gotten a 

plane onto that island.  The next day, the commanding officer and Mr. Irish went on a 

reconnaissance mission around the island, and he was still unconvinced.  After many 

agonizing hours, Mr. Irish’s commanding officer finally contacted the hospital and was 

able to confirm that he had in fact landed on the island.  Sadly, Mr. Irish was never 

informed of what had happened to the soldier after he landed.  For this selfless act, Mr. 

Irish earned the Army Distinguished Service Cross.  This medal is the second highest 

medal a soldier can receive for his actions in combat.   
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From the beginning, I understood how important this interview would be for Mr. 

Irish and his family because there are many veterans in my family as well.  My cousin’s 

grandfather served in the Army during World War II.  Although he was encouraged by 

his family to record his accounts of the war, unfortunately he did not get to do so.  I am 

honored that Mr. Irish chose to share his story with me.  This story epitomizes the 

greatest generation, a generation called upon to defend the world against tyranny and 

oppression.  I am grateful to have met Mr. Irish, and I am proud to call him my friend. 
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