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When World  War  I  began,  the  mi l i t ary saw l i t t l e  use  for  ai rcraf t  in  warfare.  

Ai rpower  was l imi ted to  reconnaissance  and,  l a te  in the  war ,  rudimentary bombing.  

Aer ial  combat  was  ext remely ra re  and,  ear ly in  the  war ,  of ten  involved throwing 

rocks ,  br icks ,  grenades ,  or  f i r ing handheld  p is tol s  a t  enemy a i rcraf t .  Typical ly,  

enemy pi lo t s  s imply sa luted  each  other  and went  about  thei r  b usiness .  Mid -war ,  the 

“synchroniza t ion  gear”  was  in troduced.  This  al lowed machine guns  f i re  be tween 

the  propel le r  blades and,  hopeful ly,  s t r ike  the  enemy a i rc raf t  ra ther  than  the 

a i rc raf t  f i r ing the  weapon.  The  U.S.  was woeful ly behind  the t imes  in  avia t io n 

development  by the  t ime we entered  the war  in  1917.  Never theless ,  Amer ican 

p i lot s ,  many of  them volunteers ,  made  names  for  themselves  overseas ,  including 

Eddie  Rickenbacker ,  Freder ick Libby,  Frank Luke  J r . ,  and  James Meissner .   

 

Ai rpower  had come a  long way in  the 16  years  s ince  Orvi l le  Wright  l ay prone  on 

h i s  engine -powered  gl ider  and  made  the  f i r s t  heavier -than-a i r ,  12  second,  120 foot  

f l ight .  At  the  end of  World  War  I ,  powered  f l ight  remained a  novel ty and the 

usefulness  of  ai rpower  to  the mi l i ta ry was  considered  l imi ted  a t  bes t .  Return ing 

f rom Europe  and  f ini shing h i s  engineer ing degree  a t  Cornel l  Univers i ty,  Major  

James  Meissner  found employment  wi th  Tennessee  Coal  & Iron  in  Bi rmingham,  

Alabama.  In  la te  1919,  Major  Meissner  and Henry Badham created  th e  Bi rmingham 

Flying Club.  Nicknamed the  “Bi rmingham Escadr i l l e”,  a f ter  the  famed Amer ican 

volunteer  Lafayet te  Escadr i l l e ,  i t  would  be  home to  11  Amer ican  aces  of  Wor ld 

War 1 .  The  Birmingham Escadr i l le  was compr ised  of  about  a  dozen World  War I  

avia tors  and  aimed,  among o ther  things ,  to  promote  aviat ion  in  Bi rmingham and the 

Sta te  of  Alabama.  Major  Meissner ,  however ,  immedia te ly began promot ing federal  

recogni t ion of  the  Bi rmingham Flying Club as  par t  of  the Alabama Nat ional  Guard .  

Par tner ing wi th Colonel  Ha r t ley A.  Moon,  the Adjutant  Genera l  of  Alabama,  and  

us ing h is  fame as  a  Wor ld War  I  ace  to overcome publ ic  opinion  that  d id  not ,  a t  the 

t ime,  look favorably upon the  Nat ional  Guard ,  Meissner  and Moon successful ly 

convinced the War  Department  to  establ i sh  t he  seventh a i r  uni t  of  the  Nat ional  

Guard  in  the United  Sta tes .  On 21  January 1922,  the  Birmingham Flying Club was 

organized  as  the  135 t h  Observa t ion  Squadron,  Alabama Nat ional  Guard ,  wi th  seven 

Cur t i ss  JN-4Ds,  or  “Jennys”  and an  author ized  manning of  26  o f f icers  and  120 

enl i s ted  men under  the  command of  Major  Meissner .   

 

With in  the  f i r s t  two years  of  ex is tence ,  the  135 t h  Observa t ion Squadron changed 

names  twice :  f i r s t  to  the  114 t h  Observa t ion Squadron and aga in ,  on  1  January 1924,  

to  the  106 t h  Observa t ion Squadron.  The  ear ly years  were  chal lenging.  Land was 

donated  for  what  would  become Rober ts  Fie ld .  S tee l  was  sa lvaged f rom old  

war t ime hangars  to  bui ld  new hangars .  Bi rmingham c i t i zens donated  money to  

def ray cons truct ion  expenses .  Squadron members  even re t urned the ir  pay to  the 

squadron to  def ray cos t s  and  suppl ied  much of  the  labor  themselves .  In  the  f i r s t  

few years  of  operat ion ,  whi le  const ruc t ing the  fac i l i t i es  at  Rober ts  Field ,  the  

Squadron par t ic ipa ted  in  mine  rescue  work,  began a  program of  providing aer ial  



photographs  of  point s  of  indus tr ial  and  hi s tor ica l  in te res t  throughout  Alabama,  and 

provided  the  f i r s t  Ai r  Mail  se rvice in  the  Sta te  of  Alabama.   

 

By 1929,  the  Squadron had  t ransi t ioned f rom Major  Meissner  to  W.V.M.  Rober tson,  

J r . ,  and  then  to  Lt .  C ol .  Sumpter  Smi th .  Under  the  command of  Lt .  Col .  Smi th  in 

1929,  the  Squadron rendered  i t s  “greates t  se rvice  to  the  State  of  Alabama” when 

the  ent i re  Squadron was  ordered  to  ac t ive  duty for  f lood re l ie f  in  south  Alabama.  

Twenty-f ive  of f icers  and  100 men par t ic ipa ted  for  14  days  and n ights ,  f lying a  total  

of  approximate ly 300 hours  dropping food and medic ine  to  marooned fami l ies .  The 

a i rdrop  of  suppl ies  was  among the  f i r s t  of  i t s  kind in  avia t ion  his tory.   

 

By 1930,  the  fac i l i t ies  at  Rober ts  Fie ld  were  long -s ince  declared  inadequate by 

numerous  inspec tors ,  but  the  Squadron did  not  have  the funds to move.  A s teady 

campaign of  publ ici ty and pressure  on legis lat ive  and loca l  government  was  

mainta ined  unt i l  the dec i s ion  was  made  to  bui ld  new faci l i t i es  for  the  106 t h  

Observa t ion  Squadron a t  the  Bi rmingham Munic ipa l  Airport  as  par t  of  the 

government  works  p roj ec t  in  1934.  When Colonel  Smi th  moved up  to  the  31 s t  

Divis ion ,  command of  the  Squadron passed  to  Henry Badham,  J r . ,  one  of  the 

founding members  of  the Bi rmingha m Flying Club.  On 16  January 1936,  James 

Meissner ,  the  father  of  the  Alabama Air  Nat ional  Guard ,  died  f rom pneumonia .  The 

c i ty held  a  memor ia l  service  involving a  f lyover  by the  planes  of  the  uni t  he 

founded and hi s  o ld  f r iend  and former  World  War  I  wingma n,  Eddie  Rickenbacker ,  

re turned to Birmingham to  be  an honorary pa l l -bearer .  Major  Meissner  is  bur ied  at  

Ar l ington  Nat ional  Cemetery.   

 

I t  took near ly four  years  to  comple te  the  cons truct ion  of  the new home of  the  106 t h  

Observa t ion  Squadron a t  the  Bi rmingh am Munic ipa l  Airport ,  but  in  1938 the 

Squadron was  f inal ly able  to  move in to  i ts  new quarters .  Eventua l ly,  the  base  was  

named af ter  the  colonel  who he lped  ensure  i ts  const ruc t ion,  Colonel  Sumpter  

Smi th .   
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