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The C-47s would then    bring in the 
bulk of the operation’s combat troops 
and supplies and carry out wounded. 
The airstrips would be protected by the 
5318th PAU’s P-51A Mustang fi ghters. 
The improved airstrips would then 
be used as forward resupply bases 
for Long Range Patrols (LRP) sent 
operating across Burma. The Allied 
commanders believed the separate 
ground and airborne advances into 
northern Burma would take the 
Japanese by surprise and keep them 
off balance thereafter. The overland 
thrust, by the Chindit 16th Brigade, 
was also launched on 5 March.

landing sites were located in an arc 
around Broadway, to its west and 
south, but it was Broadway that would 
be the locale for about three-quarters 
of the entire operation’s sorties. 

The fi rst two C-47s were to takeoff 
at 5:00 p.m. The remaining 18 C-47s 
and 36 CG-4As were to start taking-off 
at 5:40 at one-minute intervals.

 Once the British “Chindit” 
commandoes had secured each 
landing zone’s perimeter, follow-on 
gliders would deliver US airborne 
aviation engineers, along with 
their air-transportable construc-
tion equipment, to upgrade the 
clearings into C-47 airstrips. 

The Plan

 T he Allied   offensive into 
northern Burma began 
in early March 1944 with 

preparatory air strikes against Japanese 
installations. The operation’s go-order 
was published on 29 February 1944, 
with D-Day scheduled for 5 March. 
Twenty C-47s—13 from the 5318th

Provisional Air Unit (PAU) and seven 
from 27th Troop Carrier Squadron 
(TCS)—each towing two CG-4A 
gliders, would fl y from Lalaghat Air 
Base (AB) in eastern India to a jungle 
landing strip in Burma codenamed 
“Broadway.” Five other secondary 

Preparatory Air Strikes

The softening up of Japanese 
ground targets by Allied air attacks 
started on 1 March, using Tenth 
Air Force (Royal Air Force or RAF) 
and 5318th PAU aircraft, when a 
total of 56 A-36s and P-51s strafed 
and bombed Sawnghka. 

On 2 March, fi ve P-51s bombed 
Japanese artillery positions around 
Maingkwan, while 20 P-40s bombed 
the fuel dump at Myitkyina, the 
artillery positions at Shingban and a 
column of trucks caught on the road 
as they drove toward Walaubum. 
A mixed group of eight aircraft 
(P-40s and P-51s) also bombed and 
strafed Japanese encampments 
at Pagoda Peak near Mogaung. 

On 3 March, B-25s escorted by 
RAF Spitfi res and Hurricanes bombed 
Fort White. Ten B-25s and eight P-51s 
bombed the rail line at Kyaikthin and 
the warehouses at Kyunhla. Fourteen 
B-24s, escorted by 22 P-40s, bombed 
Lashio, Hsenui and Loiwing airfi elds. 
Seventy aircraft, P-40s and P-51s 
and B-26s, bombed and strafed fuel 
dumps, supply depots, roads and 
targets of opportunity at Shingban, 
Mytikyina, Zigyun, Mogaung, 
Manywet and Washaung. Six P-38s 
attempted to knockout the Okshitpin 
bridge, but they scored no hits. 

On 4 March, 60 aircraft (A-36s, 
P-51s, P-40s and one B-25) 
attacked ammunition dumps, 
roads, bivouac areas and targets of 
opportunity around Seton, Sawnghka, 
Pinbaw and Walaubum. 

On 5 March, B-25s, A-36s, P-51s and 
P-40s attacked artillery positions, stor-
age areas, troops, roads and a bridge 
at Zigon, Shingban and Myitkyina.

Initial Troop Landings

The gliders were to have been 
loaded according to detailed manifests 
in the following order: troops and 
their personal equipment; then 
air-transportable bulldozers, graders, 
tractors, scrapers, carryalls, jeeps and 
cargo trailers; followed by portable 
airfi eld lighting, electric generators 
and communications equipment; 
then anti-tank and light artillery; and 
last, mules along with everything else 
required to support troops in the jun-
gles of Burma. From the start, though, 
the Chindits disrupted the planned 
glider load weights by smuggling along 

extra ammunition, weapons and food, 
and in that way causing immediate 
towing problems. There were therefore 
premature glider releases followed 
by crash landings in the jungle. 

When the fi rst C-47s began to take-
off, as the slack in the towropes played 
out and the overloaded gliders began 
to move forward, each tipped down 
its nose making takeoff impossible. 
The only way to correct the situation 
was to assign four soldiers to each 
glider, to run behind and hold down 
each one’s tail until the slow-moving 
aircraft reached a high enough speed 
to allow suffi cient air fl ow over its 
wings to get it into a normal takeoff 
attitude. As crazy as that last-minute 

stopgap correction seems, it worked 
and allowed the overloaded gliders 
to takeoff. The fi rst actual takeoffs 
fi nally began, then, at 6:12 p.m. 

The C-47 pilots were to climb for 10 
minutes, turn left and hold course for 
10 more minutes, turn left again and 
hold course for another 10 minutes, 
then fi nally turn left one more time, 
all to arrive back over the airfi eld at 
4,000 feet. That circuit was intended to 
allow all the C-47s and gliders to start 
off together toward the target area. 
The 4,000 foot altitude was selected 
because it was a good start toward 
attaining the 8,000 feet needed to clear 
the nearby Chin (a.k.a. Lushai) Hills. 
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Operation Thursday 
Assigned Ground Units 

77th Brigad  e, Brig. Michael Calvert
111th Brigade, Brig. W. D. A. Lentaigne
3rd West African Brigade (in reserve)
14th West African Brigade (in reserve)
23rd West African Brigade(in reserve)

WACO CG-4A “Gilder”

Wing span 83’ 3” 
  

Length 48’ 3.75”

Tail height 88”

Wing area 851.5 square feet

Tow speed 150 mph

Cruise speed 120 mph

Stall speed 50 mph 

Empty weight 3,440 lbs.

Combat weight 7,500 lbs.

Crew: Pilot & Copilot

Cargo combos at 4,000 lbs. limit
13 Troops
1 x 75mm Howitzer
1 x Jeep & Six Troops
1 x Ammo Trailer 
1 x Air-Transporta  ble Bulldozer
1 x Air-Transportable Grader
1 x 105mm Cannon & Ammo 

& Three Troops     ★

Operation Thursday 
Assigned Air Units 

5318th Provisional Air Unit (USAAF)
27th Troop Carrier Squadron (USAAF)
315th Troop Carrier Squadron (USAAF)
31st Squadron (RAF)
62nd Squadron (RAF) 
117th Squadron (RAF)
194th Squadron (RAF) ★

As it was, the C-47 pilots had to 
go to maximum power to climb to 
altitude. The fi rst four gliders and two 
C-47s were unable to maintain fl ight 
control and their tow lines separated. 
Those gliders crash-landed near the 
takeoff airfi eld, and that scene was 
repeated several times. One C-47 pilot, 
William W. Johnson, later recalled: 
“There was a full moon, but [it was] 
very hazy and hard to distinguish land-
marks, so we were using instruments 
constantly. As we started over the Chin 
Hills the tow gliders began to surge and 
we were constantly trying to balance 
them off with throttle changes to slow 
or accelerate my aircraft to keep them 
from overrunning us. On one particu-
larly hard pull, my two gliders broke 
loose. I made a climbing right-hand 
turn to see where they were. I looked 
down, located the Chindwin River, and 
in searching the area we could see large 
sandbars in the river which stood out 

in the moonlight, and [we] expected 
the glider pilots could also see the 
sandbars and make a normal landing 
on them. We turned back to India, to 
land at the takeoff base at Lalaghat 
and to report to…fl ight operations.”

 After several gliders had crash-
landed, it was discovered each had 
been 2,500 to 5,000 lbs. overweight. 
As glider pilot Chuck Baisden 
later recalled: “In every instance…
the gliders went down because the 
nylon tow ropes stretched beyond 
their 40 percent design maximum 
because of the extra weight carried 
inside…breaking the tow line.”

That was enough to convince those 
in charge changes had to be initiated 
in loading and takeoff procedures. 
Other reports also came in of C-47s 
over the Chin Hills having diffi culty 
maintaining proper tow position in 
relation to their gliders. Those C-47 
pilots were therefore ordered turn on 

their aircraft lights in order to give 
the glider pilots a better visual refer-
ence. Even so, the fi rst eight gliders 
launched from Lalaghat went down 
in eastern India while another nine 
crashed near Japanese installations 
across the India-Burma border.

Over the Chin Hills, one glider was 
prematurely released 100 miles west of 
Broadway when it surged and overtook 
its tow plane and then just as suddenly 
dropped back, snapping its tow rope. 
That glider pilot managed to fi nd and 
land on a river sandbar, after which he 
and his copilot set the aircraft on fi re 
to prevent its seizure by the enemy. 

Another CG-4A broke loose from 
its C-47 only to glide down to a perfect 
landing on Japanese-held Katha 
airfi eld. The Japanese troops there 
were surprised, and the glider pilots 
and Chindits managed to escape into 
the surrounding jungle. That was the 
only glider captured intact by the 
Japanese during the whole operation. 

One C-47 taking-off from Lalaghat 
had an electrical system failure that 
released its two CG-4As for a landing 
alongside the takeoff runway. Another 
C-47, along with its two gliders, could 
only get as far as Imphal because 
of high fuel consumption, so it 
released the gliders to land there. 

Two other gliders broke loose 
from their tow aircraft, crashing into 
the jungle near Japanese 15th Infantry 
Division’s headquarters at the India-
Burma border. At about the same time, 

continued on page 52 »

Waco CG-4A
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A Waco glider on the fi eld at Lalaghat.
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gliders managed to evade the Japanese, 
then march through the jungle back 
to eastern India or, if closer, move on 
to reach Broadway. Glider pilots on 
foot came under the command of the 
on-site ground commander until they 
could be evacuated back to their base. 
Many of them fought alongside the 
British and American commandos. 

Improvised Landings

The fi rst two “pathfi nder” gliders 
and their C-47 were among those 
that successfully reached Broadway. 
The Chindits in the fi rst pathfi nder 
glider secured the landing strip, while 
the glider pilot and copilot set up 
oil-burning smudge pots in a diamond 
pattern to mark the landing area and 
glider release point a mile in front of 
the clearing. They also deployed a 
shielded green light on top of a bam-
boo pole, set up so as to be visible only 
from the direction of the approaching 
C-47s. The gliders were to release at 
that point at an altitude of 1,000 feet 
for the descent into the clearing. 

The overweight gliders landed at a 
higher than expected speed. So, though 

their own command network was 
being attacked in order to disrupt 
their coming India offensive. As it 
was, their reaction was slower than 
it should’ve been because they were 
unable to estimate the strength 
of the Allied airborne landings.

Many in the prematurely downed 

the second and third gliders touched 
down alright after hard landings, the 
fourth—carrying the communica-
tions equipment—crashed. Without 
that communications equipment, 
the remaining inbound C-47s and 
gliders were unable to receive updates 
about the conditions at Broadway.

Col. John Allison, senior offi cer on 
the ground at Broadway, recognized 
the airfi eld wasn’t fully operational. 
It was crossed with ruts where locals 
had used elephants and water buffalo 
to drag Teakwood logs into the sun 
to be dried prior to fl oating them 
downstream. The landing area also 
contained tree stumps and water 
buffalo wallowing holes. Those 
obstacles had all been hidden from 
aerial view by tall elephant grass, 
and so hadn’t been spotted when 
the area was initially selected for the 
landing site by aerial reconnaissance. 

The second wave of C-47s and glid-
ers was scheduled to takeoff starting 
shortly after 7:00 p.m. in fi ve minute 
intervals, which would put the last 
takeoff at 2:30 a.m. The loss of radio 
communications was therefore serious. 

The few technicians on-scene 
managed to create a working 
radio by salvaging enough intact 
components from the wrecked sets 
to assemble one operational system. 
Unfortunately that radio wasn’t 
dependably operational until 10:00 
the following morning. By that time 
the jungle airstrip had become a 
scene of wrecked gliders along with 
wounded and dead personnel. 

Col. Allison could only watch as 
one glider after another crash-landed. 
They plowed into ruts, tree stumps 
and rocks, which ripped off their 
landing gear and tore out sections 

of their fabric-covered fuselages, 
chopped off wings and smashed 
the piloting compartments. 

Most of the gliders loaded with 
heavy engineering equipment didn’t 
survive their landings. Two gliders, 
each carrying a bulldozer, overshot 
the clearing and smashed into the 
trees at the edge of the jungle.

The cockpit section of the gliders 
were hinged to allow them to swing 
upward for loading and unloading 
large equipment. A cable and pulley 
system was also rigged to automati-
cally raise that section up and out of 
the way if heavy cargo broke lose dur-
ing a hard landing. That design feature 
was all that saved glider pilots 1st Lt. 
Jackson S. Shinkle, Flight Offi cer Gene 
A. Kelley and their engineer copilots 
SSgt. Raymond J. Bluthardt and Sgt. 
Joseph A DeSalvo. Both bulldozers in 
those two aircraft were immediately 

Douglas C-47 “Dakota” 

Wingspan 95’   
Length 64’ 2”   
Tail Height 16’ 11”  
Empty Weight 16,970 lbs. 
Combat Weight 26,000 lbs.
Power plant 2 x 1,200 hp Pratt & 

Whitney R-1830 Twin 
Wasp Radial Engines
Maximum Speed 229 mph 
Cruise Speed 185 mph 
Combat Range 750 miles 
Service Ceiling 23,200 feet  
Crew: Pilot, Copilot & Three Enlisted
Cargo combos at 6,000 lbs.
 28 troops   
 18 stretchers & 3 medical personnel
 Tow one or two CG-4A     ★

» continued from page 50

three other CG-4As crash-landed near 
a Japanese regimental headquarters, 
and two others crashed near Japanese 
31st Infantry Division’s headquarters. 

All that led Japanese fi eld com-
manders on the scene to conclude 

Some West African Chindits preparing to load into a C-47 during a 
training exercise shortly before the start of Operation Thursday.

Two C-47s and their towed gliders shortly after takeoff from Lalaghat.
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