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THE SAGA OF UNITED FLIGHT 593 

PART ONE

from a minor medical issue,
Wade chose the RAF, and
would have been assigned to
the Eagle Squadron had they not
started winding down operations
immediately after his flight training.

Wade then became a flight instruc-
tor with the Plosser & Prince Air
Academy at Avenger Field in
Sweetwater, Texas, first teaching
Army Air Corps student pilots, and
then Women’s Air Service Pilots —
or WASPS as they became better
known. During this phase of his
career, he flew a wide variety of mili-
tary trainers including the Fairchild
PT-19A, Vultee BT-15, Cessna AT-
17D and UC-78 Bobcat, and the
North American AT-6C Texan.

While teaching Primary Flight
Training, he dated LIFE maga-
zine cover girl Shirley Slade.
Although she wasn’t for-
mally his student, they
still had to date secret-
ly, as regulations
dictated an imme-
diate wash-out for any
WASP student caught dat-
ing an instructor. Wade would pick
Shirley up for a date and she’d have to
hide in the back seat until they were well
clear of Avenger Field. According to fel-
low WASP trainee Marion Hodgson,
author of the book Winning My Wings,
Shirley and Bill mutually decided dating
was too risky to their careers, but they

over into his instructing.
Some of the instructors yelled and cussed
— not because we were women, but
because that was their style with
both male and female students.
Your dad’s style of instructing was
gentle and patient. Incidentally,
he was a really good pilot even
back then! He could really put
those PT-19As through their paces, and
we were in awe of him. I’ll bet he made a
great airline captain. He was so calm,
cool, and collected that nothing ever fraz-
zled him or made him short-tempered, at
least nothing that I ever witnessed.”

At age 89, Bill Wade once shared a
story with John that sounded so incredi-
ble, he wondered if his father’s memory
was playing tricks on him. “Dad was
teaching spins in a PT-19 when the base-
ball cap he was wearing flew off his head,”
John commented. “Rather than write-off
his favorite hat, as he watched it float
away, he took the controls from the stu-
dent, executed a perfect Split-S and recov-
ered the hat before it hit the ground! I had
to admit to some skepticism but I certain-
ly wasn’t going to tell him. Few people

the responsibility of testing.” After exclu-
sively flying single- and twin-engine train-
ers, piloting a front-line fighter had to be
a big step up, even if it wasn’t in combat.

Two-years earlier, a former Powers
model named Alice Schenkle had been
hired by Colonial Airlines as one of the
first stewardesses without nursing cre-
dentials — a prerequisite at the time.
Colonial flew DC-3s from LaGuardia
Airport to Albany, New York;
Burlington, Vermont; and Montreal,
Canada, and was awarded a contract to
train Army pilots in the DC-3.

Volunteering for this new assign-
ment, Alice, and fellow stewardess Betty
Williams, became certified Link Trainer
instructors, training pilots bound for
Burma to fly “The Hump.” Betty went
on to become a WASP herself. 

When the Army contract ended,
Schenkle took advantage of her new
skills and accepted a job with Chance
Vought in Bridgeport. There, she gave
Link training to such pilots as Wolfgang
Langewiesche and Charles A.
Lindbergh. On 28 January 1944,
Lindbergh took 30-min of Link time
from Alice before leaving for the Pacific
Theater to instruct Navy and Marine
Corsair (and USAAF P-38) pilots on
techniques for extending overwater
range. More significant than training
legendary pilots, however, was the fact
that while working at Vought, Alice
Schenkle met company test pilot Bill
Wade, and soon became Mrs. Wade. 
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There’s a good reason why they’re
called “America’s Greatest
Generation.” The men and
women who helped win The

Second World War were raised in chal-
lenging times during the Great
Depression and possessed an indomitable
spirit and fierce national pride. During
WWII, they accomplished seemingly
impossible tasks, yet never complained,
and afterward, gave thanks as they raised
their families and enjoyed rewarding and
productive lifelong careers. 

This is the story of one such individ-
ual, United Air Lines Captain William
M. Wade who, on 30 December 1964,
skillfully piloted his powerless Convair
340 to a successful belly landing in a
muddy beet field 40-mi north of Los
Angeles. Miraculously, 47 people
walked away without a scratch that day,
but were it not for his consummate
skill, expertise in the cockpit, and grace
under pressure, the outcome more than
likely would have been tragic.  

FROM WWII
INSTRUCTOR 
TO TEST PILOT

Bill Wade enlisted after the attack
on Pearl Harbor, actually joining the
Royal Air Force because the US Army
Air Corps wouldn't guarantee a pilot
slot — only the possibility of becoming
a pilot, navigator, or bombardier. The
Navy accepted him for pilot training,
but because of potential complications

Trying to make the best of a very bad
situation, United Airlines’ Capt. William

Wade skillfully pilots his Convair over
looming power lines on Newhall Road

seconds before impact. With propellers
wind-milling, Capt. Wade was aiming the
stricken airliner for a small, muddy beet

field. Painting by Mike Machat.

remained
good friends.
Bill Wade’s

youngest son, John,
himself an airline cap-

tain today flying the
Airbus A330, recently

acquired a copy of Marian
Hodgson’s book and its excellent

account of WASP flight training. “It’s a
shame dad never saw it,” said John, “as
he was mentioned throughout the book,
and it appears he was very well-respect-
ed.” John corresponded with Hodgson,
who shared warm remembrances of his
father, and her training days at
Sweetwater. In a heartfelt letter to John,
she wrote:

“He was so kind and helpful. We all
loved him. He was a true gentleman. I
never heard him cuss or say anything off-
color. He was soft-spoken and this carried

I’ve
known

c o u l d
m a t c h

h im  f o r
honesty or

integrity,
but still,
he was

getting older and
memory can certainly

play tricks on you.” 
One evening John was

reading Marion Hodgson’s
book and made an amazing dis-

covery — his dad’s story was indeed
true! Said John, “While reading the

book, I came across the prize. In one
chapter there’s an account of Marion
doing spin training with her instructor,
‘Mr. Wade,’ and she recounts in vivid
detail what happened when his hat flew
off during a spin recovery, and the skill-
ful flying he demonstrated to retrieve it
in mid-air!”

CHANCE MEETING 
AT VOUGHT

In January 1944, Bill Wade was one
of six instructors from Avenger Field
hired by Chance Vought Aircraft in
Bridgeport, Connecticut, as production
test pilots flying F4U-1 Corsairs on pre-
delivery test flights. An article in The
Chance Vought News reported that all six
pilots preferred flying Corsairs to training
WASP student pilots, and “welcomed


