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QB Profiles – Elliott White Springs

'War Birds' is the first biography 
of the legendary Elliott White 
Springs - World War I ace, best-
selling author, advertising 
genius, and maverick master of 
a textile manufacturing empire. 
(GoodReads)  The author, Burke 
Davis, NC native, is best known 
for his biographies of US military 
figures including George 
Washington, Stonewall Jackson 
and the “Gray Fox”, Robert E. 
Lee.



4

• Born July 31st, 1896 in Lancaster, SC to Col. Leroy
Springs and Grace Allison White Springs. His father was
a noted South Carolina textile manufacturer.

• His mother died when he was 10 years old, and at 12,
he was sent to the Asheville School, a new academy in
North Carolina.

• Following the Asheville School, Springs attended
the Culver Military Academy in Culver, IN, and then
enrolled in Princeton, “where he took courses in
literature and studied the writing of the short story”.
(The Literary Career of Elliott White Springs)

• After graduation from Princeton in 1917, he enlisted at
age 21 in the U.S. Army Signal Corps aviation section.
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• Springs was sent to England to train
with the Royal Flying Corps and was
selected by the Canadian flying ace
Billy Bishop to fly the S.E.5 with 85
Squadron over France.

• After claiming three destroyed and
one 'out of control' with 85 Squadron,
Springs was shot down on 27 June
1918 by German Ace Lt. Josef Raesch
of Jasta 43.

• After recovering from wounds
received, he was reassigned to the
U.S. Air Service's 148th Aero
Squadron, flying the Sopwith Camel.
Left: Springs & wrecked Camel, 1918.
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The Pfalz D.XII (left) and the Fokker D.VII (right) were flown by the 
Royal Prussian Jagdstaffel 43 (fighter squadron, Jasta 43) in 1918.  
The exact replica shown on the right was built by Swedish pilot and 
craftsman Mikael Carlson. (Kent and Ulli Misegades viewed this 
Fokker during its construction.) 
(https://vintageaviationecho.com/fokker-d-vii/). 

https://vintageaviationecho.com/fokker-d-vii/
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• On 3 August 1918, while escorting Airco DH.9
bombers (left), Springs shot down three Fokker
D.VII scouts in flames.

• On 22 August 1918 he attacked five Fokker
D.VIIs, shooting down one into a wood near
Velu. He sent another enemy aircraft 'out of
control’.

• On 22 August 1918 he engaged three Fokker
D.VIIs, and Springs claimed two shot down,
with one 'out of control’.

• By 24 September 1918 Springs had claimed 10
victories destroyed, 2 shared destroyed and 4
driven down 'out of control’.

• He had shared three wins with such squadron
mates as Lieutenants Henry Clay and Orville
Ralston. About this time Springs rose to
command the 148th as it and the 17th Aero
Squadron joined the 4th Pursuit Group.
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Left: Sopwith Camel in the markings of
the 17th Aero Squadron, 4th Pursuit
Group. Right: “The Three Musketeers
of the American Cadre in British
Service, Mac Grider of Arkansas, …
Elliott White Springs and Laurence K.
Callahan of Chicago….”
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• Springs has been called “one of the finest,
bravest, and most daring pilots produced
in World War I.”

• He was the fifth-ranking American ace of
the war, with 11 kills to his credit and
many more that were not officially
confirmed.

• At the end of the war, in 1918 he was 22
years old, a squadron commander, a
captain, and holder of the British Flying
Cross and the American Distinguished
Service Cross.

• Springs returned to military service during
World War II and left with the rank of
lieutenant colonel.
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American Aces in British Service - Sopwith Camel and S.E.5a Pilots in World War One
By Stephen Sherman, Aug. 2001. Updated April 16, 2012.

The most popular, and certainly one of the more personable characters among the American airmen of World War I
was Elliott White Springs, son of a millionaire cotton manufacturer. Springs' wartime career reads like a tale
concocted by air-story writers as out-and-out fiction. He was one of the few who campaigned with joy in his heart
and utter contempt for the enemy. While he lived I was more than proud to be included among his many friends.

Because of his personality and natural leadership, Springs was in September 1917 elected to head a small band of
American aviation cadets sent across the Atlantic to continue their training in England. With nothing much in hand
but a few solo hours on the primitive Curtiss Jenny, this hapless group soon learned they were expected to take
over the cockpits of real wartime airplanes. For a short time they were lectured by a number of United States
armchair warriors who had never flown a patrol or even heard a shot fired. At best, it was a bewildering situation.

Springs' unit was something of a Lost Battalion. They were neither fish nor fowl; they were not officers or noncoms
. . .just aviation cadets with no real standing. At Oxford where they had been unloaded, they gradually realized they
were getting nowhere, so Elliott wired home for money, took his group to London, put them up in a second-class
hotel, and outfitted them with uniforms of his own design. For the next week or so they lifted London out of the
gloom of war with their antics in the theaters, the hotel lobbies, and the night clubs of that period. Needless to
state, Elliott was able to obtain plenty of champagne or whiskey, and there is one story that it was he who taught
London society the art of making several types of cocktails.

Sergeant Springs made the most of his chances during this boozy crusade, and one evening induced some British
staff officers to take over his legion and train them at a special RAF station. In fact, they were soon turned out as
first-class war pilots, but their capers during this session would fill a large book. Most of them survived the course
and some of them proved to be ranking aces.
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As for Springs, he was first noted by Colonel Billy Bishop, the Canadian ace who at that time was organizing
Number 85 Squadron. Two other Americans, Lawrence Calahan and John Grider, were also accepted. Bishop's
squadron went to France on May 22, 1918, and settled down at a field a few miles below Dunkirk. Springs received
valuable instruction from Bishop and scored his first triumph on June 5. Three more enemy aircraft fell before his
S.E.5, and then on June 27 he himself was shot down and only just managed to glide into his own lines. He cracked
up badly and spent some time in a nearby hospital.

When he was next ready for action he was ordered to report to Number 148 Squadron of the U. S. Air Service. This
came as somewhat of a shock to Elliott who by now was quite at home with the RAF, and had almost forgotten that
he had originally joined up in the United States. He liked his British companions, and felt, as did many others, that
he owed Great Britain a debt for the training that had been provided, but the order stood. He was equipped with
the American stiff-collared uniform, and given a Sopwith Camel, instead of his beloved S.E.5. The transfer had
some compensations, for he was made a flight commander and promoted to captain. As may be imagined, this
squadron was made up of many other Americans who had trained and served with the R.F.C., or the RAF.

Springs took up his new role with his old-time zest, and was soon back in the air battling the Boche. On August 3,
while leading his flight, he knocked down his fifth enemy plane, becoming an ace. Eventually, his squadron was as
famous as Rickenbacker's Hat-in- the-Ring outfit, and ranked second among American squadrons in the number of
victories scored. But the 94th was in action from April on, whereas the 148th did not begin operations until late
July.

After the war Springs returned to his father's cotton mill in South Carolina, but he had little interest in the industry
and wrote riotous novels set against the background of wartime London and the Western Front. For years the
Elliott White Springs' version of front- line flying was the basic idea of many Hollywood air-war epics. Pulp writers
lifted his plots, characters, and hilarious situations, and offered them as their own originals. But Elliott only laughed
and turned out more.
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Elliott White Springs, Foundation For New Media, Inc.

Elliott White Springs was born in Lancaster, South Carolina in 1896. His grandfather Samuel White had been a local
Civil War hero and helped to start a cotton mill after the war to help the town recover from the South's defeat.
Samuel's White's daughter had married Leroy Springs, a driven man whose business dealings in the textile industry
had made him a wealthy man. Elliott was their only child. Leroy Springs was a strong-willed character who had
once shot and killed a man in a gunfight (the case had been ruled self defense). When Springs' mother died, Elliott
was still a boy. The elder Springs expected Elliott to carry on the family trade and took it upon himself to instruct
the boy on every subject and activity.

Elliott harbored a rebellious streak that would put him at permanent odds with his father. The earliest
manifestation of this rebellion came, naturally enough, in school. At Princeton Elliott displayed a wildness his father
found embarrassing. Instead of studying business, Elliott set his sights on (1) women, (2) becoming a writer, and
(3) becoming an aviator. Though Leroy Springs often displayed his impatience with Elliott, he also gave in to his
son's expressed needs, e.g. the Stutz Bearcat Springs drove around the Princeton campus and between Princeton
and the hot spots of New York. When America edged closer to entering the World War in 1917, Elliott quickly
volunteered for training as a pilot. Leroy was aghast that his son would enter such a dangerous line of work, begging
his son instead to push for an Army desk job.

Springs had no intention of taking his father's advice. When American declared war on Germany, Springs was ready
to go. From the Princeton aviation training unit, he moved on to the airfield at Mineola, New York, there meeting
Larry Callahan and John McGavock Grider. Springs, with his years in military boarding school and his leadership of
the Princeton unit, was made a sergeant during training, but even without ranking his friends Mac and Cal Springs
was the natural leader of the group. The three southerners became inseparable and were soon given the nickname
"the Three Musketeers."

QB Profiles – Elliott White Springs
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America in April 1917 had no flying corps of its own. What planes and pilots there were were assigned to the
'aviation section' of the Army Signal Corps, reflecting the fact that the original military use of airplanes was for
aerial observation of enemy movements. This had been the function of airplanes early in World War I, but by 1917
aviators such as Albert Ball of Great Britain and Manfred von Richthofen of Germany had mastered the use of
airplanes as fighting machines. Whether Elliott Springs aspired to emulate Ball and von Richthofen we don't know;
we do know that flying became one of his most enduring passions.

As it did most of the men who experienced it, the war changed Springs forever. Entering it a raw, rebellious youth
thrilled by the experience of flight and the excitement of aerial combat, he left the war both shaken by the
experience of killing his enemies and losing so many of his compatriots, at the same time utterly convinced that
nothing would ever compare with what he had just gone through. 'Peace,' he write on Armistice Day. 'The French
are still dancing in the streets. But I can find no enthusiasm. I went to bed a free man but I awoke with a millstone
around my neck called tomorrow which pulls and pulls and will hang there 'til the grave. . . I only scowl and
everyone and demand another war. Peace! I find myself alive. Strange -- I hadn't considered that possibility -- I must
alter my plans.’

The fifth ranking 'ace' among American pilots with twelve victories over enemy aircraft, Springs went home and
after trying to find jobs in aviation, returned to South Carolina to enter the family business. The elder Springs
crowed to the local newspapers about his son's accomplishments in the war but continued his efforts to control his
son's future. His father urged him to live in Lancaster but Springs insisted on living in the house his grandfather
had bequeathed him in Fort Mill, thirty miles away. When his son once again defied him, Leroy Springs swore he
would never enter his son's house in Fort Mill -- and never did. Springs continued his wild behavior -- he had shown
a taste for women and alcohol both at Princeton and during the war -- to his father's lasting chagrin. When Elliott
courted and married a Massachusetts heiress, the elder Springs was miffed he'd married a Northerner.
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His altercations with Leroy Springs were constant. When his father berated him for never earning a dime on his
own, Springs accelerated the literary efforts he had begun in the mid 1920s. After selling several short stories based
on his wartime experiences, Springs in 1926 went to work on the Diary of an Unknown Aviator. He had succeeded
as an aviator during the war, passing the test of endurance. Now he succeeded in his first major literary effort. His
father's prediction that the book would be nothing but an embarrassment for all concerned proved unfounded. 'He
wanted more than anything else for his father to be proud of him,' says Anne Springs Close, Spring's daughter, '
and his father was but he wasn't going to admit it.’

Springs was also a writer of short stories in the 1920s and 1930s that popularized the adventures of American and
British pilots of World War I and told tales of the “lost generation” that attempted to adjust to modern life after
the war ended.

QB Profiles – Elliott White Springs

Elliott Springs White House
on Hwy 160 just north of Fort
Mill, SC. Restored early 1990s.
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• Upon his return to the United States, Springs wrote
numerous books, short stories, and articles. Many of
these were about his experiences in combat aviation.
He earned a quarter of a million dollars with his writing

• The most notable of these was Warbirds: The Diary of
an Unknown Aviator, which was based the
correspondence of John McGavock Grider, a friend and
comrade of his who did not survive the war. (left)

• He was also known for carousing, habits he picked up
overseas in the War. He toured speakeasies, drank
heavily, chased women, and hosted all-night parties. He
regularly visited friends "with a five-gallon jug and a
strange woman.“

• He also did some barnstorming after his return. On
November 11, 1953, he appeared on an episode of I've
Got a Secret.

QB Profiles – Elliott White Springs



QB Profiles – QB Hangar #218, Pinehurst, NC 16

Elliott shrugged and took of for New York. He and his young wife had
hosted some wild parties in Fort Mill, South Carolina, but in the Big City
they really cut loose. Elliott Springs became a jazz age legend. Every
once in a while he would return to South Carolina, make a half-hearted
stab at the cotton business, throw a few parties, get fired, and go back
to Manhattan. Meanwhile, he had begun to write stories
for Redbook and other magazines, novels followed. These were a great
success and Elliott was financially independent of his father.

https://shrineodreams.wordpress.com/2012/07/06/elliott-white-springs-part-one/
https://shrineodreams.wordpress.com/2012/07/07/elliott-white-springs-part-two/
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• After WWI he became close friends with
Charlotte Barnstormer Johnny Crowell (QB
#3710). They became popular and
financially successful Barnstormers in the
20s and 30s.

• Springs profligate life changed in 1931
when his father died and he took over
running the family textile firm.

• Though the firm was heavily mortgaged,
Springs saved the company though, among
other things, slashing his own salary.
Springs even put a loom in his basement to
try out new ideas. Because of his actions,
the family firm made it through the Great
Depression that saw many of his
competitors close.
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Bridge Stunt

“No single date in the history of
western Union County, except for the birth
of Andrew Jackson, is so talked about as
the date that Johnny Crowell, ace pilot
and barnstormer, flew his biplane under
the old Buster Boyd Bridge across Lake
Wyle. Johnny was a pioneer in aviation
and he was one of our own, and we loved
him. On that storied date, on a bet with a
fellow pilot and WWI ace, Colonel Springs,
the two of them flew their planes to the
lake where, on the first dive, Johnny took
his under the bridge. Colonel Springs
made a few dives but pulled out of each
without finishing the task. My source for
this information is the Colonel's daughter,
Ann Springs Close. Some popular
variations on the legend have the Colonel
going under the bridge and Johnny not
doing so.”

Capt. Elliot White Springs
performs at the grand celebration
of the Buster Boyd Bridge, 1923.
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• Everyone who knew Elliott Springs expected him to waste his inheritance within
a few years. His father’s estate was valued at about $5 million, ranking him
informally as the wealthiest man in South Carolina.

• He not only learned the new business but became familiar with every technical
detail related to operating a textile plant.

• He discovered that “for a man who loves machines, a cotton mill beats an
airplane.” He worked until he knew the workings of all machines in the plants
and could tell by the sound whether things were running right.

• At the end of 1958, the last full year he managed Springs Cotton Mills, assets
were $138.5 million, compared to $13 million when he became president. Sales
were $184 million at the end of 1958, more than 19 times greater than sales in
1933.

• In 1958, Springs Cotton Mills was only the seventh-largest textile company in
the United States, but it led the textile industry in profitability. And Springs had
become the world’s largest producer of sheets and pillowcases.

• Then there was Springs the advertising genius, whose innovative series of
humorous, risqué ads made Springmaid sheets a household word and changed
the course of American advertising.
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World’s largest cotton mill, Spring Mills’ Lancaster Plant in Lancaster, SC
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• Springs had an obsession with automobiles and was a part-
time mechanic most of his life. He owned, among others, a
Winston, Isetto Raschini, Detroit Electric, Pierce Arrow,
Auburn, Cord, DeSoto, Cadillac, Jaguar, Mark VII, Mercedes
Gullwing, Volkswagen, Buick, Chrysler, Aston-Martin,
Corvette Stingray, and three Rolls Royces. He gave Governor
James Byrnes a custom-built Rolls Royce Phantom II to be
used on ceremonial occasions.

• Springs married Frances Hubbard Ley on October 4, 1922.
They were the parents of a daughter, Anne Kingsley Springs
Close, and a son, Leroy “Sonny” Springs II, who was killed in
an airplane crash May 12, 1946, at the age of 22.
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Seen in Hemmings Motor
News, May 2019.

https://www.hemmings.com
/stories/article/backfire-17
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“I’ve Got a Secret” from November 11th, 1953, featuring Elliott White Springs (right).
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• Died on 15 Oct 1959 at aged 63, in Manhattan, NY.
• Buried in Unity Cemetery, Fort Mill, South Carolina.
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CAVU FOREVER BROTHER QB

Thank You


