
A
nything puzzling about the 
above statement? “Com-
manded more firepower than 
any other aircraft of World 

War II?” The answer to this is simple. 
The L-4’s function was to direct artil-
lery fire against the enemy. With one 
radio call this small, slow Piper aircraft 
could bring down upon the enemy lit-
erally tons of shells from a mixed bag 
of artillery pieces, depending on who 

was called. This Grasshopper, as it was 
known, was an aerial forward observer 
that could direct artillery fire with 
more accuracy than anyone else. Its 
height in the air gave it a broader view 
than could be obtained by a ground 
observer, and its slowness in flight al-
lowed it to cruise the area and observe 
the artillery’s effect.

Mr. Donald S. Miller of Hickory, 
North Carolina, won the best L-bird 

award at the Sun ’n Fun Fly-In at Lake-
land, Florida, held in April. His N num-
ber is 73490. The restoration is a work 
of love, and the completed aircraft is a 
product of a TLC restoration. This Piper 
Aircraft Company product has a long 
and proud history, starting in World 
War II. If you are not aware of the L-4’s 
background, it is interesting! When we 
were drawn into World War II the Army 
Air Corps (AAC) was not technically 
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separated from the United States Army. 
But there was little contact between 
the two factions. On June 6, 1942, the 
secretary of the Army allocated air as-
sets to the Army ground forces (AGF). 
Friction still existed between the AAC 
and the AGF, so the AAC only provided 
“low performance” liaison aircraft. The 
AAC did provide the training for these 

“low performance” aircraft pilots. Artil-
lery barrages were an integral part of 
the AGF, and they wanted to make sure 
their requirements for aerial artillery 
spotters would be met. 

The need and supply of these light 
planes had to be a simple conversion 
of a standard civilian aircraft. Taylor-
craft, Piper, Aeronca, and the Stinson 

division of Vultee all contributed to the 
program. With Piper Aircraft Company 
the choice was a standard J-3 Cub. Ini-
tially this aircraft carried an “O” desig-
nation for “observation,” but this was 
later changed in 1943 to an “L” des-
ignation, denoting “liaison.” Thus the 
original O-59 became the L-4. More 
than 5,606 were built during the war, 
and it became the most numerous 
of all liaison aircraft associated with 
World War II. Ground troops referred 
to the Piper L-4 as a “grassshopper,” 
and that’s where the L-4 got its name. 

For the pilot, the L-4 was a great 
airplane to fly. Fully loaded it was off 
the ground in just more than 400 feet. 
The plane carried a pilot and one ob-
server. The aircraft was radio equipped, 
and the seating was in tandem. Quite a 
few of the trips were made without the 
doors off, so as to improve the visibility 
factor. Skis or floats could be added if it 
was necessary, and cases existed where 
this was done. 

To say that flying anywhere in the 
vicinity of the front lines was haz-
ardous would be one of the great un-
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derstatements of the war. The enemy 
knew precisely why the Grasshoppers 
were flying around, and did its utmost 
to shoot them out of the sky. It was 
the low-speed maneuverability of the 
L-4 that made it a difficult target. The 
minute an L-4 pilot and his observer 
saw they were drawing ground fire, 
they called for an immediate artillery 
barrage. The enemy learned quickly 
that retribution for ground fire was 
just a radio call away. The L-4 crew 
could call in for artillery fire upon a 
designated area and have delivered 
more firepower in one salvo than a 
flight of B-17s could drop. And after 
the initial salvo, the L-4 could make 
the necessary corrections for the artil-
lery to make the next salvo devastat-
ing! It must have been a moment of 
great satisfaction to the two occupants 
of the L-4 to be able to direct such a 
massive amount of explosives with 
just a radio call. 

While the L-4s flew without any 
defensive armament, some of the pi-
lots were not without a little ingenuity. 
On occasion as many as three bazoo-
kas were strapped to the struts on the 
left wing. To activate the bazookas the 
pilot merely reached out the window 
and pulled the lanyard attached to the 
bazooka. A few dogfights did occur 
when an L-4 pilot outmaneuvered an 
Me.109 and caused it to fly into the ter-
rain. Another pilot took on a Fieseler 
Storch with the two crews shooting at 
each other with handguns.

So, while the L-4 may rank way 
down toward the bottom of the war-
bird list, its role in World War II, the Ko-
rean conflict, and Vietnam was much 
appreciated. It was slowly phased out 
with the development of the helicop-
ter. When they were released to the ci-
vilian market, they were eagerly sought 
out and acquired for many reasons. 

Flight training and personal trans-
portation were just a few of the chores 
they performed when they entered the 
civilian market. Quite a few of the L-
4s, after being returned to the civil-
ian market, were painted the familiar 
Piper Cub yellow. Most Grasshoppers 
fall into the category of a highly prized 
acquisition and are taken care of with 
a lot of TLC.


