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INTRODUCTION: THE LEGENDARY
AVIATORS OF VMF-214

The television series Baa Baa Black
Sheep, later rebranded as Black Sheep
Squadron, remains a beloved classic in
the annals of war dramas. Airing from
1976 to 1978, the show captured the
gritty, irreverent spirit of Marine Fighter
Squadron 214, a real World War Il unit
composed of misfit pilots who became
legends. At the heart of its success was
a stellar ensemble that brought these
colorful characters to life. Understanding
the cast of Baa Baa Black Sheep is
key to appreciating how the show
balanced historical inspiration with
Hollywood storytelling. This article dives
into every major actor, their roles, and
the lasting impact of this iconic squadron
on screen.

THE CORE CAST: LEADING THE
SQUADRON

Robert Conrad as
Major Gregory

IIPappyll
Boyington

No discussion of the cast of Baa Baa
Black Sheep can begin without Robert
Conrad. He portrayed the hard-drinking,
cigar-chomping leader Major Gregory

"Pappy" Boyington. Conrad brought a
rugged charisma and a clear disdain for
authority that mirrored the real
Boyington, who was a Medal of Honor
recipient and a former Flying Tiger.
Conrad's performance was both
swaggering and vulnerable, showing a
man burdened by his own legend. He
later remarked that this role was one of
his favorites, and his chemistry with the
ensemble cast anchored the entire
series. His portrayal remains the
definitive TV version of Boyington.

Dirk Benedict as
Captain
"Jughead" (Lt.
Robert "Bobby"
Anderson in
early episodes)

Before achieving fame as Starbuck in
Battlestar Galactica and Face in The A-
Team, Dirk Benedict played a key role in
the cast of Baa Baa Black Sheep.
Initially appearing as a replacement pilot
named Lt. Robert "Bobby" Anderson
(based on Lt. Robert Boyle), his
character evolved into the aristocratic,
intellectually curious "Jughead." Benedict
brought a touch of droll humor and a
unique perspective to a squadron full of
raw fighters. His dynamic with Conrad’s
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Boyington added depth, often serving as
the voice of reason amid chaos.

John Larroquette
as Lieutenant
Bob "Junior”
Anderson
(Joining Later)

Yes, there were two Andersons. John
Larroquette, later a multiple Emmy
winner for Night Court, joined the cast
of Baa Baa Black Sheep in season two
as a new character named Lt. Bob
"Junior" Anderson. This Anderson was a
replacement pilot who struggled to earn
the respect of the Black Sheep.
Larroquette’s sharp timing and slightly
antagonistic role provided friction that
made the squadron's eventual unity
more satisfying. His character was not in
the original war diaries but was a
creation of the writers to explore the
theme of gaining acceptance.

THE BLACK SHEEP SQUADRON:
THE SUPPORTING PILOTS

Dana Elcar as
Colonel Thomas
Lard

Dana Elcar, a consummate character
actor, played the gruff but ultimately
supportive Colonel Thomas Lard. As the
squadron's commanding officer back at
headquarters, Lard constantly clashed

with Boyington but defended the Black
Sheep when it mattered. Elcar’s
performance gave the cast of Baa Baa
Black Sheep a necessary authority
figure whose bark was worse than his
bite. He later became famous as Peter
Thornton on MacGyver.

Simon Oakland
as Colonel "A. J."
(Fictionalized
version of Frank
Schwable)

Simon Oakland brought a sterner, more
bureaucratic antagonist in the form of
Col. A.J. He appeared in several episodes
as a stickler for regulations who
resented Boyington’s unorthodox
methods. Oakland was a veteran actor
known for his intimidating presence, and
he added tension to the narrative. His
role was a composite of several real
officers who did not get along with the
actual Boyington.

Jeffrey Tambor
as Captain
"Harlan"
(Fictionalized
version of
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various ground
crew)

Long before his iconic roles on Arrested
Development and The Larry Sanders
Show, Jeffrey Tambor played the
hypochondriac, neurotic Captain Harlan
in a handful of episodes. While not a
regular, Tambor's appearances added a
comedic layer to the cast of Baa Baa
Black Sheep. His character often
served as a medical officer who over-
analyzed the pilots' mental states.

W.K. Stratton as
Lieutenant
"Mick" (Mick
Wilson)

W.K. Stratton played the affable and
loyal Mick Wilson, one of the original
Black Sheep. Stratton’s character was
based on several real Marines, but his
portrayal of a steady, supportive
wingman became a fan favorite. He
brought a sense of camaraderie that was
vital to the ensemble's chemistry.

RECURRING CHARACTERS AND
HISTORICAL FIGURES

Robert Ginty as
Captain Tom

"T.J." (Based on
various squadron
members)

Robert Ginty appeared in early episodes
as a pilot, but his role was later reduced.
He is noteworthy for being one of the
many actors who passed through the
revolving door of "replacement pilots"
that the show used to reflect high WWII
casualties. The cast of Baa Baa Black
Sheep saw several actors depart and
new ones join, mirroring the real
squadron's turnover.

James Whitmore
Jr. as Captain
James W. "Jeb"

(Based on Jeb
Brannen)

James Whitmore Jr. played a tough,
experienced pilot who often challenged
Boyington. His character added depth to
the internal dynamics of the squadron.
Whitmore Jr. later became a prolific
television director.

Don Shanks as
Chief (Native



American
mechanic)

Don Shanks played a Native American
ground crew chief who was a composite
character, reflecting the diversity of the
Marine Corps. His role was small but
culturally significant, and he appeared in
multiple episodes as a loyal and skilled
mechanic.

BEHIND THE SCENES: CHEMISTRY
AND CONFLICTS

The cast of Baa Baa Black Sheep
shared a genuine bond that translated
on screen. Robert Conrad was known for
his intense, hands-on leadership, often
performing his own stunts. This created
a respectful but competitive
atmosphere. Dirk Benedict and John
Larroquette have both spoken fondly of
the experience, though they noted the
physical demands of filming aerial
combat sequences. The show’s use of
actual WWIl-era aircraft, like the F4U
Corsair, added realism that the actors
appreciated.

Interestingly, the real Greg "Pappy"
Boyington served as a technical
consultant for the first season, though he
had a strained relationship with Conrad.
Boyington, who died in 1988, reportedly
disliked the show's focus on drinking and
womanizing, as he felt it overshadowed
the squadron's combat achievements.
Nevertheless, the cast respected his
legacy.

THE IMPACT OF THE ENSEMBLE
ON THE SHOW'S LEGACY

While the show only lasted two seasons,
the cast of Baa Baa Black Sheep
created a template for the ensemble war
drama. Each pilot had a distinct
personality: the wisecracking, the stoic,
the intellectual, the newcomer. This
allowed for rich storytelling beyond
dogfights. The show was later retitled
Black Sheep Squadron to avoid
confusion with the nursery rhyme, but
the cast remained the same. Many
actors used this show as a springboard
to greater fame, including Dirk Benedict,
John Larroquette, and Jeffrey Tambor.

Today, the series enjoys a cult following,
and the cast is frequently cited in
interviews about classic TV war dramas.
The actors' portrayals are often
compared to the actual history of
VMF-214, and many historians praise the
show for capturing the raw edge of
Marine Corps aviation, even if liberties
were taken.

CONCLUSION: REMEMBERING
THE MEN BEHIND THE INSIGNIA

The cast of Baa Baa Black Sheep
turned a historical footnote into a
television landmark. Robert Conrad’s
Pappy Boyington remains an iconic
antihero, supported by a robust group of
actors who embodied the grit and
gallows humor of combat pilots. Though
the show ended prematurely, its
portrayal of a band of misfits who
became heroes continues to resonate.
For fans of classic TV and military
history, this cast is forever synonymous
with the Black Sheep Squadron. Their
work endures as a tribute to the real
men of VMF-214, who flew into legend
under a skull-and-crossbones banner.
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