


























To England...

About July 10, 1944, after our transition training was completed
of learning to work with each other in the crew, we headed for Camp
Kilmer, New Jersey for the same old processing we had where ever we
went. Then off to the Brooklyn Navy Yard to catch an ex-Italian
luxury liner for anything but a luxury cruise.

With over 5000 troops on board, bunks (canvas stretched over
pipe frames) five tiers high, two meals a day, and just plain crowded,
I knew it was going to be a GREAT cruise. We left in the middle of
the night, so I never saw the Statue of Liberty. That kind of ticked

me off!

On awakening the next morning, and being able to get on deck, I
looked around to see us at sea with nothing but ships around us as far
as I could see. I counted around forty ships in our convoy, and I

knew that wasn’t all of them.

To keep from starving, I volunteered for night K.P. Then I got
three meals a day.

One thing that impressed me, and I've never forgotten, is how
rough the North Atlantic can be in a storm. For at least four days the
weather was so bad that we were riding fifty to sixty foot waves at the
same time.

Eleven days after leaving New York, we dropped anchor in Liverpool
Harbor, debarked, and proceeded to a staging area to wait assign-
ment at a B-17 base. While here I turned Twenty on July 31 (re-
member that date? Happy birthday to me). No cards, no presents,

. cake.

Then August 5 rolled around and we got orders to report to the
401st Bomb Group. This was near the village of Deenethorpe - 70
miles north of London. After a little bit of interrogation, briefing, and
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Nine hours after take-off, we landed at our base. The brakes had
been shot out, so John (pilot) had to ground loop the plane at the
end of the runway (“Thanks John”). As soon as we could after land-
ing, we checked our battle damage. Besides losing our brakes, we
counted over 250 holes in our plane.

The next few missions were rough also, but not as bad as our first.
In a sense, it was better to have our first mission be the worst, be-
cause all the rest seemed so much milder. We would come back with
only 200 holes from anti-aircraft fire - and flat tires. Once we had to
crank down our landing gear.

After five missions we got a “stand down”. We got a four day
furlough for “Flak Leave”. Three of us, Harry, Earl, and myself who
always chummed around together decided to see London. FANTAS-
TIC! Westminster Abbey, St. Paul’s Cathedral, Buckingham Palace,
Tower of London. We were able to get to London twice more, and

to Edinburgh and Nottingham.

Concerning these cities, I thought Edinburgh was the most beau-
tiful and friendly city. It was not damaged by German bombar- -
ment, was not overcrowded as was London, and was so tranquil.
There was one site I would liked to have visited. That was the Palace
of Mary, Queen of Scots. Impossible!! It was home for over 5000
German P.O.W.s.

It was during a “stand-down” starting September 28, that we had
our chance to visit Edinburgh. After arriving, the three of us - Harry,
Earl, and I, purchased a very good bottle of 7-year old Scotch. ~ _ =
next thing on the agenda was to get a room in a small hote. We
asked the proprietor to bring us three glasses - “And bring one for
yourself.” Well -- that bottle went down in a hurry, and the proprietor’s
nose got redder and redder. But as he was imbibing, he told us much
about the history of the region and pointed out the bridge across the
Firth of Forth, which is one of the harbors of Britain.
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it to malfunction. The next mission over enemy territory - the same
thing happened. The problem was never solved. The conclusion:
The compass was “chicken”.

On October 6, 1944, we were slated for a very long mission to the
Politz/Stettin area in Poland. The round trip distance of at least 1500
miles at an average air speed of 160 M.P.H. made for almost 10 hours
of flying time. A very long time when we’re watching for both flak
and fighters - much of the time right into the sun. One consolation
though, was the beautiful scenery. To the South we could see the
Alps; to the North we saw the mountains of Norway - a distance of
about 1700 miles between them.

When we got to the target area, I believe it was oil and fuel, we
could see nothing on the ground. Smoke screens covered the entire
target area. We saw no flak or fighters.

When you can't bomb the primary target, you then go to a sec-
ondary “target of opportunity”. So we bombed an air field. Later we
found out it was a Luftwaffe training base, and the only damage
done was to trainers that could not fly. Oh well, you can’t win them

all. With that long flight behind us, we got a good night’s sleep.

Bright and early the next morning on October 7, after a delicious
breakfast of scrambled eggs, hot cakes, sausage, orange juice, and
coffee (they fed us every breakfast as if that one was the last meal we
would have), we went to the mission briefing. When they uncovered
the map of the target area, we breathed great sighs of relief (“Oh,
boy! Milk-run!! Long but easy!”). The target was Politz again! No
flak - no fighters.

One thing we didn't think of (which was good) is that the Ger-
mans would gamble on us coming back the next day. They would be
ready for us - with everything they had. That was a pretty accurate
assumption. As we went in toward the target, the sky got black (Oh,
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God. The flak is so thick we could land on it, and its getting thicker
ahead.”).

Then - “Poof-Poof-Poof-Poof.” Twenty millimeter shells were ex-
ploding in our right wing. “Bandits - 4 o’clock high!"”. I got one
burst of 50 caliber A.PI. (Armor Piercing Incendiary) into a FW
190’s underside, and he was gone - no more fighters.

As we neared the target, the flak got worse and worse. The heavi-
est we'd ever seen. It seemed everything was against us (“Oh, God,
help us with this mission. Help us get through it safely, Lord. We're
the good guys.”) - “Bombs-Away”. 1 checked the Bomb Bay - all
bombs released OK. But BOOM! A burst of flak barely missed
exploding directly in the center of the open bomb bay. I slammed
that armor plated door closed in a hurry and checked myself for
wounds. I was OK - but SCARED. No place to dig fox holes at
27,000 feet.

On our way North to the Baltic Sea, I could see two or three planes
going down - parachutes opening - thank God. We passed one
crippled B-17 whose crew was jettisoning everything they could -
machine guns, ammunition, whatever they could to lighten the load
to get to Sweden.

After this Politz-Stettin “affair”, our entire group had a stand-down
for several days of “R&R”. It gave us a chance to relax, breath, play
games, and talk. During this time, we had some enlightening con-
versation with members of another crew. “The first crew that slept
in your bunks were shot down on their first mission. The second
crew went down on their second mission, and the third crew went
down on their third mission. You are the fourth crew to make these
bunks “home”, and you've made it through your fourth, fifth, sixth
missions, and many more. You've broken the trend and will made it
through your tour OK.” That conversation helped make my day.
And, oh yes, about this same time I got my final promotion to Tech.
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Sergeant. They finally realized I was an asset to the organization and
worth more money.

Not all periods of relaxation were spent around the barracks or on
leaves to London, or other large cities. Instead, many afternoons and
evenings were spent at the smaller city of Kettering. This was fourteen
miles from our base at Deenethorpe, and an easy ride by the one and
only bus that made the run every two hours or so.

The people of this community were very easy to talk to, and very
proud of their heritage. The houses were like row houses - made of
stone with a common. wall between them. Most of them had no
plumbing, and many had no electricity (three rooms and a path).
The dates of construction? The cornerstones dated about 945 A.D.
These dates are unbelievable but factual.

One Sunday in early September, 1944, the sun was shining, it was
86 degrees, and we (Harry, Earl, and I) found ourselves walking around
a very peaceful park with hundreds of other people enjoying the last
warmth of summer. Suddenly, we found ourselves near a Tea House
- why not? So we went in and had tea and scones. It was neat! We
thoroughly enjoyed our first English experience with High Tea. You
know? For a while this brought us back to the real world.

There were other ancient landmarks that we had toured and for-
gotten, but specific places that we frequented occasionally. They had
established dates from the 1500’s to the 1700’s, and they had names
like “Black and White”, “White Horse”, “Pink Elephant”, etc. The
bulldmgs were old, but the refreshments were newer. Bitters and
milds, pints, cellar temperature. The old saying was that we hac to
drink it before it got cold. I remember one time at the “White Horse”
where I had imbibed a few pints. I really had to go. I walked my way
through a door, down a hall, around a corner to a privy, where I
found relief. Oh, how great. As I was doing my thing, I could hear
womenss voices outside. I pulled the chain, buttoned up, opened the
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door, and heard feminine squeals. “Oh! You're in the wrong one!”. 1
never did find the men’s John. Oh well, you can’t win them all.

Meanwhile, the war continued, and we continued flying. Not all
our missions were hazardous. Some could be classified as “Milk-
runs’. One beautiful sunny day as we were traveling south at about
25,000 feet, basking in the sunlight at a balmy 56 degrees below
zero, and relaxing since there was no anti-aircraft or enemy fighter
activity. Suddenly, directly in front of us - WHOOSH! “Hey! What
was that? Where did it come from?”. From nowhere (it seemed), a
V-2 Rocket was fired toward and through our formation on its way
to England. All we had seen was a contrail, with no beginning or
end - at least as far as we could see.

Occasionally litte things happen to individuals that have no effect
on a mission. I was that individual once. On some forgotten mis-
sion, flying toward our target on a beautiful day, John asked me to
get something for him from behind his seat. I got out of my turret,
stepped down, picked up what I had to and handed it to him. I then
proceeded to climb back up into my turret. As I was just straighten-
ing up to be able to look out - “BANG!” - I heard a very loud explo-
sive sound. I suddenly had pulverized plexiglass throughout all of
my flight gear - from head to toe. Even inside my long johns next to
my skin - even in my heated flying slippers and boots. Something
had gone through the windows of my turret. When I finally got up
enough courage to stand up and inspect the damage, I discover.
something had come in through the back glass, behind where my
head would have been, and exited at the front left panel. If I had
been in position, whatever it was would have gone right through my
skull. This cat would have had one less life. There was no enemy
activity around, so I thought it was the accidental firing of a machine
gun from one of the planes in our flight. The hole made by the
missile was so large that I could get my entire arm out and wave at

i other planes. They all waved back.
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When we saw some fighters - ME 109s and FW 190s, they could
be deadly. On three of four different missions, we were hit by 20mm
shells and we were able to fire back and do damage to them. Uncon-
firmed, but we think we got a “kill” - possibly downing a FW 190.

Then came December 24, 1944 - the Battle of the Bulge. Very
cloudy and foggy on the continent. We were flying at 27,000 feet
near Koblenz to bomb German troops and transportation. Our troops
fired some anti-aircraft in front of us to show where we should start
our bomb runs. And guess what -- the Germans fired at us to show

where they did NOT want us.

The first burst of enemy flak got our number one (left outboard)
engine. I tapped John on the shoulder and pointed out the stream of
black oil that was pouring out of the engine. “We need our power
for the bomb run. Shutting down number one will over load num-
ber two. Remember, that one is a new engine change, and overload-
ing it can burn it out prematurely. Then we are REALLY in deep
trouble. We'll feather number one when we have to.”

When that time came, we found there was no oil reserve for
feathering the prop and the engine started running away.

We had to break formation and turn back. Normally, our engine
cruising speed was around 1200 R.2M. But this one was running
away at 10,000 R.PM. Since there was no oil, it was “freezing-up”.
The engine would seize, stop, and buck down around 45 degrees,
wwisting the wing. It would then relax, speed up, then repeat this
performance four times more before shearing the propeller shaft so

the prop could windmill freely.

We had to travel as slowly as we could to prevent the prop from
running away, and still be able to maintain a proper altitude to get

across the English Channel. Over the channel, we dropped our bomb
load - a safe area. No “innocents” could be hurt here. It ended up
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at we got back to “Mother England” OK. Despite being very foggy,
we were able to find a Canadian training base to land at.

Then is when we learned the extent of our damage. We could
rattle the number one prop in any direction. Little holes were punched
all over the left wing near the aileron (these are used to stabilize the
plane in flight). The counter balance for this had broken loose and
punched hundreds of holes, but fortunately had not jammed into
the aileron. This would have caused us to lose control and crash. We
also found the main spar to the left wing had snapped. We could
have lost the wing and ‘we would have crashed anyway! (God Bless
the B-17). |

Then our Christmas holiday began. After getting our billets, we
were able to get dinner and TEA (England, you know). Then off to
the Sergeants Club. They wouldn’t let us buy a drink. WOW! Then
off to a dance. I was OK, but Harry was spending a lot of time
leaning over a Quonset Hut. I understand others had the same prob-
lem. Merry Christmas - 1944. One of the most popular songs with
the G.Ls at this season was “I'll be Home For Christmas”.

Our tough missions were finally over. We had some very ba-. mis-
sions, many rough missions, and a few milk runs. I flew my last
mission on a milk-run to Paderborn on January 17, 1945. It was
great that this was an easy mission, and there were no fighters or flak.
At this point our minds were starting to think of other things (“Oh,
God. I hope this mission doesn’t go bad. I'm ready to go home.”).
The only things I remember about this final mission is that it was
short - probably five to six hours long, and it was sunny wit' sc-*-
tered clouds below us.

Whenever we completed a mission and the plane had taxi- - into
its hardstand area, we would have to clean our machine guns, turn in
our parachutes and Mae West (floatation device), and then go to
debriefing. Here we would get a straight shot of Scotch, ¢:* 2, a |
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coffee through the Red Cross gals, and tell all we could think of

- -out the mission.

After our last mission on January 17, we turned in the rest of our
combat gear - flight helmet, electric flying suit, insulated coveralls
and jacket, and winter fur lined boots. And then to debriefing....

This last debriefing was slightly different than the others. When
we sat down we didn’t get one shot of whiskey - we got the whole
bottle! (And I was only a minor - not even twenty-one yet). We
started a celebration that ended up at the N.C.O. club. Obviously

we slept in the next morning,.

We had completed our thirty-five mission tour (the “Memphis
Belle” only did twenty-five).

Homeward Bound

During the next few days we went through our records, proc s-
ing, and preparing for return home, and you guessed it - the prover-
bial physical manual of arms inspection.

We received our travel orders to come home as individuals - >tas
a group. I do not remember any of my crew members being assigned
to the same ship as I was. Oh, well...

The group I was with, three hundred Air Force personnel, eventu-
ally boarded the General Mays, a large troop ship, at Southampton.
There were two other special groups that also boarded the ship -
about three hundred nurses returning home, and three hundred Ger-
man P.O.W.s, plus their guards. At least Gerry was going where a lot
of other G.I.s wanted to be.

Since we were going home in the middle of winter, about Febru-
ary 10, and since there was no longer any danger of U-Boat attacks,
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we did not take the Northern short circle route through the stormy
North Atlantic seas as we did going to England. Instead, we took the
Great Circle route through the mid-Atlantic, where the weather was
warmer and the seas calmer. We also had no escort. Not having a
convoy of ships to hold us back, and no heavy seas to worry about,
we could travel at much faster speeds.

As always with these “Luxury” cruises, there’s so much to do -
sleep, eat, look at the waves. Would you believe? Not even a seagull
to look at three thousand miles from land. So what to do to combat
boredom? Volunteer! (and we were always told not to volunteer.
They might make you a truck driver - with a wheel barrow). I volun-
teered to be a projectionist showing movies each day. Old but good

svies.

With something to do, time went by much faster. Before I could
say “I'm bored”, we were docking at Newport News, Virginia. This
was about February 20.

It was great to be “Home” again. Shortly after being assigned to a
barracks, we had a customs inspection to be sure we did not have any
souvenir weapons, combat gear, whatever. We laid everything out
on our bunks, then they came for the big showdown, running through
the barracks not checking a thing. What a farce.

Immediately, the personnel division at the base was working on
our travel orders for delay in routes home - Thirty day leave plus
travel time to the next base. My next base would be Santa Ana,
California, and my travel time to get there was sixteen days. So that
meant I would have forty days at home.

We boarded civilian trains and pretty much headed our own way
across country on the way to our homes. To sit and sleep in coach
facilities is not too much fun, but to drink the water on the train is a
terrible experience. You can’t sate your thirst.
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