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FOREWORD

When I saw the photo on the dust jacket of (this book) I was instantly transported back to the last two years of the air war over Germany. Not many of those who directly experienced the battle against the Flying Fortresses are still alive. Few today can still recall the daylight hours when giant waves of Flying Fortresses covered most every corner of Germany. Those are now the images for the ages, reminding us of these now ancient battles, and how these monsters, flying wing upon wing, like a phalanx, carpet-bombed our country with their deadly cargo.

From my perspective as someone who had battled these Boeings almost on a daily basis, this book is not only fascinating, but it provides an entirely new insight.

As a former fighter pilot I don’t hesitate to confess that my heart would almost stop when I would dive into a wave of these bombers. Often we could do nothing but watch as the sunlight reflected upon these metallic birds as they cruised majestically and inexorably toward their targets, which of course were our cities.

And now the author has provided us with insights into the life of the crew of these predecessors of modern air travel, flying at 6,000 to 8,000 meters (20,000 to 26,000 feet) in altitude. This is a true-to-life description of how all of them, the pilots, the engineers, and the gunners, flew and fought—for six hours or more at a stretch—with oxygen masks on their faces at minus 50 below zero Celsius (-58 Fahrenheit). The numerous technical and navigational difficulties, the mid-air collisions and the near misses, the dependence of one upon the other... all give you a sense for the bomber team’s high level of operational readiness and sheer will to continue their mission.

For us, the attacking fighter pilots, these Fortresses, were deadly, dangerous, glistening, metallic birds, and were a living demonstration of the tremendous technical capabilities of the United States. Strangely, we actually never managed to think about the human beings inside.

When Matheny tells us about crossing the Atlantic, with landings in Greenland and elsewhere, we suddenly remember why war is sometimes called “the father of all things.” Today we may cross the Atlantic in an
airplane with a glass of champagne in one hand. For some it is a thrilling new experience. For the frequent flyer, it’s nothing more than drudgery. However, today’s transatlantic flights had their beginnings during this time, and they came at the cost of many victims.

The story about being a prisoner of war in Austria has surely been told before and often. It is not surprising that there was hardly anything to eat during these difficult times, or that the guards were all old men because the younger fighters were at the battle front. Additionally, the behavior described about the Gestapo (secret police) functionaries is also hardly surprising.

I don’t know if someone who wasn’t as involved in the air war as I was, and carries the same baggage as I do, can truly digest the entirety of this book. For me it was an insight into the human aspects of the airmen from the opposing side, that I had never seriously considered previously. At the same time, I ask myself if there were any differences between the American and German airman? What I have learned is that there were no differences, and this book only confirms to me the sheer madness that we shot at each other at all.

 


Johannes Steinhoff
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PREFACE

My story tells how I left home as a seventeen year-old boy to go to war, joining other boys and men to fight for our country during World War II.

The decision to leave my high school classroom and join the military resulted in some of the most profound experiences of my life, a good many of which continue to affect me today over six decades later. These experiences include learning about wonderful military airplanes and the joy of flying, and being a member of a combat flight crew. I also explain my experiences in dealing with the dangers of flying, aerial combat, the pain of losing comrades, and the challenges of being a prisoner of war in a foreign land. I have since had many interesting and challenging experiences, but this remains the paramount adventure of my life.

In the following chapters I describe my training, combat flying, and my experiences of being shot down in a B-17 bomber, and having been taken prisoner and imprisoned in the infamous Stalag 17-B at Krems, Austria. I will also describe our march from the Eastern Front to the Western Front, and our liberation by Patton’s 3rd Army in Bavaria.

What I have written reflects my perception, understanding and recollection of what happened, which is the product of my memory and my ability to put together the available resource materials.

My mother turned out to be a very important source of information, as during my military service I recorded many details of my experiences in letters I sent home. In an effort to involve my family in what I was doing, I sent home every military order with my name on it and every issue slip listing equipment entrusted to me.

When I told my mother I had decided to write about my wartime experiences, much to my surprise she told me she had saved everything that I had sent home during the war, plus other items she had found, or that had been sent to her from others. She gave me all of this information in December, 1981. She had saved such items as my letters, photographs, newspaper clippings about my graduation from different military schools, information about new assignments, letters from friends, telegrams from the U.S. War Department telling that I was missing in
action over Europe, and telegrams and letters from many people telling my parents of German radio broadcasts that I was a prisoner of war. A few short journals showed up in the box but I sorely missed my journal written while in Stalag 17B which I burned in a campfire in the Austrian countryside.

Although I originally wrote this story in 1982, much new information has been revealed about the 379th Bomb Group and the men that I served with. Also, a number of important books have been written about the bombing campaign in Europe and about Stalag 17-B, which I have used to refresh my memory about events.

My story is heavy on details about flying in the B-17 Flying Fortress from my point of view as the flight engineer, rather than that of the pilots or other crew members. The flight engineer stayed alive and helped keep his crew alive by knowing the details of the machine. We had to manage the fuel, monitor the power of four engines on long flights, and attend to in-flight failures of equipment. We had to read all of the pertinent technical orders on the airplane and its equipment, and we served as a back up to the pilots. Of course, we also manned the top gun turret and had to help defend the airplane in combat.

More than anything else this is a story of responsible young men who, despite their immature appearance and inexperience, accepted and carried through difficult assignments even at the risk of our lives. All of us had hopeful plans for the future and certainly didn’t want to be injured or die. Despite our fears, we continued to serve on mission after mission, determined to do our part to help defeat of the Axis powers.

Dreams of glory seemed to disappear due to the rigors of combat and imprisonment, but we came to realize how important the war really was for the future of the world, and we never gave up the fight.




PROLOGUE

I was born in Los Angeles, California on February 15, 1925 to Edna Ryan and Raymond Thomas Matheny, a young couple who had embarked on married life about a year earlier. My mother was only 18 when I was born and I called her “Edna” rather than mother or mom as I was growing up, until I went away to war.

My mother’s father, Michael Ryan, had immigrated to the United States from Ireland and her mother, Nellie O’Connor Ryan, was a first-generation Irish American. My father grew up in Seattle, Washington, and I know less about his family roots except that the Mathenys had lived for a number of generations in Virginia, and both sides of my father’s family had some distant ties with France.

I grew up in a close knit family that included my parents, grandmother Nellie Ryan (who was widowed by that time), Matheny grandparents (Lannas Napoleon and Hattie), aunts, uncles and cousins. My only sibling, my sister, Maureen, who was born when I was thirteen years old.

When I was young my father was an automobile and truck mechanic. He later achieved a qualification in steam engineering and moved into that line of work. My grandmother Ryan owned a number of properties and businesses in Los Angeles and the neighboring town of Watts. Even though she lost money in the market crash of 1929, she retained some of her properties and helped to keep our small family afloat during the Great Depression of the 1930s. My mother worked with my grandmother in several businesses, including a beauty shop in downtown Los Angeles.

Despite the difficulties of the depression, I had a happy childhood. My family loved the outdoors, and we made many trips into the High Sierras in our unreliable old cars. My father was often required to make on-the-spot repairs in out-of-the-way places. As I grew up I learned from him about how machines worked, particularly cars. I learned to love fishing and hunting. When I was a teenager, my friends and I would rides bicycles to the ocean to fish, and my mother would drive down and retrieve us

Although the Los Angeles area was well-populated by that time, there was still a good deal of open land with many areas to explore and enjoy. As a Boy Scout I learned survival skills and enjoyed many outings and camp-outs in the surrounding areas.


A favorite and influential relative in my young life was my mother’s brother, George Ryan. Uncle George was a handsome, rather dashing man who spent his entire career in aviation. From my earliest days I remember how everyone was thrilled by the latest aviation exploits. In particular I remember going with my parents, uncle, and grandmother to Mines Field (current site of LAX airport) to see the Graff Zeppelin in 1930. As a young child I remember having a pedal-powered toy airplane. It didn’t last long, however, since I decided to take it apart to learn how it worked.

As I grew, my uncle George continued to be a focus of interest and encouragement to me about aviation. His first aircraft I remember was a Waco 10, and I had my first airplane ride when I was five years old in 1930. I describe that flight briefly later in this book. It was through my uncle that I had many opportunities to fly, and to just “hang-out” (in the current vernacular) at Dycer field where I learned more about planes and pilots. The pilots would sometimes toss me a rag so I could help them with cleaning engine oil from the bellies of Fleets, Lincolns, and Spartan biplanes. I was also taught to brush nitrate dope on cotton-covered airframes and wings before silver and other colored dope was applied. My uncle sometimes took me flying in the elegant Stinsons and Beeches, until he became a pilot for Western Air Express to fly the Boeing 247-D and later the Douglas DC-3. I attended every air race and air show that came to Los Angeles in those days earning passes from Dycer field. Being around airplanes and flying always seemed very natural to me.

[image: e9780981848969_i0003.jpg]

Ray’s grandmother helps him down from the airplane after his first ride




I loved machines and learning about how they work, and this has been one of the constant themes of my life. When I was a student at John C. Fremont High School, I took classes in the auto shop, eventually becoming an assistant (student shop foreman) to the instructor, Roy Woodward, and I often filled in for him when he was away.

By working with my father on our cars, I already had a good start in mechanics but Mr. Woodward taught me much more. He had fought in World War I in the aviation corps. He had managed to secure several aircraft engines from World War I airplanes, such as the monstrous Liberty V-12, OX-5 V-8, and the Hallett seven cylinder radial, which we worked on in our shop class.

By the time of the Pearl Harbor attack on December 7, 1941, I was sixteen years old and in my junior year in high school. I was a wiry but strong boy with thick wavy brown hair. I had a number of good friends who shared my interests, and we all wore a kind of “standard” set of clothes which included denim chord pants that we tried to convince our mothers not to wash. We thought washing ruined the shape of the pants. At about five feet, ten inches tall, I was a bit taller than some of my friends, and I’ve always had a lean body, so I weighed less than some of my friends. To prove that I was just as strong as they were, I picked up my much larger and more muscular friend, Don Simmons, and carried him around the football field at school. We were all interested in girls but I was quite shy around them. I liked Andrea, the girl next door, but we didn’t date much.

The day of the attack on Pearl Harbor I was hunting quail with some of my friends in the area around Lake Ellsinore, about 70 miles east of Los Angeles. We were driving a 1929, green Model-A Ford roadster without a top that belonged to my friend Don “Stinky” Stinchcombe. It was a great day for hunting, and we had a wonderful time, returning to Los Angeles late afternoon or early evening. As we pulled into our house on 92nd Street my mother came out to meet us, and she had a very serious expression, which was not usual for her.

“You know,” she said, “the Japanese have bombed our ships in Pearl Harbor.” My friends and I had no idea where Pearl Harbor was. Then
she added, “It’s in Hawaii and it looks like we’re in a war.”

This single event changed my life. Suddenly it was clear that America was threatened and that thousands had been killed in an unexpected attack. We had fully expected to go to war with Germany eventually, and already viewed the Germans as our enemies (as I explain later) but the Japanese were somewhat of a surprise to us.

There was no more doubt about it. We were at war and in the days that followed, we understood that we would have to go up against all of the Axis powers. In our naïve way, we didn’t see the Japanese as much of a threat and assumed an American victory was assured. Our thinking was influenced in many ways by the experiences of World War I and by various forms of propaganda. The term “propaganda” isn’t used in the pejorative or negative sense, but simply that information was presented in such a biased way as to prepare us for entering the military and for supporting the military effort.

The first peacetime conscription took place in October 1940, requiring males aged 21-36 to register for an involuntary draft into the armed services. All of my friends were still teenagers and quite unaffected by the draft, but we were conscious of the prospect of serving in the Army, Navy or Coast Guard.

The Lend-Lease program of delivering American arms to Great Britain in 1941 brought home the seriousness of the conflict that had begun in 1939. Our parents and others had clear memories about the atrocities of the Germans in World War I, and now new information was coming from Europe describing the cruel and terrible incident in the little town of Lidice, Czechoslovakia. As reported by many news sources, the Nazis told the world that they killed all of the men and carried all of the women and children away captive in June 1942. The town was razed to the ground, and then plowed under, all based upon the pretext that the town harbored a man accused of killing Reinhardt Heydrich, a Nazi SS officer who was later revealed as being one of the chief designers of the holocaust. The newsreels in the movies during the late 1930s showed Fritz Kuhn, leader of the German American Bund in New York, strutting on the stage with Nazi and American flags giving a stiff-arm salute. In 1939 he gave a speech at Madison Square Garden in New York City, calling President Roosevelt “Rosenfeld,” and that insulted many Americans. The
bund set up a number of “recreation camps” including, among others, Camp Siegfried in Long Island, New York, Camp Nordland in New Jersey, and Camp Hindenberg near Grafton, Wisconsin. Youth groups were trained in these camps and pro-Nazi gatherings were held there, including a joint gathering with the Ku Klux Klan at Camp Nordland. These camps concerned both federal and local officials. By the time of the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor the bund movement lost much of its impetus, and Kuhn was in jail for embezzlement from Bund funds.

Almost everyone followed the war news closely after the Pearl Harbor attack. My friends and I didn’t fully realize that the war was not only about protecting our home land, but also about protecting the freedom of others. These concepts came slowly to us through the news and especially through our own experiences.

My friends and I did not hesitate to leave our high school classrooms and join the armed forces. For us the war was a just cause, the enemy was well defined, and our expectations of survival were high. Much of this confidence was a result of our biology. Each of us had created an image of ourselves that had to stand up not only to our own expectations, but more important, to those of the girls we knew. After all, I was most concerned about what Dorothy, Faye, Alice, and other girls thought of me. A boy in military uniform was somehow transformed into a man, not by any brave deeds on the battlefield, because he hadn’t accomplished any yet, but by his willingness to step forward and serve. As young men 18 years of age or older, we were expected to join the armed forces within a year, or eventually be drafted into military service. My friends and I came to realize that the burden of winning a protracted war rested primarily with us. It is the young who possess the stamina for physical fighting, and the naïveté about the realities of life; the older men would organize and lead, while the young would give their blood and, for many, become the heroes for those back home. We didn’t think we could be wounded or killed. We understood that other soldiers lost limbs or were killed, but this didn’t seem to apply to us. We fully expected to come home both heroic and whole.

That was the image we youngsters saw in ourselves; each a potential hero, conquering an evil enemy, preserving our free country, and we expected to be rewarded and honored by our girl friends, families, and
by our government.

War-time propaganda was filled with accounts of the enemy’s weaknesses, unfair tactics, and cruel dominion over weaker neighbors. In the American media, Germans were often made to look like fools in toy soldier uniforms, marching along in “goose step,” led by what appeared to be comical, but inherently evil, mad men.

My friends and I were very much aware that Hitler and Mussolini and their henchmen were an evil bunch that had to be smashed. The movie newsreels, Look and Life magazines, and other sources all made sure that Americans were aware of the vicious attacks on innocent people. We were taught that airplanes, ships, and other weapons of war possessed by the Allies were superior to those of the Axis powers. Our perceptions of the enemy were not based much on reality, as we believed they were simply inferior to us in every respect. After all, by 1942 while many of us were still in high school, we feasted upon the media’s portrayal of British (and later Allied) successes in the war, especially those events involving air and naval warfare.

The Battle of Britain had demonstrated that English Hurricane and Spitfire fighter planes were superior to the Messerschmitts and Heinkels. Also the British Royal Air Force and Navy had sunk some of the mightiest vessels of the German Navy. Of course, in the Battle of Britain, the British were pushed back to their own island and wondered when a German invasion might threaten their own shores. Before long, we learned the hard way the fallacy of our naïve ideas about the Germans and their weaponry. We understood even less about the Japanese and the weapons they possessed, but when the Japanese sank the H.M.S. Repulse and H.M.S. Prince of Wales in the Pacific, we began to have second thoughts about our “natural superiority.”

The impact of the war was felt very quickly after war was declared on December 8, 1941. At home, gasoline and tire rationing hit without warning for those who were accustomed to traveling anywhere they pleased and any time they wished. Highway speeds were restricted to 35 mph to conserve on tires and to stretch gasoline mileage. My grandmother had an “A” gasoline ration book that allowed four gallons each week, but my dad had a “B” book that allowed only essential driving to work and a little more gasoline for family shopping. Food ration books were issued
by the Office of Price Administration containing stamps for meat, milk, sugar, and coffee. Essential materials collection drop off points were established around community centers where citizens could dispose of metals, scrap rubber, old silk and nylon stockings, paper, and clothing. Posters encouraged support of the war effort, such as sharing rides to work, and volunteering for various service efforts. People were mobilized by the Office of Civilian Defense in 1941, and were organized as auxiliary crews for Fire Watchers, Decontamination Squads, Medical Corps, Demolition Crews, Air Raid Wardens, and numerous other such duty groups.

Many were concerned that America could be attacked by the enemy on either the Atlantic or Pacific Coast, particularly by submarines. I well remember the evening of February 24, 1942 when sirens began sounding the alarm. Anti-aircraft gun batteries began shooting at “enemy” planes in the sky over Los Angeles and the adjacent coastal towns. We lived at 320 E. 92nd Street and San Pedro Avenue in west Los Angeles. A gun battery was set up at the Slauson Edison power plant a couple of miles away. That gun began shooting at converging search light beams west of us, presumably at enemy airplanes. Other batteries opened fire at imagined targets. I went to bed about 11 o’clock, turned on my small radio, and listened to KFI’s running report of the supposed Japanese air raid. I was a little scared during the shooting of these big guns. The Los Angeles Times ran a headline story about the night’s frightening experience reporting that anti-aircraft guns fired about 1400 rounds into the sky. Most of the shells exploded high in the air, raining unfriendly shrapnel on the houses below. Several of the shells failed to explode and fell back to the earth, damaging some houses and other buildings. Only a few minor injuries were reported. The next day three of us piled into my friend Stinky’s Model-A Ford for a look at a nearby garage damaged by an unexploded shell. We could not get near the garage because the police had blocked off the area from a small crowd of curious onlookers. I don’t remember learning what had started the firing of anti-aircraft guns.

The Germans were considered for some time as the natural enemy of American society, having been the butt of jokes, and demeaning songs and stories, many of which made their way into movies. They depicted Germans as stubborn, and with an unrighteous quest for dominion over others. Also, I remember the stories of my father’s generation about the
Great War of 1917-1918 (these were the only years of that war that were meaningful for us as Americans). The stories were of heroics against an evil enemy who used such terrible weapons as mustard gas, long-range cannons to bombard civilians in Paris, and huge cigar-shaped dirigibles to indiscriminately bomb London. It seemed that the Germans would never be forgiven for the atrocities of World War I, and the image of a despotic German government was kept alive by many means before the beginning of World War II. I remember a little ditty about the Kaiser to a popular French tune that we sang as Boy Scouts, hiking in the mountains. It went as follows: “The first marine went over the top, parlez-vous; the second marine went over the top, parlez-vous; the third marine went over the top and circumcised the Kaiser’s …, hinky dinky, parlez-vous.” At that time we boys did not know anything about the connection between circumcision and Jews, but we eventually learned the implications of this verse.

One popular pulp magazine was G-8 and His Battle Aces, which I read faithfully while in junior and senior High School. It presented a constant barrage of stories about fighting the Germans in the air over France. Oddly, World War I action continued on in this magazine into the 1940’s, but carrying the images of 1918, with the Gotha bombers, Fokker D-7, and Albatross fighter airplanes of the Germans, and the Spads and Sopwiths of the Allies, all with somewhat modernized weapons. Germans in the G-8 Battle Ace serials were always portrayed in the most uncomplimentary way, often with skeletal facial features, using outlandish weapons of terror on innocent civilians.

The movie industry also did its part to perpetuate the image of the evil Germans. I remember the feelings generated by such films as The Fighting 69th, with James Cagney, showing the horrors of trench warfare. It also portrayed the cockiness of the American soldiers and their success over the enemy. Among those popular with my age group were Sergeant York, with Gary Cooper, where York single-handedly killed and captured a large contingent of German soldiers, and All Quiet on the Western Front, with Lew Ayers, showing R. M. Remarque’s story about the awful futility of the war from the German side. Howard Hughes’ Hells Angels with Ben Lyons and the alluring Jean Harlow and The Dawn Patrol, with Basil Rathbone, Errol Flynn and David Niven, were unforgettable air combat movies about fighting the Germans.


The impressive World War II movies did not begin to be released until later in 1943. These and other films helped to build the image in my mind of a natural enemy of my country and imparted a certain sense of glory to war with its dangerous exploits and heroism. We believed that not only was the enemy inferior to us in a moral sense, but that he was always beaten by those supporting our point of view. War provided us boys with an opportunity to become men, where we could be glorified for out valiant struggles against evil and for preserving our way of life here the United States and elsewhere.

In the earlier years leading up to the war, we heard about Neville Chamberlain meeting with Adolf Hitler to agree to avoid war, but soon afterward Hitler had treacherously broke that agreement by beginning his conquest of Europe. We saw the newsreel images of Hitler’s triumphant conquest of Paris. We also learned about Benito Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia, and Emperor Halie Salassie’s appeal to the world for help. We also learned the troubling news of Italy and Germany becoming allies. News commentator Lowell Thomas, in his quiet distinctive voice, had introduced ominous new foreign words to our ears—words like, Reichstag, Kristallnacht, and then Anschluss following Hitler’s takeover of Austria.

I remember many news stories that really upset Americans. As a teenager I heard a good deal about the war in Europe, but less about what was happening in Asia. Frankly, I didn’t understand the complicated geopolitical circumstances of the time, but one thing was clear–the Germans (we often didn’t separate the Germans from the Nazis) and the Italians were committing monstrous crimes and had to be stopped. My friends and I were convinced that we would help win this struggle, and each of us saw ourselves as survivors who would ultimately reap rich rewards. The social conditioning was successful, as millions of young men and boys, many still in high school, responded to the call of our president. I was one of those boys

Boys in my high school started enlisting soon after the war began, but it was almost another year before I would be 18. Finally, in the fall of 1942, I could stand it no longer. It was still six months until my birthday, and it would be several months after my 18th birthday before I would graduate. I was determined to enlist. A number of boys had already left my senior class for the military, and I was determined not to
be the last one to go. I went to the recruiting office and said I was 18 years old although I looked more like I was 16. The recruiting officer gave me forms to fill out (which needed to be signed by my parents even if I were 18), and I took them home and prepared for a big confrontation with my parents. I knew they would want me to wait until after graduation in May before I enlisted. I also knew that letting me go would be particularly difficult for my mother but, like many other young men, I was determined to have my way. I made all of the arguments about why enlisting now made more sense than waiting to be drafted. I reminded them that enlisting had the advantage of choice. I wanted to choose the U. S. Army Air Corps; I did not want to end up in a trench suffering the miseries portrayed by books and movies about World War I in France. My uncle George added his support to my cause, and my parents reluctantly signed the papers.

My new adventure began October 28, 1942 when I enlisted in the U. S. Army Air Corps in the downtown recruiting office in Los Angeles. It was exciting to visit the recruiting office because I saw uniformed soldiers conducting street corner demonstrations of small arms, anti-aircraft batteries, trucks, caissons, army style-cone-shaped tents, lister (water) bags, and general field equipment.

I joined the long line where young men talked loudly and full of bravado. Once I had my enlistment papers I became of age, so to speak. I had no uniform yet, but the fact that I was leaving for war before some of the other neighborhood boys, gave me a status closer to manhood than boyhood. I was still prohibited from going to a bar, drink a beer in public, or even go to a pool hall, but I was old enough to fight and possibly die for my country. There was also a certain status from enlisting rather than being drafted. By voluntarily choosing my military service, I was making a statement about myself and expressing patriotism in a very public way. Of course, I lied about my age to take this step, but the Army Air Corps was too busy to check such a minor detail, despite my very youthful appearance.




PART I

THE DEACON’S SINNERS’ WAR






CHAPTER 1: AERIAL GUNNERY SCHOOL

In the latter part of April 1943, my orders arrived to report to Kingman, Arizona, for flexible aerial gunnery school. I could volunteer for the gunnery school because I completed the aircraft and engine school at Keesler or Gulfport fields, Mississippi, under the Army Air Forces Technical Training Command, where I had spent the last seven months. The training at Gulfport was well-organized and rigorous, and we graduated with a compact, but very useful knowledge of aircraft and engine principles. About 20 of us, out of a class of 80 or 90 men had volunteered. Our small group shipped out by rail early one morning in the latter part of April.

For those of us on this slow train, a new adventure had begun. We talked of flying in the big new bombers like the B-17, B-24, or medium bombers like the famous B-25 that Doolittle used to bomb Tokyo. Boisterous talk about our prospects in war continued focusing on machine guns. Everybody wanted to fire a machine gun, feel the gun shake and rattle, and then smash the enemy with bullets in heroic combat. Somebody asked “what would it be like to mow down other men with a machine gun?” It was a new thought to have such power and to have this power thrust into your hands by the government.

Of course, one man said, “killing soldiers in war is okay isn’t it? That’s why we’re here at this school to learn how to shoot the enemy. You can’t be put in jail for that,” he exclaimed.

These thoughts were sobering, but we quickly put them out of our minds. We fancied ourselves going to war much like what we saw in the movies. Men were always dressed in neat looking flying suits with jaunty caps and helmets with goggles to peer through, Above all, we envisioned conquering our enemies with our wonderful machines and then returning home as heroes.

A five-day train ride took us to Arizona, where we arrived in Kingman shortly before midnight. The desert climate of Arizona contrasted greatly with the near tropical climate at Gulfport. The desert air was dry and hot even at night, but finally around midnight a cool breeze came through the open windows of the slow-moving train. The oil-burning
steam locomotive moved the short string of aging passenger cars at a creeping pace through switching stations to a single track that served the airbase.

The final stop of this long trip finally freed us from the drudgery of the miserable train ride. In rumpled khaki uniforms we bounded from the cars carrying blue duffle bags, wondering what would happen next.

A sergeant ordered us into a truck, and everyone squeezed in, bags and all. After a few minutes in the now cool air, the truck stopped at a small building without windows. A shaft of light spilled out of the single door. A sleepy-eyed Quartermaster private issued each of us a mattress for a canvas cot, a white cotton mattress cover, two olive-drab cotton sheets, two woolen blankets, a pillow and pillow case. We were told to carry this unwieldy load down a trail. We were not given any information from the private about where we were going, just orders to pick up and carry. It was so typical of the army to issue orders without adequate instructions. It was difficult to see since it was a particularly dark night, and we just followed the voices of those ahead. The load was too much for many of us, and the mattresses and other items slid on to the dusty ground. Finally, after about half an hour of struggling along the trail, we saw the dim outline of a barracks. No lights were yet available in the still uncompleted structure. Inside the dark building we struggled to make our beds and finally go to sleep. At 0530 we were awakened and told to go to the mess hall. In the daylight, everything in the barracks looked a mess with sheets, mattresses and other belongings dirty from our struggle in the dark. This was how we arrived for our assignment at Kingman Aerial Gunnery School, in Kingman, Arizona.

Our ground school began on schedule that morning with instruction on bullet trajectory for the .30 caliber and .50 caliber aerial machine guns. The classes became more interesting each day as we learned about the aerial weapons used in our planes. We were not taught about the weaponry use by Germany, Italy or Japan in their airplanes. We received no instruction about ground defenses or tactics that the enemy employed. Our American weapons, we naïvely believed, were the finest, most enduring, and, of course, superior in every way to those of our enemies. Each of us learned to field-strip and reassemble a Browning .30 caliber and .50 caliber aerial machine guns while blindfolded.


At last we were taken to the ground gunnery range. The firing range had a target mounted on a rail car that ran on a half-circle track, and our machine guns were mounted on stanchions set at standing height. The cars carried targets of wooden and cloth airplanes painted with German and Japanese symbols that were supposed to inspire our interest in becoming good gunners. We learned how to lead moving objects with the gun sight. Each gunner had a separate target and bullet strikes were counted by men protected in a trench below the rails. They marked the holes on each pass around the track.

My first firing startled me. The muzzle blast was hot on my hands and face, the vibration shock of the rapidly firing gun went through my body, and the noise made my ears ring for hours. The light gun seemed to dance in my hands, making it difficult to keep it on target; but when I got the feel of the gun firing it became more manageable.

We were taught to fire in short burst of not more than six rounds each, to prevent overheating of the barrel in the warm air of the desert. We were shown warped barrels with holes torn through the sides, split barrels, and damaged bolts, all due to overheating, and I could only imagine the injuries the students must have incurred.

The ground-mounted .30 caliber guns were tuned down to fire about 600 rounds a minute to reduce damage. When mounted in an airplane, where the temperatures were cooler, the firing rate was higher. The .50 caliber ground-mounted gun fired at a slower rate because of the heat it generated. Every time I fired the gun I blinked my eyes in defense, thinking about the failure of bolts, brass clippings from shells, and guns blown apart on the firing line. Eye protection was simply not available on the firing range.

The training program was vigorous. We were up at 0500 hours for calisthenics, breakfast at 0600, equipment check-out for gunnery practice, and classes at 0730. We finished the day with study in the evening and lights out at 2200. As the training program advanced we were introduced to a new gunnery problem. An airplane-type moveable gun turret was mounted on a specially prepared truck bed. The truck was driven over a paved course to make the ride as smooth as possible. The course was complicated with curves, straight runs, dips and rises, making the gunner constantly change his angle of aim. To further complicate
the gunnery problem, targets simulating enemy fighter airplanes moved on a separate course at 35 mph at 200 to 500 yards distance. It was maddening to track the moving target from the moving truck when both truck and target would take unexpected paths. My score was low, as only a few out of 300 rounds I fired hit the target. I was discouraged about my poor performance. Limited time was allotted to each student gunner, so there were few chances to master this difficult game. It was surprising how small a fighter airplane appeared at 500 yards, yet we were expected in the real world to be able to shoot one down at that distance with a .30 caliber gun. A friend of mine scored about a hundred hits on his first run. I was scheduled for further practice if the gunnery range became available.

All gunners were required to attain a score of 30 percent in order to qualify for flying. Those with low scores, like me, were sent to the shotgun range for extra practice on moving targets. Gunners stood in the back of a pickup truck and were driven around at differing speeds, while shooting at clay pigeons. As the truck drove by, clay discs were catapulted out of a concealed trap at unexpected angles. In a moving truck it was necessary to shoot behind the disc if it was shot out perpendicular to our track, and this made it a difficult task to judge how much to lead the target. We used 12-gauge Remington slide-action shotguns, and firing this gun for several hours a day became painful to my shoulder.

The first trip around I only hit a few clay pigeons and wondered what was wrong. I had been an avid hunter since age twelve, and I had always been good at bringing down quail, doves and ducks. At the end of the day my shoulder was sore from the recoil, but my score had improved. The next day my shoulder hurt so much that I could barely put on clothes. I stuffed wool gloves under my shirt to absorb the recoil of the 12-gauge shotgun. I flinched at nearly every shot and did poorly the first time around the course. Then my shoulder became numb, and it was not so painful. I again was able to improve my score. By May 23 our class was qualified to move on to the flying portion of the program.

The weather had been getting warmer each day. Our barracks housed about 30 men who had come from a great variety of cities, small rural towns and farms. I became acquainted with Milton Aarons and Jack Kushner, both of whom were from Los Angeles. We had many things in common, and that eased the feeling of being a stranger among so many
men. We had frequented the same beaches, went to the same amusement parks, and more or less spoke the language of Southern California.

We became accustomed to the dry Arizona air where occasionally a dust devil swept through the camp, rattling the buildings and stirring up clouds of fine dust. However, the weather was good enough to fly every day. The sounds of AT-6 trainers and light, twin-engined bombers were heard nearly every daylight hour. We chatted excitedly in anticipation of making our first flight in the AT-6 and of shooting a machine gun from the rear cockpit.

On May 24, our flight training phase began in the North American AT-6, affectionately called the “Harvard,” or the “Six.” This single-engine, low-wing monoplane was used by the Army Air Corps for advanced pilot training and other duties such as towing targets at gunnery schools. It seated two in tandem, with dual instruments and flight controls, and a sliding canopy in the rear cockpit that allowed a flexible machine gun to be mounted. This ship is large, with a 42 foot wing span, and has a noisy 1340 cubic inch Pratt and Whitney air-cooled radial engine. For gunnery practice, the rear canopy was removed, and a .30 caliber machine gun was mounted on a post on the right side of the cockpit. Spare stainless steel cans of steel-linked ammunition were stowed inside the cockpit and held fast by a webbed strap and a long, lanyard-type safety belt to secure the gunner. Each gunner received two 100-round cans of linked ammunition with the bullet tips painted different colors. The bullet strikes left a remnant of the color on a white cloth target sleeve, identifying the gunner. The sleeve was towed by an AT-6 using a cable perhaps two hundred feet long. The AT-6 was painted a conspicuous yellow, in hopes that gunners would see it clearly and not fire on it.

At breakfast we joked about the main dish being “SOS,” a long-time favorite of the cooks, along with the usual coffee, milk, and canned fruit. The jokes, of course, often related the similarities of SOS when it was slopped on to our meal tray, and what any other meal looked like when it came back up when we were airsick.

Orders came to the barracks that five of us would have our first flight at 0930 hours the next morning. Needless to say we all were very excited to move to this next phase of training. Sleep came slowly that night as we anticipated the next day’s activities.


By 0700, airplanes were taking off for the first training sessions of the day, making an awful roar from their big engines and noisy propellers. The gunners were responsible for linking their own ammunition and dipping the bullet tips with paint. My bullets were dipped in yellow paint to make sure the hits could be seen on the white cloth target sleeve. Along with my little group of gunners, I checked out my parachute from the riggers who were responsible for packing them.

At long last a lineman strode up to our group of airmen standing on the flight ramp in front of the gunnery operations shack. He read off three names, “Aarons, Kushner, Matheny,” ordering us to wait for a flatbed trailer that would take us to the airplanes. I was let off at the last AT-6, a silver ship, whose pilot was standing next to it surreptitiously smoking a cigarette. He confirmed my name and instructed me to climb into the rear cockpit, briefly telling me about the lanyard safety belt, and giving me unclear instructions on the flight and what was expected of me.

I had never seen an AT-6 up close before, but the cockpit layout with its dual flight and engine controls, flight and engine instruments were fairly standard in comparison to other military airplanes I had worked on in Gulfport. The rear cockpit was set up for gunnery practice, and the control stick and engine throttle had been removed.

I sat on my seat-type parachute, adjusted the seat to be at eye level with the pilot. I tightened the wide safety belt, noting that the latch to free it should be operated with the right hand. I always tried to plan ahead what action to take in case of emergency and continued to take such simple precautions on every flight in a military aircraft. The big engine came to life with a small plume of bluish-white smoke, a loud pounding noise from the cylinders, and a heavy vibration that diminished as the engine revolutions per minute (rpm) came up to taxi speed. In a thunderous roar, it took a long roll to get off the ground.

My first flight was over the high, cactus-covered desert where convective air currents produced uncomfortable turbulence. We climbed to about 6000 feet above the terrain, indicating about 160 mph. The air was rough, sometimes raising and dropping us 200 feet or more in a few seconds, producing sudden G-forces, then weightlessness that made me feel unsettled. When I stood up to see how the gun was to be used, I had to unbuckle the seat belt latch and hook up the safety lanyard. The turbulent
air from off the forward canopy streamed over my leather helmet and goggles, buffeting me and affecting my sense of stability. When I moved the gun around to simulate tracking a target, the air made strange sounds as it rushed by the barrel, and I could feel the pressure of the slipstream against my hands. It was impossible to hold the gun steady against the push of the slipstream when it was aimed abeam and subjected to the abrupt up and down pounding as the airplane met the rough air. In fact, I hung on to the gun handle with one hand and the rim of the cockpit with the other, trying to keep my feet against the platform below. I remember thinking to myself, “this is much worse than the roller coaster at Venice in California.”

The pilot told me over the interphone to look for the target plane that would fly out of the east at about 2000 feet below us while towing the sleeve target. I listened to the pilot through a headset built into my helmet, but could not reply, as I had no microphone. The pilot looked back and saw me nod in acknowledgement.

“There he is at three o’clock low. Hang on and we’ll intercept,” the pilot said. The left wing of the AT-6 went high-over vertical, then the airplane nosed down through unexpected weightlessness. My body tugged on the lanyard safety belt that held me in the cockpit.

“Target coming up fast. Get ready!” exclaimed the pilot breathlessly over the roar of the engine and the powerful force of the air stream.

“The target!” I thought. “My gun isn’t charged and I’m not braced to fire.” I struggled to get the bolt on the gun back to inject a cartridge into the firing chamber against the G-force that was building up as the plane was beginning to come out of the dive of the Split-S maneuver. The sleeve target came into view, and the airplane pulled up more against the force of gravity. “There it is, but I can’t get the barrel up,” I thought despairingly. I finally got a few rounds off in the general direction of the sleeve that was being towed, which was traveling at 90 degrees to us. The pilot pulled up sharply and gave the engine full throttle. The G-force gradually faded as we climbed. The old Pratt & Whitney R-1340 engine vibrated heavily, and it made an uncomfortable staccato as each cylinder expelled its unused energy against the right side of the fuselage.

At another sighting of the tow plane, the pilot called out, “Get ready.” This time I was braced, the gun in my hands, knees pressed against the
vibrating fuselage and gunner’s seat in anticipation of the wing-over, Split-S dive toward the sleeve. But this time I was getting airsick, thanks to the turbulent air, gyrations of the airplane, smoke from the expended ammunition and heavy vibration produced by the big radial engine.

“Fire! Fire!” the pilot shouted in the interphone as we were passing the sleeve, still in a dive.

Fighting nausea I caught the sleeve in the post and ring gun sight and fired, but at the same time I began to vomit. The turbulent air flowing over the forward canopy caused it to swirl into my open cockpit. A flush of embarrassment swept over me at getting airsick, especially since I had been flying in small airplanes since I was a young child. There was nothing I could do now but try to get on with the job I was up there to do. Two more passes at the target produced no relief of the airsickness but I was getting more shots at the sleeve.

Checking the stainless steel ammunition can, I discovered that it was nearly empty. The plane was climbing to make another pass and I thought, “Better get the ammo can changed fast, but I’ve never seen one before and the ground guns had wooden boxes of linked ammunition.” The replacement can was heavy, filled with 100-rounds of ammunition and attempting to mount it on the gun in the slipstream was difficult. The ammunition had to be pulled out of the can and secured into the gun. Hand charging the bolt handle put the first new bullet into the firing chamber, making the gun ready for the next round of practice with the target.

Before I could attach the ammunition can securely to the gun the pilot abruptly did a wing over, and I nearly lost the ammunition can in the slipstream; then weightlessness left me hanging by the lanyard, almost out of the cockpit. The pilot had not said a word to warn me this time about the sudden maneuver, and I thought for a few seconds that I would end up like a gunner the week before who had fallen out of the rear cockpit and failed to open his parachute. At long last my turn was over, and we returned to the air base without further incident.

Back at the air base, gunners anxiously looked over the target sleeves for smudges of paint from their bullets. It was hard to believe that out of the 200 rounds I had fired, only six yellow smudges showed on the target from my gun. Other new gunners were equally surprised at their lack of
success. A few who had been flying for a week or more had done better. After several flights my scores on the sleeve targets were higher, but not by much. Some uncooperative pilots enjoyed making the gunners airsick. If you could not get over the airsickness soon, you were washed out of the program. On my last two flights the same pilot took me up and said he would not report any air sickness unless I wanted him to. I soon got over the sickness and was put to work cleaning guns, a chore that often went on into the night.

Milton and Jack were going home to Los Angeles for an up coming Jewish holiday.

Milton said, “Come on, Ray, just tell the Rabbi that you are a Jew, and he’ll sign a request to let you go with us to L.A.”

I really didn’t like the idea of telling a lie, since I was not a member of any faith, but a short leave sounded nice so I went with them to the Rabbi anyway. I had been told by my mother that one of my great-grandmothers was Jewish but I knew little about the faith. The Rabbi easily saw through my ruse and refused to sign a paper for me.

The final test of the gunnery school was to fire at a towed sleeve from a .30 caliber twin-gun turret of a Lockheed Load-Star bomber. Our aerial gunnery scores had to be at least ten percent in order to graduate. Six of us were crowded into the bomber. It had a turret mounted in the tail and one flexible gun mounted in a Plexiglas window. On that flight the mechanically run turret in the tail jammed, and could not be used again. We began shooting at the sleeve target with the hand-held gun mounted in the Plexiglas window. This time hitting the target was a snap because we were flying nearly straight and level parallel to the target. At the end of the flight, everyone had high scores that made us eligible for graduation.

On a hot, breezeless Saturday, a field parade was held for our graduating class. During this poorly organized affair we stood at attention in the hot sun for a long time as small groups of men were marched past the reviewing stand. I noticed ambulances busily running up and down each row picking up those who had fainted from the heat. The fellow next to me passed out, and without a word a stretcher crew came over to pick him up. Several others began passing out now, and the ambulance crew could not take care of all of them. Finally our group was ordered to
move, but as we took a few steps I felt dizzy and began to see red. I put my head down to stay conscious. Two men took me to an ambulance, and one of them put smelling salts under my nose. I was all right by then, but choked on the pungent odor. From that point on I hated marching and parade reviews, fearing I might have a similar experience. I learned to flex my leg muscles while standing at attention for long periods. These silly military parades seemed to have little purpose except to demonstrate a commander’s control over his men.

When we were processing to leave camp for another assignment, each man was given a “certificate” of graduation with Disney’s cartoon character Bugs Bunny on it. Mine says: “Hereby certifies that Sgt. Matheny, Ray T., has on June 7, 1943, Finally Learned What’s Cookin’ about Aerial Gunnery.” The certificate ends with a bar of music: “He Wears a Pair of Silver Wings.” Not only were we all promoted to Sergeant but now we could wear the silver wings pin with a bullet in the center, indicating our new competence in aerial gunnery. Little did we know or give serious thought about our next assignment in the Air Corps. We were now trained to perform a specific duty that would take us to our destiny. Our country now expected us to fill combat positions wherever we were needed.

At Kingman Aerial Gunnery School, we were each assigned to a combat training unit and issued a permanent set of flying clothes and equipment—an impressive package. A large B4 bag held a portable B-3 oxygen cylinder, an A-10 oxygen mask, sunglasses, a pair of A-10 winter flying gloves, B-7 goggles, an A-9 cotton summer helmet, a B-6 leather fleece-lined winter helmet, a leather A-2 flying jacket, a pair of A-6 winter flying shoes, a pair of A-3 winter flying trousers, a mechanic’s woolen sweater, a B-4 life preserver vest, and a silk, chest-type parachute and harness. We were cautioned at the time of issue that replacements would be hard to come by; if any items were lost because of carelessness, the cost would come out of our pay. Because it was well-designed and manufactured, the equipment served me well during training and combat.

Bolstered by our success at gunnery school and our possession of this expensive and seemingly sophisticated personal equipment, we felt ready to take on the enemy. Much, however, was still missing from our training. We knew nothing about the conditions of combat, the capabilities
of the enemy, or how well our own forces were doing in combat, and we had no contact with anyone who had experienced combat.

After graduation I was granted leave and went home to Los Angeles. I had an enjoyable time on leave, but there were many changes in life around home on 92nd Street and San Pedro Avenue. Although gasoline rationing was in effect, my parents had saved rationing stamps in anticipation of my leave. Certain foods were rationed, yet there seemed to be no shortage in our home. My grandmother had a 1928 four-door Buick Sedan which she allowed me to use a few times. I went on a few dates in my parents’ 1937 Terraplane Sedan, and much to my delight, it outperformed most of the high production cars of the day.

I cruised the streets around John C. Fremont High School looking for somebody I knew, but with no luck. By that time many of the boys in the senior class had joined the armed forces. The administration office said that I was on the Special Graduation list indicating that my military training in additional technical fields qualified me for graduation.




CHAPTER 2: COMBAT FLIGHT TRAINING

At the end of my leave I took a train from Los Angeles to Salt Lake City, Utah, and then a bus to the fair grounds west of the city that had been converted into an army camp. It was a staging area where assignments were made for personnel to their advanced training units.

There was nothing much for most of the men to do. Enterprising officers ordered work details that included digging ditches and pits, then having another group cover them up, and painting fences and rocks. When I saw the useless work being done, I thought I had better devise something for myself to do rather than digging useless holes for someone to fill in. Each morning I gathered all of the laundry from our men and from another barracks and took it to a laundry facility not far away. I made the pretense of spending all day at the laundry but took time out at the PX, sunbathed on top of the laundry building, and managed to get out of ditch digging. My orders came shortly to ship out to Texas. On a one-day leave of absence from the base I went to downtown Salt Lake City. I was walking around the Mormon Temple block where I ran into Claude Simmons and his wife Vonda. Claude was the brother of Don Simmons, my Boy Scout and high school friend. The world seemed a little smaller and more comforting to me with that chance meeting.

I boarded an aging train on June 21 in Salt Lake City, and experienced a pleasant ride to Denver over the Rocky Mountains, passing through 29 tunnels. At Denver, however, our cars were switched to two coal-burning engines that made slow progress. At La Junta, Colorado, the front engine tipped over, forcing the second engine to jump the rails, resulting in our car’s slamming into the engines. Fortunately no one was hurt. In a short while one of the engines and the derailed cars were put back on the rails by the train crew, using huge pry bars. The Army takes care of its own but depends upon citizens to get things done. The American Red Cross and other organizations had food ready for every troop train that traveled the rails. Sometimes box lunches were provided by local communities that received reimbursement and food ration cards from an army bursar. Red Cross ladies and other volunteer groups handled
emergency telephone calls for servicemen, took care of lost and found items, and provided a multitude of other services.

We were as dirty as coal miners when the train arrived in EI Paso, Texas, because of coal cinders, powdered coal, and smoke that blew in the windows of the train. The wash basins in the old wooden coaches were black, as were the window sills and floors. These old passenger cars had been retired long ago, but transportation needs during the war put them back into service. There was no electric lighting in our car, so we sat in the dark during the nights on this long ride. Originally, the car had been lighted with gas but the light fixtures had no mantles. In the night we passed through the lazy town of Peyote, which had a population of about 200; then the train jolted and jerked on to Rattlesnake Air Base a short distance away. We arrived on the 24th of June, and I was eager to become acquainted with my new home.

At the air base I was assigned to a B-17 crew of Squadron 30, 19th Bombardment Group. My new crew stood in awe on the flight ramp in front of a B-17F, an airplane most of us had never seen before. Second Lieutenant Thomas E. Eaton of San Angelo, Texas, was assigned as captain of the crew. Although he was only 19 years old, “but nearly 20,” he was enthusiastic about flying, confident in his abilities, and a natural leader. Coming from a military family of long standing, Eaton appeared at ease in his uniform. His folding cap sat at a jaunty angle, and he greeted each of us with a hearty handshake. Like the rest of us, he wore his dark hair cut short, and he had a friendly, handsome face.

Smiling, he said, “I’ve just gone through flight school then got checked out in P-51’s, but here I am in command of a B-17. Oh yeah,” he added, “I got some time in the twin-engine Bamboo Bomber.”

We looked uneasily up at the huge B-17, then back at this cocky but likeable pilot who had just admitted he was trained to fly a fighter plane rather than our bomber.

Eaton saw, in the way we looked at each other and shuffled about uncomfortably, our apprehension and doubt. He quickly interjected in an apologetic tone, and pointing at the B-17, “I’ve just been checked out in this thing with six hours of instruction.”

This news hardly set us at ease. This tall, slender man, just past adolescence, was trying to justify to us, and to himself, the assignment he had been
given to command us. We at this point saw him as totally inexperienced for the task. He was barely old enough to have driven a car in high school, and now he was to take us to war in a huge, complicated airplane.

After getting acquainted with each other, we went over the assigned positions and decided what the remaining crew positions would be. Second Lieutenant Henry L. Hainline of Cherokee, Oklahoma, had been trained in light twin-engine aircraft, including the AT-7. He was 23 years old and was assigned as co-pilot. Hainline was of medium build, with short dark hair above a round face with fine features. He seemed to have a rather tense personality. It was clear to all of us that Hainline did not like the co-pilot position, believing he had superior training over Eaton and being more mature, would be the better captain. The assignment, however, had been made by the 19th Bombardment headquarters. There was nothing he could do about it. The assignment as co-pilot turned out well for him, however, as he and Eaton worked well together.

First Lieutenant Melvin D. Henroid, of St Louis, Missouri, was assigned as bombardier. He was calm and mature and, at 27, was the oldest member of our crew. He was slim and about as tall as Eaton, with thinning, sandy-colored hair. He was well-educated compared to many of the rest of us and his rather serious demeanor masked a disposition of great kindness and consideration. We looked to Henroid for many decisions that affected our crew’s well-being, and he often served as mediator in minor disputes. He sometimes used religious language to smooth over a situation and helped keep crew members out of trouble with squadron commanders. Consequently, we affectionately called him the “Deacon,” and we were his “Sinners.”

Second Lieutenant Robert S. Doty of Thomaston, Georgia, 22 years old, was our navigator. Like Eaton, Doty came from a military family and felt a strong obligation to continue the tradition. He showed enthusiasm for his assignment as an aerial navigator, but I think Doty wanted to be a pilot. However, his right hand had been burned restricting some movement which disqualified him for that duty. He was the quiet one of our officers, always reflective and sometimes philosophical in his discussions.

I declared that I was best suited to be flight engineer, making an argument based on my previous flying experience in small airplanes since
1930, plus having graduated from aircraft and engine school after being an auto mechanic major throughout high school. Even though Arnold E. Nevells, of North Penobscot, Maine, 19 years old, had gone to B-17 school in Spokane Washington, and had graduated from aircraft and engine school, I campaigned hard for the flight engineer’s position and won approval of the crew, including Nevells. Being in the cockpit where the airplane was operated was important to me. Somehow it helped me feel I had some control over my life. Nevells was given the position of right waist gunner and also assistant flight engineer under me. Arnold Nevells, who came from the northern farm country of Maine, was a natural mechanic; he provided much needed know-how in keeping our airplane in the air. He was of medium height and build, had light brown hair above a roundish face, high cheekbones and ruddy cheeks. As one of the most cheerful and easy going of our crew members, Arnold could always be counted on to accept any decisions made by the crew. Thomas Sutton, the left waist gunner and assistant armorer, was “rough-cut,” and adventurous, an excellent hand with the airplane’s armaments. He was of medium height and with a rather stocky build, dark hair and eyes in an animated face, and a generous mouth. As I came to know Thomas I was impressed with his willingness to take risks without worrying overly about the consequences.

Arnold G. “Rebel” Clark, the radio operator from Natchitoches, Louisiana, had just graduated from radio operator’s school. He was of slight build, sporting a mustache a bit too large for his narrow face. He was homesick much of the time for his beloved Louisiana, the southern food, and his kinfolk. Clark was very sharp in sending and receiving radio code and in maintaining communications while in the air.

Robert Lamoureaux, of Massachusetts, was assigned as head armorer and to the tail gunner’s position. Girls liked this handsome, fun-loving, brave 19-year-old man. Perhaps he sensed something about the future and tried to make as much of life as possible while still performing his duty responsibly. Raymond “Tex” Ferrell, of Texas, was assigned to the ball turret position and as another assistant to me. As the shortest man on the crew it was reasonable that he was given that position. He had light hair and a slightly stocky build, but he was not too large for the ball turret position. Tex was a favorite personality among our crew. Always
cheerful, optimistic, and careful in his duties, he became an important link in the defenses of our airplane.

These crew position assignments, some so casually made, were to become extremely important to each man. Little did we know that the crew position would spell out whether one lived or died. The next afternoon we were to meet for our introduction to the B-17. I went to the maintenance office and began reading Technical Orders on the B-17F, the model to which we were assigned. I was already familiar with this great source of information on airplanes from Airplane and Engine School, where a large library of technical manuals was available. The next afternoon we were ready at the flight line in front of a B-17F and had been issued seat-type parachutes on a temporary basis. These would serve while the riggers were custom making parachute harnesses to fit each man on the crew with either back-packs or chest-packs.

On July 3, Eaton said, “Well, I just checked out again, so let’s go for a hop.” The crew shuffled around, not knowing what to do. As the flight engineer, I started a preflight inspection, remembering the technical orders I had read the day before. The rest of the crew then went into motion to get the airplane ready to fly in short order.

Our first flight was uneventful and safe, despite our barely knowing how to get into the airplane. The B-17F is an enormously complex airplane that requires the services of a large ground crew and a huge amount of support equipment. It is a four-engine bomber with a fuselage length of 74 feet nine inches and a wing span of 103 feet nine inches; the horizontal stabilizer is 43 feet in span, a foot more than the wing of an AT-6, and the tail is 19 feet high. This large tail was the origin of its affectionate nickname of “big ass bird.” The airplane was designed to carry a heavy bomb load at least 1500 miles to a target and return. This long range requirement meant that fighter planes did not have sufficient range to protect the bomber for its entire journey; it had to be sufficiently armed to defend itself. The early models of the B-17 had standard .30 caliber machine guns for defense, but by the time the “F” models saw some combat in Europe, the light guns had been replaced with the .50 caliber guns. At the front of the airplane, the bombardier had a .50 caliber gun, usually mounted on the upper right side of the nose of the airplane. Behind him on the left side of the nose, the navigator had another gun to cover
left-side frontal attacks. Both of these guns were installed in projecting “cheeks” on the side of the nose to give them a cone of fire against close to head on fighter attacks and in about an 80 degree arc. These gun positions in the nose proved to be a major weakness in defense which German fighter pilots learned to exploit.

Next was my position in the cockpit behind the pilots, where as the flight engineer I manned a Sperry hydraulic/electric turret with two .50 caliber guns mounted side by side. This turret was the main defense on the top-side of the airplane. The turret was smooth running, driven by a hydraulic system and its own electric-powered pump, allowing the guns to move rapidly in a 360 degree circle and simultaneously rise from minus ten degrees to near vertical at 85 degrees. The rotation of the turret and elevation of the guns was controlled by two hand grips. A Sperry compensating gun-sight gave the gunner an unusual advantage over any other aerial gun turret system used at the time.

The gun-sight was a mechanical, analog computer that required the gunner to input the dimensions of his target, such as the wing span or fuselage length, depending on whether an enemy plane was coming or going away from the guns or from abeam. This dimensional input to the sight compensating mechanism allowed the gunner to track an enemy fighter by setting the wings of the incoming fighter on a horizontal bar of light superimposed on a glass plate through which the gunner aimed. As the fighter approached, the image grew larger, the gunner controlled the gun sight by a range knob worked by both thumbs that changed the light bar dimensions. At the same time, the guns were automatically aimed for lead and range. This sighting system was about 25 percent efficient—very good at that time and infinitely better than a hand-held gun. Considering the complications of calculating the trajectory of the bullets with the bomber’s direction and speed of nearly 300 mph, as well as the speed and track of the enemy fighter, an accuracy of 25 percent was remarkable. This firing system gave me confidence that we could rather easily defend our ship from the top turret and bottom ball turret with their identical gun sights. It was a naïve thought, for at this point in our training we had no idea about how difficult it was to shoot down an attacking fighter plane.

Immediately aft of the bomb bay, the radioman’s position had a gun
mounted in the upper hatchway that provided a cone of fire directed against attacks from above. Just aft of the radio compartment on the underside, the ball turret provided protection for the belly of the ship. It was not a position for the claustrophobic. Tex Ferrell rode in this confined turret without a parachute. His legs were drawn up nearly to his chin as he lay on his back with the turret and gun elevation controls slightly above his head. The gun sight reticule, for framing a target, was controlled by the left foot pedal, and gun positions were controlled by hand controls. In a way he was separated from the rest of the airplane and crew, locked in a kind of cocoon attached by hoses and electrical wires that provided the essentials of life. It was a popular idea then that the ball turret gunner was sustained by an umbilical cord from the mother ship. None of us envied Ferrell’s position, although most tried it out at least once.

Behind the ball turret position in the aft fuselage were the waist gunners’ positions. Their guns were mounted to fire out of open windows. These positions were staggered so that, in the confines of the narrow fuselage, they would not seriously obstruct each other while they fired their guns. Their cones of fire protected the ship from abeam attacks from over the wings and outboard engines to over part of the horizontal stabilizers.

Lamoureaux manned the twin tail gun position, equipped with a post and ring sight. These guns posed a lethal threat to any fighter attacking the rear of the airplane. The cone of fire from each of the gun positions was restricted by wings, propellers, and parts of the tail assembly of our airplane, but the tail guns were restricted only by their mounting. It was possible for waist gunners to direct their fire at the wing, outboard engines, and the horizontal stabilizer on their side of the ship. My top turret guns had mechanical interrupters that prevented accidentally damaging the wings, vertical stabilizer, and propeller arcs.

The plane’s auxiliary systems are electrically driven, including the bomb bay doors, landing gear, tail gear, and wing flaps. The cowl flaps on the engines, gun turrets, and wheel brakes are operated hydraulically, but independent electrically driven pumps supply the necessary hydraulic pressure. The use of small and independent hydraulic systems kept dangerous flammable hydraulic fluid at a minimum, making the B-17 an especially attractive combat airplane. The landing gear, bomb bay
doors, and wing flaps were actuated by electric motors. The main and tail wheel landing gears could be operated by an emergency hand crank in the event of electrical failure.

High altitude and long range flight in the B-17 were achieved not only by its superb aerodynamic design, but by four 1200 HP Wright Aeronautical Corp. radial, 9-cylinder, air-cooled engines. The exhaust system of each engine drove a turbo-supercharger that compressed the intake air ducted through intercoolers that cooled and further increased air density insuring maximum power up to 27,000 feet. Sea-level power at high altitude simply meant that ground speed of the bomber could be about 300 mph, that was unequaled in a long range, high altitude performance bomber.

One of my duties as flight engineer was to attend to the mechanical systems of our airplane before flight. Although the co-pilot was responsible for these systems, he usually depended entirely on me for the actual inspection and maintenance. Refueling was under my supervision, and it had to be done carefully according to the mission’s requirements. The B-17F had six large self-sealing fuel tanks that held 1680 U.S. gallons. Provisions were made for two more tanks to be installed in the bomb bays that held 820 gallons total, producing a 2500 gallon capacity for long ferry flights. Additional “Tokyo” tanks were added in later production runs of the B-17F and G models. One of my in-flight duties was to manage the fuel system and power settings for maximum effectiveness to attain the desired flight range for any given mission. Even the engine oil system was complex: 37 gallons of oil for each engine to sustain a long flight. One of my duties was to complete flight logs on fuel and oil consumption and note any maintenance problems.

Twenty-four high-pressure oxygen cylinders fed a complex distribution and outlet system to each crew station, with further provisions for in-flight refilling of portable emergency bottles. We learned how to survive on 100 percent oxygen at high altitudes in cold temperatures flying over Texas, but our training did not prepare us for the realities of the bitter winter cold in the skies over Europe.

Although our ground school had been intense, the airplane was so complex that I found it necessary to work with the maintenance crews as much as my time would permit. We had instruction in the fire power
systems, and we learned details of the Sperry hydraulic turret and gun installation. A ground gunnery range gave us the opportunity to fire the hand-held .50 caliber machine gun and experience its terrible force. Muzzle velocity of the .50 caliber 1000gr armor-piercing bullet was 2935 feet per second, producing 10,000 foot-pounds of energy, with an effective computing range of the Sperry gun sight of 1000 yards.

Our training flights in the B-17F were three to four hours long over the monotonous Texas landscape and Great Plains to the north. The air was bumpy in the heat of July 1943, causing me to be airsick on nearly every flight. I carried a tin can and lashed it in the bomb bay, so that when the nausea came, it was easy to step into the bay and let go. No one else seemed to be bothered by airsickness as much as I was, although I occasionally noticed another white-faced crew member. Lean framed to begin with, I began losing weight because my food would not stay down. We started on a six-hour flight training program, the schedule alternating every few days from 1200 hours to 0000 hours. The plan was to keep us in the air for six hours at a stretch on an alternating basis, though occasionally we made nine-hour flights. A typical flight would begin by getting the ship ready for takeoff at midnight, then flying the radio-navigation course to Wink, Texas, then northeast and back to Peyote by dead reckoning. Often we were lost in the blackness of the Texas night, since most of the Texas coastline was under blackout, and landmarks were hard to identify. Only a few radio-navigation aids existed for long-range operation in Texas, Kansas, and Louisiana.

One overcast night at about 0300 hours the co-pilot, Hainline, called out, “A star to the east.” Eaton said, “No, it’s a single light on the ground.”

I could not tell what it was—star or a light on the ground—and Henroid, the bombardier, agreed with me. We flew towards the light, but it never seemed to get closer, yet it appeared to be low, where we thought the horizon should be. The more we stared at it, the more difficult it became to decide what it was. As there was no clear horizon, and no companion stars visible in the darkness; only the plane’s flight instruments gave us orientation. After a while it seemed as if the instruments were wrong, giving rise to discussion among us as to how we were flying. The light then faded, even though we flew 180 mph toward it. Suddenly it
was gone and our quest was ended.

The boredom of night flight lay heavily upon us; the simplest object became a thing of fascination. Over the long hours the drone of four engines in near synchronization produced a kind of mesmerizing effect on us.

Through the left window of the cockpit I watched the red glow of the exhaust collector ring under the cowl flaps on the number two engine. The more I stared at it, the more I saw of the engine and cowling parts outlined by the radiant metal. I thought of Charles Lindbergh and his flight across the Atlantic in 1927, how he was mesmerized by the noisy Wright Whirlwind engine.

In one popular account I read, he talked of calculating the revolutions per hour on the engine and marveled at the number of times the internal parts traveled through their cycle. I tried to visualize the Wright R-1820-97 engine under the cowling of the B-17F with its mass of rotating parts, the big crankshaft, strong and polished true on its running surfaces, the master rod with its spider-like connecting rods to the pistons, the geared cam rings, the dancing push rods actuating the valves in the cylinders, all working in unison to power the propeller. How could the cycle of combustion work so fast in each cylinder and keep working hour after hour in searing temperatures? My thoughts drifted to a fantasy of daring deeds in the air, interrupted by my dutiful scans of the instruments. My duties as flight engineer permitted me only a few minutes at a time to while away in idle thought. “I must recalculate the fuel consumption at the next hour of flight,” I thought.

“Let’s see, the number three engine cylinder head temperature is high again, but manifold pressure is okay. The oil pressure is down slightly. Better watch that engine carefully,” I mused. Selection of fuel tanks came on schedule. I entered it in my flight log. We had been out five hours and a half when finally we saw brightness on the horizon, and life again returned to our dulled minds and bodies. Eaton instructed me to call all crew members to report on their station and make ready for landing in 30 minutes. At last we had completed another night flight.

Many of the men in flying crews had not yet told their parents, wives or other relatives that they had been assigned to train in bombers. In fact, several of us enlisted men discussed how we would tell our kinfolks
that we were flying at all. Applying for flight status meant that we had stepped over the line, so to speak, to serve our country in a danger zone that was ever-present by its very nature. After all, one might play many roles in the Army Air Corps besides flying. Taking up flying was asking for combat duty, and this news affected our loved ones.

With airsickness plaguing me, I managed to keep going by eating my meals several hours before flying. During day flying I would eat the midnight meal that was intended for late night flying crews, and eat only during the day when I was on the night flying schedule. One hot bumpy afternoon over east Texas while on the way back to Rattlesnake Air Base, I felt famished. I had neither eaten nor drunk anything since the midnight meal and felt the need for something. There was a large yellow thermos on board with “Coca-Cola” stenciled on it, but the contents had long ceased to be cold. The crew had been drinking the Coke until the ice melted. I finally took a small paper cup full and drank it, not caring whether it came up again or not. Amazingly I felt better and there was no nausea. Encouraged by this, I drank enough to satisfy my thirst. During the Great Depression, my family rarely had carbonated soft drinks in the house. I had tasted Coke once as a child and didn’t like it. Shortly before going into service, I tried to drink a Pepsi-Cola with my friend, Don Stinchcombe, but did not like its overly-sweet flavor. I never acquired a real taste for coffee, alcohol or tobacco, and it seemed natural to refuse even Coke.

I never had a moment of sickness in the air after that hot afternoon over Texas. I began to eat meals at regular times, ate box lunches, and took the drinks provided for long training flights. I checked the flying log and realized it had taken me about 150 bumpy hours of flying over Texas to get past the air sickness.

Ground training at Rattlesnake Air Base included a trip to the atmosphere pressure chamber that effectively simulated the conditions of altitude. We were subjected to 38,000 feet simulated altitude for four hours wearing oxygen masks. We also were taught how to clear out ice from the oxygen mask exhaust valve and bladder, although it was not cold in the chamber, and how to use walk-around oxygen bottles. There was a final test at this time to see at what altitude each man would pass out. In the altitude chamber the pressure was increased to simulate 16,000
feet, and then we were instructed to take off our oxygen masks. We were given math problems to work out on paper while a buddy wearing his oxygen mask looked after the one being tested. The chamber pressure was decreased, and I was doing fine at 20,000 feet, thinking clearly, with good muscle coordination. Then as the chamber pressure passed to 21,000 feet, suddenly I began to see red colors and felt as I had during the parade at Kingman after standing a long time in the sun. I knew I was passing out, and despite the discomfort it was valuable to know the symptoms of hypoxia.

Melvin Henroid, the bombardier, did not pass out between 19 and 22,000 feet as everyone else did. At 25,000 feet he was doing well, and Doty, the navigator, was standing by to assist when he passed out. But Henroid did not pass out at 26,000 feet or at 27,000 feet, but continued to work math problems even at 28,000 feet without oxygen. The supervisor instructed that the test be halted, even though Henroid failed to pass out as was expected. He set a new record at the test chamber.

High altitude flying with operational bombers was a new experience for the Army Air Corps, and it appeared to approach the problems at first with a certain degree of abandon. But that quickly changed to caution. Between 25,000 to 35,000 feet, air became rarer, the temperature dropped three degrees each 1000 feet above sea level, visual orientation was different, and the equipment in the airplane and engines had to be handled with special techniques. Our first flight in this phase of training began on July 31, and everyone had to don his oxygen mask at 10,000 feet to become physiologically prepared for two hours at 20,000 feet. Our cold-weather flying gear had been stored, and we were required to fly in the A-2 summer leather flying jackets, summer cotton helmets and without gloves. We were still using the old A-8B oxygen mask that was prone to plugging up with ice. Soon my feet and hands were cold, and then the chill set into my shoulders and back making me very uncomfortable.

The B-17 had a jump-seat designed for the flight engineer mounted between the pilot and co-pilot; however, there was never a jump seat in any plane that I flew in. I was required to stand in the cockpit and hang on to the back of the pilot’s seats. I would stand half-crouched next to the window where the sun’s rays came through, twisting my bare hands back and around to catch the sun’s warmth and let the leather jacket soak up
heat, then pressing my arms and back gently against the turret legs and fuselage bulk heads to transfer the heat. My hands would become so cold and stiff on these flights that I could hardly write in the log; the crew complained loudly, but our cold weather gear was not released to us.

The military had ways of keeping everyone busy even when we were not flying. My crew member physical record shows that on July 19, I was administered smallpox, triple typhoid, cholera, anti-tetanus, yellow fever, and typhus shots. I went to the squadron HQ and signed up for a $25 War Bond and now $18.75 would be deducted from my pay each month. I designated my sister Maureen as the co-owner of the bond. Also, the duty clerk had me look over my National Service Life Insurance application making sure all of the information was correct including the names of the beneficiaries, my mother and sister. A $10,000 life insurance policy cost me $6.40 a month. All of this business culminated in filling out my Last Will and Testament. This was somewhat sobering but, after all the crews had been training for combat, so completing these details was essential.

On July 16, Eaton started teaching me to fly co-pilot on some of the long flights. We could see that the B-17 was going to take us on some very long and tiring flights, so occasionally the pilots would need relief. This training was very natural to me, and Eaton seemed pleased with my progress.

Successive high altitude flights took my B-17 and its crew to 28,000 feet. These flights, from 25,000 to 28,000 feet were even more difficult because we were still not permitted to wear cold-weather flying gear. We only wore wool glove liners, not authorized for flight duty, to keep our fingers from going numb. A new problem with temperatures down to 20 degrees below zero developed with our A-8B bladder-type oxygen masks. Condensation of my breath as it was exhaled collected in the bladder of the mask and froze, plugging the exhaust valves and impeding the flow of oxygen. The ice in the mask had to be crushed every five to ten minutes by squeezing the mask and rolling it between the fingers and then shaking out the ice pieces.

A most amazing thing happened one day on a high altitude flight. We were passing 27,000 feet over a summer snow flurry when we flew by a V formation of Canadian Geese. How these birds maintained such an
altitude was beyond me, since we were struggling in our airplane against the elements of cold and restriction of our oxygen to stay alive.

The next phase in our training included low altitude gunnery flights that provided all gun positions a chance to take some practice shots at ground targets except for the radioman gunner as his gun only pointed up from his compartment in a 30 degree circle. Dummy German and Japanese airplanes built of wood were set on the ground to simulate an airfield. Eaton brought the big B-17 to about 100-200 feet above the ground and made passes for each of the gunners. The targets came up and passed very quickly as Eaton maintained about 160 mph. He banked the wing up high to give my top turret guns a clear shot. The target was clearly hit, showing dust plumes where bullet strikes went through the target and hit the ground behind it. The computing gun sight worked so well on these planes that the co-pilot, who was trying to monitor hits, suggested that the top and ball turrets cease practice to give the time to the hand-held gun positions. I tried firing at the ground targets from the waist guns and found it a frustrating experience because the airplane was going so fast, constantly changing its attitude relative to the target, that the gun sight had to be aimed well behind, in addition to over or under it to compensate for bullet trajectory. At this firing position the gunner depended solely on ground strikes of the bullets, because the target was so close that tracer ammunition, located in every fifth position, did not have time to fully ignite and show its path.

One mission assignment was a navigation problem without radio aid that took us on a long low altitude flight over featureless steppe land. We were to fly at high speed not more than 200 feet above the ground, and navigate a complicated course to a target area. The surface winds were hard to compensate for, and the drift meter was useless at low altitude. We became hopelessly lost and had to climb several thousand feet, get a radio fix, and descend again. Over the several flights, our navigation techniques improved as Lt. Doty, our navigator, was learning critical skills on the job. One day we finished a mission and were still flying low “on the deck,” returning to home base. Eaton dropped down so low that he had to bring the ship up over cattle range fences. Then we sighted a lone farm house with two trees on each side of it. A farmer was standing nearby in front of his tractor, watching the big B-17 skim the earth. The
pilot pulled up and made a diving run at the farmer. The man got on the tractor and started driving it toward the house. The B-17 came roaring down at about 200 mph headed for the tractor. The farmer jumped off the machine and lay flat on the ground as the ship bore down on him. I can still see his hands clasped over his head and the tractor chugging away on its own. The house loomed up all too quickly and a woman came out of the front door with her apron in her hands and stared at the plane coming at her. Eaton pulled up a fraction too late and the propellers bored through the tops of the trees near the house. Nevells, the right waist gunner, called on the interphone, hoarsely shouting that leaves were flowing up over the wing.

That was not the end of our mischievous low flying. We flew on toward the Odessa airport, far inland, where a number of small private airplanes were still allowed to fly. Eaton pulled the B-17 up to about 3000 feet south of the field and then dove with high power. Our old F model had placards warning us not to exceed 220 mph indicated airspeed without modified horizontal stabilizers, and I felt nervous as the ship approached this speed. The B-17 made an unusual roar as the air speed built up, and the top turret Plexiglas dome was buffeted about. I shouted at Eaton to slow it down, and Hainline, the co-pilot, gave me vocal support, but to no avail. Things happened fast, and the pull-up was lower than it should have been. Eaton rolled up elevator trim, causing the ship to zoom up at a steep angle. Recovering from the G-forces before a stall of the wings to near weightlessness was euphoric and brought a sense of relief at the same time. We could clearly see a small plane on the ground now upside down, and a few people milling around it.

Eaton had decided to “buzz” the field because he wanted to impress a woman he knew who worked there. The blast from the propellers so near the ground and the dramatic pull up had overturned a Culver-Cadet airplane. Eaton was in trouble, to say the least, and tried to make some monetary amends. A complaint was filed by the airport owner, but we were all shipped out a couple of days later. Our new home was Dalhart, Texas, in the panhandle, where the ground is even flatter than at Peyote, Monahans, and Odessa.

Now considered an experienced crew, we were assigned on August 5, 1943, to the Habberstad Provisional Group, 333rd Bomb Group, and
469th Squadron for further training. There was a different attitude among the personnel here. A new seriousness developed among the crews that did not exist before. There was talk of going overseas as a combat unit.

I was beginning to feel competent in my job and bolstered my knowledge by taking more classes on navigation, bombing, gunnery, and turret systems. Major Habberstad required that flight engineers learn the rudiments of flying in case the pilots should become incapacitated. Eaton had already been training me to fly the B-17. Hainline was not pleased, acting as though I was taking something away from him. My learning to fly the ship also meant that the flight engineer, an enlisted man, would be third in command of the airplane. The B-17 technical orders clearly gave the flight engineer second in command authority for technical decisions in flight. There was some negative reaction from Doty, the navigator, but Henroid, the bombardier, thought it the logical course to take.

Navigation training was difficult, but with study I learned to work out long-range problems involving winds, altitudes, temperatures, and their corrections. The navigation problems were calculated with fuel consumption of the engines to obtain maximum range at given aircraft weights with certain bomb loads. We were given some instruction on star identifications and on how to use the aerial sextant in the astral dome. This brief practical training gave me confidence to take over flying the airplane when the pilots needed some relief.

Perhaps for me the most enjoyable instruction was in bombing techniques. I was taught to use the famous, and at that time secret, Norden Bomb Sight. A military policeman (MP) followed the bomb sight wherever it was taken, even in to the classroom. For a practicum, a bomb sight was rigged up on a high platform made of light-weight tubing mounted on wheels, driven by an electric motor that was controlled from a panel above. A complete bombardier control panel, seat, and bomb sight were mounted at the top of the platform, allowing the student to guide it to a target placed on the cement floor. Cross winds, altitude, and bombing runs from various compass bearings were plotted into the student’s training, providing a reasonable simulation of a bomb run.

In the B-17F, the bombs were normally released electrically by a switch, or automatically through controls on Norden Bomb Sight. The main design purpose of the B-17 was to release bombs accurately at a
target, and so the bombing system was the focus of our training. When the bomb controls were on the lock position, the bombs could be released only by emergency controls using a blade-type screwdriver. In the salvo position, all bombs were released by mechanical means once the doors were opened. In the select position, a toggle switch or an electrical control through the Norden Bomb Sight also released the bombs. Bombs could be released in select or train positions. The combination of bomb loads and positions of bombs was quite complicated. For example, 1000 pound bombs could be carried only at bomb stations 20, 16, 8, 41, 37, and 29. There was provision to carry 1000, 1600, 2000, or 4000 pound bombs externally mounted near the wing roots, but only one on each wing.

The bombardier took charge of the ship on the final segment of the bomb run and could engage the Automatic Flight Control (AFC, an autopilot) through the bomb sight. Also, he would instruct the pilot on conditions of bomb release as to whether the ship was to be put into a glide or climb. Aircraft operational charts were used to indicate angles of release of the different kinds of bombs. An armed bomb is a very dangerous thing, and if released while the airplane is in the wrong position, it could cause serious damage to the ship’s structure. For example, 2000 pound bombs in the bomb bay could be released only at zero glide or slight climb, while 500 pound bombs from certain rack positions could be released at a 33 degree glide or climb.

I enjoyed riding the bombing simulator, setting up a run, and releasing “bombs” on the target. With a little practice, it became less and less difficult to get a fair score of hits on the target.

The bombardier’s single .50 caliber gun was mounted on the nose section aft of the big Plexiglas and glass view port. His seat was mounted low below the floor level of the compartment. The station had an ultraviolet spotlight, an extension light, airspeed indicator, altimeter, free air temperature indicator, clock, bomb intervelometer, windscreen wiper controls, anti-icer controls, and communications equipment. There was even a bomb-sight heating pad to make sure the Norden sight was warm enough to function properly.

One night we were sent on a mission out of Dalhart to bomb a target set up to simulate a small town. It did not take long to realize that we were lost, though with repeated efforts we finally found the simulated
town. Henroid made a bomb run three times and released 12 bombs. I recorded hits by observing them out of the bomb bay, standing on the catwalk. I could see the dull-red flashes of the black powder charged 100 pound practice bombs as they struck near the center of town on the third run. We were only flying at 6000 feet, and I could see the simulated town clearly. I noted to Henroid that on the first run the bombs had struck outside the lighted area north of town, and that the second run was on the edge of town. On the third run, as my night vision became keener, and focusing on the target became a matter of recognizing a familiar pattern of things below, I was startled to see a set of moving automobile lights near the bomb flashes. I yelled into the interphone, “We’re bombing a live town; there’s a car down there.” Then, still looking below, I could see several sets of automobile lights going in different directions. There was alarm in the voices on the interphone, then disbelief. But another pass at a lower altitude confirmed the fact that we indeed had dropped practice bombs on an innocent town in the Texas panhandle. We flew back to the airfield at Dalhart, resolved not to report our mistake, but poor Henroid suffered such guilt that he wanted to confess all and accept the consequences. It was not just a matter of a bombardier’s mistake; the navigator erred in his duty, the pilots in theirs, and the flight engineer in not making a better observation on the first bomb run. After landing nothing was said to us. No doubt the word that a town had been bombed had not yet reached the Training Command.

A 12-hour pass occasionally allowed us to go to Dalhart, but there was little to do for a non-drinker like me. A cafe offered a large steak dinner for 75 cents, so a buddy and I went to tryout the small eating establishment. We had a little trouble with five or six young men standing on the sidewalk outside the cafe who were hassling us about being in army uniform. They were dressed in cowboy boots, broad hats, and blue jeans, and even though of draft age, they had apparently received occupational deferments because their families were in the cattle business. The dinner was better than the food at the air base, and the steak was enormous. This was the first steak dinner of my life, and it seemed somehow wrong to eat such rich food in a time of national emergency.

We were in Texas during August, 1943, when thunderstorms swept the Great Plains and panhandle. One day in August our crew was readying
a B-17F for a flight north to the Chicago area when a squall, generated by a local thunder storm, moved swiftly over the air field. We abandoned the parked airplane and ran for cover to an open front shed next to the ramp; the rain was intense and the wind strong enough for us to be concerned about the airplanes. More frightening was a series of lightning strikes that occurred in rapid succession, as the wind and rain diminished. We were anxiously watching the row of airplanes and saw a man running towards us from under a wing where he had taken refuge from the rain. He was only about 50 feet from the airplane when a lightning bolt struck him. The flash was blinding and I blinked for a moment, startled by the bright flash. Then I searched for the man. The force of the lightning bolt knocked him about 30 feet from where he had been struck.

We ran over to help, but we soon saw that the man was dead. His shoes were lying on the pavement, misshapen and still smoldering. As an ambulance crew picked up the body, the rain and wind drifted away northward.

Eaton ordered us to continue our preflight inspection and prepare for the evening’s flight. We all felt tense after the storm and witnessing the tragic death, but not much was said. Eaton called out the course north to the navigator and told me that high cruise power would be required to make up lost time due to the storm. Take off was normal and the engines produced full power. Engine and propeller noise were exceptionally high in the atmospheric conditions in the wake of the storm, producing a vibration frequency that I could feel throughout my body. I trimmed the propeller controls for synchronization to reduce the vibration before the pilot reduced power after the take-off. Sometimes a ship would vibrate like this, sending sickening waves of sound energy through your body to the point where you felt could not take much more. Then the first power reduction after take-off eased the condition.

We only had climbed to 7,500 feet when we realized that we had caught up with the menacing storm that had passed over the airfield earlier. Lightning flashes illuminated giant cumulus clouds high above us.

Eaton was not pleased that the storm was blocking our path. He complained that we would have to make up the mission on another flight if this one was scrubbed.


He spoke to Hainline and me in the cockpit as though he wanted to challenge the very elements, cursing the storm for interfering with our flight. He looked at us in the dim light of the cockpit saying, “I wonder what it’s like inside a thunderhead?” He searched our faces for a negative reaction, but I knew by the way he looked at us and his tone of voice, that it did not make much difference what we said. He had made up his mind.

The co-pilot, Hainline, shouted back that it was too dangerous. As loud as he could over the noise of the engines he said, “Tom, let’s go back and wait the storm out for a couple of hours.” Then he looked at me, “Matheny, don’t you think the ship could be damaged with all that lightning?”

My response was a forceful “Yes, sir!” And I added, “The lightning is from cloud to cloud, the worst kind to fly through. There will be heavy rain and hail.”

Too quickly, as though he had planned it out ahead of time, Eaton replied, “Oh hell, lets punch our way through. Doty, get us a fix on Kansas City.”

Doty replied in a stressed voice that the radio compass only pointed to the storm although the gyro magnetic compass gave a north heading. As our ship penetrated the outer edges of the storm the turbulence became increasingly worse. “Let’s put on our parachutes” I suggested, and received several affirmative responses. I went back through the lurching ship, picked up Eaton’s parachute, and then made another trip through the bomb bay on the cat walk, through the radio room, then past the ball turret to the waist positions, where we usually dumped our parachutes, to get another one for Hainline. Henroid came back to get his and Doty’s parachutes. Soon we were deep into the storm and being tossed violently about. It was very difficult to move through the ship.

Eaton began to have difficulties and found it impossible to fly on instruments. The turbulence was so bad that I could scarcely read any of the instruments; I thought at the time that if we had an engine failure, it would be impossible to tell which one had failed. Eaton ordered full power with the turbo-superchargers set at maximum and attempted to climb over the storm. I was afraid he was forcing the engines to work too hard. After all, we used 91 octane fuel that called for restricted power while saving the higher grade fuel for combat. The plane did not respond
to the higher power. The buffeting air currents and heavy rain seemed to be overpowering us. Eaton decided to drop down below the heavy, black clouds and fly below the turmoil.

It was frightning to me, to be descending into the thick blackness of the storm. I could barely read the instruments with the ship buffeting as though the wings would stall. The windscreen wipers beat away uselessly, and the flashes of lightning suddenly demonstrated the power of nature against our puny ship and foolish crew. Even though the B-17 was noisy, the thunder claps were audible. Perhaps the most fearful sound was the sudden shower of hail striking the windscreen and fuselage that seemed to presage the imminent failure of the plane. There was a sharp jolt, which momentarily I feared had broken the B-17 into pieces, and then weightlessness for several seconds that seemed much longer, especially as the altimeter showed a sudden loss of about 2000 feet. Mentally I prepared myself to abandon the ship if it were broken and falling helplessly to earth. The abrupt fall stopped, however, and the ship was still flying. Nevells, the right waist gunner, called breathlessly on the interphone that there was a gaping hole in the top of the fuselage, and that ammunition from his waist gun cans had been thrown through it. Eaton called him to ask if the tail was coming off, thinking the ship was near its end.

Nevells replied back in a strained voice that there was only a hole; the tail was still intact. This news brought a brief feeling of relief in the midst of our desperate situation.

Eaton leveled off the ship at about 600 feet above the gently rolling landscape of Oklahoma or Kansas—it was impossible to tell where we actually were. It was not necessary now to fly on instruments, despite the intensity of the storm. We were flying visually by the lightning strikes. The lightning was spectacular, revealing the countryside in what seemed to be frozen-images of a surrealistic world. A great blinding flash of lightning and the subsequent crack-like sound through the ship sent a further shock of fear through each of us.

Nevells frantically called on the interphone, “Lightning just flashed between the wing and the tail.”

Eaton responded, trying to control his voice, which was strained and hoarse, “Check for damage.” There was no possibility of us moving about to check on anything. It was all I could do to brace my arms against the
top of the cockpit and hang on to the emergency brake handles in their latched position on the ceiling. I was standing with my legs spread bracing my feet against the violent turbulent motions that seemingly occurred in all directions at the same time.

The windscreen wipers became more effective as the rain subsided, and our flight became less violent. The lightning was less frequent and more distant as we settled on a steady course. The interphone was busy with exclamations from the crew, “we made it... we came through… the ship held together.”

Henroid exclaimed, “Thank God we came through all right.” He started to sing a song but could not carry it off.

Eaton tried to quiet the crew and pretended the flight was more normal by asking for reports from the crew. The tail gunner, Robert Lamoureaux, had been hammered severely in his position and, despite his safety belt restraint, had hit his head several times against the structure of the gun position. He called out that he was hurt, but it was still too turbulent for anyone to tend to his needs.

The air became smoother in the pitch-black night sky, and it was evident that at about 2000 feet heavy clouds hung over us. Suddenly we could see white, puffy cumulus clouds around 4000 feet; Eaton guided the big ship around them, still trying to maintain a course to Kansas City. Suddenly between the clouds a few lights came into view below. Glimpses of the bright, colorful lights of a city still mostly obscured by layers of clouds offered hope of a safe harbor after our wild flight.

“Doty, what city is that?” Hainline asked.

The navigator, not expecting to be called upon and still unsettled from the flight, stammered, “Its Ta’, uhh, Topeka, oh…’ Kansas City below.”

Spotting a lighted airport, Eaton reduced power on the throttles while I increased the rpm to 2300 with the propeller controls. Hainline started on the landing check list and engaged the air filters, checked each of the amber lights (indicating that the filters were on), moved supercharger controls to “full on,” and set mixture controls to “automatic rich.” Eaton reduced air speed to 150 mph, called for “gear down,” then when the airspeed was reduced, called for “flaps,” which Hainline immediately attended to. Eaton spiraled steeply to let down through the break in the clouds where the glow of the city was visible intermittently,
as we passed through fringes of moisture. I closed the cowl flaps, trying to keep up cylinder head temperatures on the big air-cooled engines. The co-pilot went through his checklist; the pilot told him to contact the tower at Topeka, as he realized that the city below was not as large as Kansas City should be.

As the plane continued its spiral decent, more of the city came into view, then suddenly, it was all clearly laid out below us as we broke through the last wispy clouds. The rain was gone and the air calm. Everything seemed bright and new. Just ahead lay a refuge for our beaten ship and crew, refugees from the awesome power of nature. The sight was exhilarating but at the same time peaceful. This was the first city any of us had seen lit up at night since the war started, because of standard blackout practices. Fascinated by the glittering splendor of white and colored lights below in exceptionally clear air, we neglected our duties.

Hainline could not raise the Topeka Tower at the airport. Finally he heard another airplane communicating with the tower at Wichita Airport. The radio compass SCR-269 was on, and suddenly a marker beacon signal flashed on the instrument panel, indicating that we had passed over a beacon transmitter on track to an airport. Hainline finally realized that we were on an approach to the Wichita airport, and he transmitted immediately to the tower. After landing, the pilots, Nevells, and I looked over the airplane for damage. We could not find any popped rivets in the wings, but there were a few wrinkles in the top wing skin. The tail section seemed to be intact. The hole in the top of the fuselage was slightly larger than a couple of .50 caliber cartridges, and we determined that about 50 cartridges, held together by their steel links had been lost. We could only explain the phenomenon by suggesting that the plane dropped so suddenly in the hard jolt during the storm that the ammunition stayed in the same place. The ammunition pierced the top of the fuselage as the plane dropped around it. We speculated that the extremely high negative “G” force experienced was probably sustained for only a fraction of a second, and that it fortunately was countered by flying through the down draft of air almost immediately, saving the airplane and our crew from destruction.

On the parking ramp at Wichita we saw an unusual giant of an airplane with bright aluminum skin that made our “big” B-17 look puny. It
was one of the first B-29s to come off the assembly line at the Beech aircraft plant, designed to replace the B-17. Up to that point we thought we were flying the best airplane available. MP’s with guns guarded the big new ship. It had not been painted in war colors as our B-17s had; the finish was bright alclad aluminum. The B-29 did not have turrets and guns installed yet, but it looked fast and invulnerable. We marveled as we looked at what would obviously be an important new entry in the air war.

Since our original flight plan had been changed due to the storm, Eaton filed for a return to Dalhart. Nevells noticed that a bucket was missing from the number two turbo-supercharger. On takeoff I kept the number two supercharger control off, and the engine only drew about 34 inches of manifold pressure. Even with less power from number two engine, the old B-17 lifted off spritely. We flew back to Dalhart in cool, nearly clear air, letting the stars show us the way.

As more men came to the area for advanced training, the relationship between the military and town folks at Dalhart deteriorated. One particular point of contention involved the young men who were deferred from military service. This made some of the airmen very angry and damage to property was done occasionally in town, but the MP’s were good at maintaining order. A few gunners, including Sutton our left waist gunner, shot at cattle from the bombers on low altitude missions. The shooting caused more tension with the townsfolk, but the gunnery practice was good for the waist gunners.

On long flights, especially at night, boredom was our greatest enemy. I never slept on any flight and always took seriously my responsibility to make sure the airplane was functioning properly. To avert boredom I practiced over in my mind exactly what had to be done for nearly every kind of emergency, and I knew all of the procedures by heart. I even practiced how to abandon ship and knew every move required for a quick bail out. It was a thought always lingering in the back of my mind.

During our last days at Dalhart we were given parachute training, but it only could be classified as rudimentary. Our instruction lasted about 15 minutes, and none of us felt that we had learned very much. Little did I know at that time how this brief training session would affect my life. There was a running joke about this brief training session. A student asked the instructor “How do you control a parachute after it opens?”
The instructor replied “You’ll know when the time comes.”

Our training at Dalhart was complete except for a kind of graduation examination where each crew was sent on a long mission of their own. This final practice mission was to fly out over the Gulf of Mexico and rendezvous with three B-17s towing sleeve targets for air-to-air gunnery practice. Of course the flight was a test for the crew to see if they could manage the navigation and rendezvous with the tow planes a little more than a thousand miles from Dalhart. The flight of 27 B-17s from Dalhart was to land at Gulfport Field, Mississippi for refueling before proceeding to open water over the Gulf. Some of the airplanes flew in trail formation, but due to a leaky propeller governor, our ship was delayed for about six hours. We took off at about 1600 hours, flying on the tail of a northeast-tracking thunderstorm that left low, small cumulus clouds, and occasional light squalls along the way. As the rain began to clear, we came upon fluffy white cumulus clouds at about 9000 feet, and in the distance a bright rainbow arched across the horizon. We flew toward the end of that rainbow but could not pass through it. The rainbow moved ahead of us as fast as we approached it.

Eaton said, “Matheny, fly left seat while I rest in the back.” He piled up parachutes and some blankets that we had stored in flight bags in the waist gunner’s area. Soon, Hainline, the co-pilot, fell asleep, and I flew the airplane into increasingly darkening conditions. Doty, the navigator, reminded me when I drifted off course. It was pleasant flying the big ship, to make the decision of climbing around the clouds, and to select power to climb over a squall. Suddenly a few stars showed through the upper haze, and the sky became clear for awhile.

It was in a darkened, overcast sky again as we passed over Natchitoches, Louisiana, the home of “Rebel” Clark, the radio operator. His voice over the interphone as we passed over it communicated his home sickness to all of us. I set the cockpit instrument lighting at a low level to illuminate each dial and needle while the rest of the cockpit was nearly blacked out. The instrument numbers, marks, and needles were painted with radium paint and charged to brightness by ultraviolet lights that were dimmed or intensified by a control.

We landed at Gulfport Field in the dark with the aid of minimum field lights. The flight took several hours, much of it at night. I had spent
several months at Gulfport in 1943 while at aircraft and engine school, but since that time, new buildings had been erected. The school I had attended had been moved and much swampy ground filled in to expand the air base. The next morning we discovered that of 27 airplanes dispatched to Gulfport from Texas the previous day, only 19 B-17s had arrived. We had been upset at not being able to fly in trail formation with the rest of the group. However, we learned that three airplanes had been lost in a thunderstorm over Louisiana just a few hours before we had flown over the same track. An additional four training-weary B-17s had engine failures in trying to climb over the thunderheads and had to land at other fields. One airplane was severely damaged by hail and lost much of its Plexiglas nose section. Major Habberstad was furious at the pilots for flying into the storm, and I suppose our crew played a role in the problem by bragging about how we had flown through one. Many believed the B-17 was invincible to storm and enemy, but at the expense of 29 men’s lives, we learned it wasn’t so. One man escaped out of the three planes downed by the storm. He was a radio operator who told me the next day that as their ship penetrated the storm, his crew became alarmed and passed parachutes to everyone. He explained that they were flying at 22,000 feet trying to climb over the storm when the airplane encountered very severe turbulence and broke in two. Since he was strapped into the radio operator’s seat next to the place where the fuselage had broken away, he unlatched his safety belt, pushed himself out of the torn ship, and fell through the clouds. Fearful of dropping too far, he pulled the rip cord in the deep blackness; he recalled a few frightening lightning flashes that nonetheless revealed the landscape below giving him a general sense of orientation. He never saw the tail section of the airplane or any of the other crew members. This fortunate radio operator was the only survivor out of the 30 men in the three planes that flew into that Louisiana thunderstorm.

Early in the morning before our flight to the Gulf, a line crew serviced our waiting B-17s with fuel and oil. This was done before my arrival, because we were detained in briefing for the mission. We were to fly out of Gulfport and to the rendezvous with three B-17s towing sleeve targets 500 miles south over the ocean. We would stay with the target planes for gunnery practice and then return to the mainland. The flight
had to be planned very carefully to fly 500 miles over water in order to rendezvous for an hour’s aerial gunnery practice and return to Gulfport. Our operational charts showed that at 45,000 pounds gross weight, our fuel consumption could be reduced to 161 gallons per hour at 1850 rpm and 29 inches of manifold pressure, and we would still maintain the required 175 mph a few hundred feet above the water. This would give us a range of 1600 statute miles on 1680 useable gallons of fuel. It normally would take 132 gallons for engine warm up and the climb to 5000 feet, but since we could fly at sea level, the fuel used for that climb could be added to the reserve in case of bad weather. An unknown factor in the equation was the empty weight of our airplane; for some reason the weight and balance form was missing.

Our flight path would take us west of the Yucatan Peninsula almost to the Gulf of Campeche, Mexico. Alternate landing fields for our mission were Veracruz, Tampico, and Merida, in Mexico, and bases in Florida. Since Mexico had joined the war on our side, they were supposed to cooperate, sell us fuel on our requisition forms, and provide other services.

The planes taxied out and took off in light rain at 0900 hours. We were just airborne when Nevells called on the interphone saying that fuel was siphoning out of a fuel tank filler cap on the right wing and flowing over the wing in a large, fog-like stream.

Eaton, the pilot, looked at me and said, “Can we afford that much fuel loss?” I replied, “No, I don’t think so. If you land, I’ll fix it.”

Returning to the field, Eaton made a short pattern, declaring to the tower that a mechanical problem required an immediate landing. As soon as the B-17 turned off at an intersection, I climbed out of the radio operator’s hatch up over the fuselage to the top turret guns and hung onto the barrels until Eaton brought the ship to a halt on the taxi strip. With the engines still running I made my way across the wing to the faulty fuel tank. There I found that the refueling crew had caught the brass lanyard chain of the filler neck cap under the seal, leaving a gap for fuel to siphon out. I tried to visually check the fuel quantity, but it was impossible with the engines running.

When I had made my way back to the cockpit, Eaton continued to taxi to the runway, asking for an estimate on fuel loss, and whether the mission could proceed. Refueling would preclude our participation in
gunnery practice. I thought possibly 40 to 50 gallons had been lost.

Eaton said, “All right…figure out power settings to get us there with the other ships.” I started to protest, but he cut me short, saying, “It was your responsibility to get this bird gassed properly. Now get us out there and back.”

“Yes sir,” I firmly but apologetically replied and grabbed the flight operations manual, looking for the range charts. After takeoff I brought the engine rpm up to 2100 and increased manifold pressure to 30 inches, then watched the speed build up. The old B-17F finally got up to 190 mph indicated airspeed, but it cost us a lot of fuel.

Trying to make up for lost time in order to rendezvous with the tow target ships, we maintained the 2100 rpm and 30 inches of manifold pressure for two hours at 200-300 feet above the water, taking advantage of a wind condition known in the coastal area of New Orleans. After two hours we passed into an area where the wind conditions were unknown. Doty could not detect any significant wind with the drift meter. I calculated that with our warm up and take off, the return to the airbase, a second taxi and take off, 40 gallons lost by siphoning and 456 gallons burned during the last two hours, a total of 636 gallons had been consumed. Doty said that we were only about 380 miles out from Gulfport. He said contact with the tow planes should occur in about 40 minutes, which would require another 137 gallons or so. That would leave us about 900 gallons for the gunnery practice and return to Gulfport. I reported to the pilot on the fuel situation and said we would not be able to spend much time with the tow planes. He acknowledged. Doty said we should go back now, as he was uncertain about winds later in the afternoon. Eaton did not reply.

We kept looking for the other planes participating in the gunnery practice but saw none. Radio silence was required on the mission. We could only use the hand-held Aldis signal light for communication between us and the tow planes. The 40 minutes passed with no tow planes in sight. Then it was 50 minutes, but still no planes, just the sea and the misty sky. We began flying a rectangular course for an intercept with the tow planes. After about 15 minutes Hainline, spotted a B-17 east of our track at nine o’clock. Eaton wheeled our ship to meet the other craft, and everyone must have felt as relieved as I did.


Eaton ordered Clark to remove the hatch over the radio compartment and for all guns to be readied for firing. Clark called over the interphone in an anguished voice that the hatch had blown away out of his hands and that he was hurt. Even though I was in the top turret at the time, I did not see the hatch fly out, but I felt something strike the airplane. I hurried through the catwalk in the bomb bay to the radio compartment.

Clark was sitting on the floor holding his right arm. He could hardly speak but managed to say, “I turned the handle and it flew out of my hands.” Apparently he had not pulled the front of the hatch down first as we had been instructed, and the slipstream carried it away. I looked out the hatch opening and, with some apprehension, noted that the hatch had struck the huge vertical fin, putting a two-foot gash in its leading edge. I helped Clark to his seat, strapped him in with a safety belt, and stuck his hand in his flight suit for support.

We were making a pass on the target sleeve when I reported to the pilot about the vertical fin. The navigator was firing, then the waist gunner, but I was unable to get a track on the sleeve target in time. The tow plane made a turn east, signaling with a yellow light that gunnery practice was over; it cut loose the last sleeve, which fell into the sea.

Eaton turned the plane north and asked Doty for a heading. I checked my watch. We had been out for three hours and 40 minutes or so using, I estimated, about 1025 gallons of fuel since the second takeoff, and I reported this to Lt. Eaton.

In a firm voice Eaton called, “All right, Doty, find us the best wind/ altitude and track us home.”

Doty answered, “Let’s try 5000 feet and I’ll check drift–uh, take 007 degrees magnetic.” He hesitated as though there were something he did not want to say, and then he continued, “The gyro compass is out and we’ll have to dead-recon back.” I saw Eaton and Hainline look at each other, but neither said anything. I knew that the gyro compass had been set at take off as part of the navigator’s check list, and he should have been resetting the instrument periodically for precession. Now we had to depend on a radio compass signal that could not be picked up until we were much closer to shore.

After the climb I set the power at 1850 rpm and 29 inches of manifold
pressure; the cruise chart showed 167 gallons per hour fuel consumption, which would give us about 186 mph. “That should take us home in less than three hours,” I thought, working the E6-B flight computer. “And we ought to burn about 450 gallons. Let’s see now,” I mused, “40 gallons for our climb back there, then add 1025 for the flight up to that point, now 450 gallons to get us home is—1515 gallons; geez, that looks close.” Doing some pencil work I recalculated the fuel consumption, time in flight, and still came up with about the same estimate of 210-217 remaining gallons on arrival at Gulfport. “What about winds?” I thought. “I’d better tell Eaton.”

Eaton was calm and asked Doty what the winds were doing at our altitude. Doty replied, “We’ve got 17 knots on the nose.”

Eaton answered, “Guess we better go down. It was a lot less at 500 feet.” Doty responded, “There are white caps on the surface from the north.” He continued, “How much fuel’s left?”

Eaton said, “Matheny’s got it to 650 gallons or so.” At that point Hainline asked for the E6-B computer, and I went through the whole thing with him. He looked worried. After all, this was our first over-water flight, and we scarcely knew what long-range flight was all about.

I kept studying the charts and tables in the pilot’s manual, but it was confusing, and everything was calculated with bomb loads for 1/2 of the flight time. I searched again for the weight and balance form, but could not find it. How could I manage fuel without knowing how much the ship weighed in the first place? I guessed a worst case of 51,000 lb.

Melvin Henroid, the bombardier, piped up, “Hey, you guys sound worried. Are we going to make it? The weather looks good ahead.”

Eaton reassured, “We’ve got it under control, Melvin. Don’t worry.”

But we worried anyway. Eaton told Hainline to take over the controls, and went over the figures verifying the problem. Eaton got up and went to different crew positions, assuring each of us that everything was okay. Hainline flew a heading of 007 degrees as instructed by the navigator some two hours ago.

The fuel gauges were reading less than 1/4 full, and number three indicator was out of order. This situation did not give much confidence in the amount of fuel on board, but I kept telling myself that it was the time that the engines were running that really counted, not the fuel indicators.
However, in my inexperienced mind there was reason to doubt. I thought, “What if the engines are not all performing correctly, and one or two are consuming more fuel than the others?” I had carefully selected the tanks so fuel would be consumed evenly and not disturb trim. “What else could I do?” I wondered, with a deep sense of concern, knowing that my mistakes could cause disaster for all. I suppose I acted as a typical flight engineer always worrying about little details.

Doty finally got a signal on the radio compass from New Orleans, but it read 30 degrees or more east of our track. Eaton ordered a change of course and brought the ship to 037 degrees.

Eaton said, “Looks like we’re headed for Texas instead of Gulfport.” Doty chimed in that he had forgotten declination of the compass of eight degrees for the last two hours and more. This error in navigation cost us more time and fuel, and Eaton asked for a position report.

Eaton took over flying as we entered layered clouds, and the sea was no longer visible. Above our plane, a dark mass of clouds obscured the sky. We passed New Orleans at 5000 feet but saw nothing due to the blackout of coastal cities. Eaton began the descent and I checked my watch and entered the time in the log: 1625 hours. That was seven hours in the air, and I figured we had used 540 gallons since breaking off gunnery, which left a little over 100 gallons to get to Gulfport. We should make it. The fuel gauges said otherwise. All tanks registered just about empty, but the fuel quantity warning lights did not come on. The pilot set up low power for descent. In a few minutes the B-17 broke through the overcast, and the coast was directly below. We landed without incident and with great relief.

We made two serious errors that day: my failure to check all of the fuel caps after the ground crew had serviced the airplane, and failure to put eight degrees declination into nearly 500 miles of over-water flight-that sent us many miles off course. The officers and I discussed these errors, and the whole incident became burned into my mind. I resolved never to repeat it again.

Our ship was grounded due to the damaged vertical fin, and we were obliged to ride back to Dalhart in other planes. Eaton was informed that he would have to pay $944 for a new vertical fin replacement. Also, the rumor circulated that Eaton was going to be court marshaled and busted
to private because of the small private airplane that was blown over at the Odessa airport. This would mean the end of our crew, and we were all very upset at this prospect.

Our crew had failed the test, we arrived late for the rendezvous with the tow planes which was the purpose of the flight, sustained damage to the vertical fin, and messed up our over water navigation. This flight was our only opportunity for air-to-air gunnery practice, and the next time we would be confronting the enemy. The loss of crews in the thunder storm and engine failures of other planes did not say much for our overall capabilities as combat-trained crews.

Our training was finished except for a few long flights of eight to nine hours each. We had to be on the flight line at least two hours in advance to prepare the airplane for these long flights, and we had to stay with the ship about an hour afterward, tending to various duties, such as filling out logs and reports. After these grueling flights, we still had laundry, letter writing, and some recreation to squeeze into these busy days and nights. One particularly memorable flight on September 23, 1943, was in formation, five and one-half hours at 20,000 feet, which required constant wearing of an oxygen mask. Still using our summer flying clothing, we suffered at 18 to 20 degrees below zero temperatures at high altitude.

That was to be our last training flight in the Habberstad group. We spent the next three days in ground school. Orders were issued to Crew 80 (our crew number) to report to Scott Field, Illinois. We knew that this assignment would be our overseas call. We were all given a 10-day leave and told we would be going overseas, but our theater of operation was unknown. I took a regular passenger train with a priority ticket, not a military one, to Los Angeles, which took 36 precious hours, in anticipation of a much needed leave.

It was great at home with Mother, Dad, Maureen, my sister, and Nellie Ryan, my grandmother. Mother asked me what I wanted most to eat. I asked for lima beans and ham hocks, beef stew, and fresh fish. We lived on 92nd Street, a few doors from my grandmother’s beauty shop on San Pedro Avenue and mother’s dry cleaning shop. Andrea, a friend of mine, lived next door, and I was anxious to see her. We went on one date, but she was interested in someone in the shipyards at San Pedro harbor. I had a particularly good time with Faye Simmons, sister of my
boyhood friend Don. We double dated and went to the Venice recreation pier. We rode on all of the entertainment rides, including the famous rickety wooden roller coaster, and had a great time, then stopped for a shrimp dinner. It was 03:30 hours when I drove up to the Simmons home on 94th and Avalon. As I let Faye out, Mr. Simmons came through the gate and chewed me out for keeping his daughter out so late. I visited Faye the following day, when Mr. Simmons apologized to me, and I apologized to him.

Since I was on a ten-day leave I was issued a certificate from the War Price and Rationing Board No. 5657, Army air Base, Dalhart, Texas to be presented to the local rationing board near home. This certificate authorized me the following rations: one pound of sugar, one pound of coffee, sixteen points for meat, twelve points for processed foods, and five gallons of gasoline. My mother and grandmother were delighted with the ration certificate I brought home. They had started a victory garden to provide fresh vegetables for the kitchen. In addition, they raised chickens and ducks that helped a lot with the food bill. I enjoyed ham and eggs, Italian spinach that was grown in the garden, and fried chicken.

My uncle, George Ryan, and his wife, Marian, took me rabbit hunting in the Mojave Desert. They owned an immaculate, deluxe, bright green 1940 Ford Coupe. Driving their car was a pleasure, and they had saved gasoline stamps for me.

The leave was over all too soon, and I took a TWA DC-3 out of Glendale Airport to St. Louis, where our crew was to reassemble. The flight was bumpy in mid-September, especially when we flew down into the Grand Canyon to give passengers a sensational view. The DC-3 crew and other passengers were especially kind to me on the flight. I proudly wore my silver gunner’s wings and enjoyed the attention.
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Bread

Fat

Potatoes
Beets/Raisins
Starch Foods
Cottage Cheese
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Dried Vegetables
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Ersatz Coffee

Vegetables
Salt
Raisins
Sugar
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