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PREFACE

We like to think of war stories from the twentieth century and earlier as straightforward accounts of derring-do, with a familiar cast of heroes and villains. There is even a subcategory of stories about how our brave soldiers managed—or died trying—to make their way home from behind enemy lines. But the circumstances of war can be more complicated. This story happened during World War II—which was truly a world war, drawing into its orbit even such normally isolated people as the headhunting Dayaks (as the tribespeople of Borneo's interior were then called), people whose mountainous tropical jungles had yet to be mapped. 

I first traveled to Borneo more than twenty years after the events described here and spent two years there as the wife of an American diplomat. Already speaking Indonesian/Malay, and with privileged access through my husband's work, I was able to visit much of northern Borneo and make a number of local friends—Dayak, Chinese and Malay. I have kept some of those friendships ever since and have also drawn upon scholarly friends and publications to feed my enduring interest in all things Bornean.

This morsel of Borneo's World War II history has never before been told in its entirety. No single person knew more than a fragment or two of it. I came across snatches of the 
story of American airmen stranded in headhunter country in the last year of the war while I was researching another book about an Englishman, Tom Harrisson, who also figures in this book. But it was only when I sat in the Australia War Memorial Library in Canberra in 1992 and held in my hand a letter to Major Harrisson written in rounded Palmer Method cursive by a certain Philip Corrin, 2nd Lt., U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF), that I knew there was a story there that  had to be searched out and told.

I tried to fit it into my book about Harrisson, but it kept growing bigger as I learned more. I eventually decided to give it a book of its own. It took me ten years and three continents to collect the facts presented here and fit them together.

My narrative draws on what various direct participants said or wrote in 1944–1945 and later. I interviewed the airmen and/or their families repeatedly and collected documents and pictures from them. An Indonesian woman who was connected to the events by childhood memories and family ties and I separately interviewed more than a dozen Dayaks who had either taken part in these events or were the spouses or children of those who had. My account necessarily has gaps. Some informants were more forthcoming than others, and some people I would have wanted to interview were already dead. So I made some educated guesses about what people at the time may have thought and the gestures they may have made, but when the narrative quotes someone, there is solid evidence that the person said or wrote it.

Probably the most crucial written account used in this book is an unpublished manuscript dictated in 1981 by a man who was neither an American airman nor a Dayak headhunter, a man with a difficult name—Makahanap—and a complicated character. But that is getting ahead of the story....



CHAPTER ONE

A B-24 Over Borneo

About twelve thirty midday on November 16, 1944, District Officer William Makahanap looked up from his draft report on the expected rice production in his East Borneo district of Mentarang and realized that for the past few minutes he had been hearing a whining noise. The overhead fan in his old office back in the Celebes used to sound like that, but here in the little settlement of Long Berang there was no electricity to run a fan. The whine could have been from mosquitoes, but it was the wrong time of day for their assault. Such a loud noise was unusual in the quiet midday period, when able-bodied Dayaks (the general term for the various tribes of inland Borneo) were away in the rice fields or the jungle, and nearly everybody else was dozing. Even the schoolchildren, curled up on mats in the schoolroom down the road, would be taking a nap while the day was hottest. 

The whine grew louder and Makahanap finally recognized what it was: the engines of a big airplane. Then, above the engine noise, he heard people yelling out in the fields. What could be disturbing the Dayaks? He stepped outside and heard them shouting that "the big thing in the sky" was "breaking apart" and "going to fall to the ground."

Standing on his office steps, he squinted up into the shimmering sky above the jungle at the edge of the little settlement. 
He could see that the plane, flashing in and out of the cloud cover, had four engines and big wings, but he did not know enough about aircraft to recognize a B-24. Nor could he tell whose plane it was, Allied or Japanese. What he did realize was that the Dayaks were right. It was about to break apart and fall out of the sky. 

Standing there on his front step, blinking at the bright sky, Makahanap's first reaction was probably annoyance at being interrupted. But his next would have been anxiety. In his experience of the past three years, the arrival of something new was rarely a blessing for himself, his family or his district.

He could see, though, that the Dayaks were filled with wonder. None of them had ever seen anything like this thing in the sky. He could no longer see or hear it. Had it gone down somewhere behind the mountains to the northeast? What had happened to it? Where was it now? Above all, was it Japanese or Allied?





November 16, 1944, had begun as a routine Thursday for pilot 2nd Lt. Tom Coberly, USAAF, and the ten men of the crew of his B-24 (a four-engine bomber also known as a "Liberator"). They had been awakened shortly after two in the morning and given breakfast: a choice of hot or cold cereal, along with powdered eggs scrambled and Spam fried and liberally doused with tomato ketchup. They washed it down with tall glasses of milk and orange juice and enough coffee to wake them up.

It was the coolest, best time of day at their air base on Moronic, a small island of the Moluccas in the Netherlands East Indies. Just south of the Philippines and hundreds of miles due east of Borneo, Morotai was built on a foundation of coral and was relatively bare. Much of its scrub plant life had been 
cleared away to make the coconut plantation that was now an airfield. There was nothing to do there but wait to fly out. 

Lieutenant Coberly's crew, simply called Coberly's, had been on Morotai less than a month. Their Twenty-third Squadron belonged to the Bomber Barons, the Fifth Bomb Group that was an arm of the tiny Thirteenth Air Force (sometimes called the Jungle Air Force) of the USAAF whose missions were to retake the Japanese-occupied Philippine Islands and cut off Japan's Pacific oil supplies.

In response to the prewar U.S.-led oil embargo against Japan after the latter took Indochina, the Japanese military had launched a brilliant offensive in 1941–1942, starting with the December raid on Pearl Harbor that had destroyed an unprepared American sea-and-air armada. Next, Japan's troops had taken over the American and European holdings in the Pacific, virtually without a struggle, while America devoted most of its energies to beating back Hitler's armies in Europe and North Africa. Japan hoped its new empire—which it called the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere—would make it self-sufficient in the oil, tin and rubber needed for its growing industrial economy. But the effort to secure and run such a far-flung empire was making Japan the victim of its own success.

Its forces were spread so thinly across an area that ran from China to the South Seas that it risked losing all or part of its new colonies if the natives rebelled or the Allies invaded. Lacking the manpower to match its territorial ambitions, Japan relied in part on the fear inspired by the harshness of its occupation to keep the subject peoples in line.

Japan really needed Borneo's oil: In 1943 and 1944, it counted on Borneo for 40 percent of its fuel oil and 25 to 30 percent of its crude and heavy oils. By 1944, cutting off these 
Japanese oil supplies had become a major goal of the Thirteenth Air Force's bomber arm. 

Liberator squadrons of the Bomber Barons had had increasing success bombing Japanese shipping, including the ships bringing oil home from Borneo. The Bomber Barons were not just attacking transport vessels; in October 1944, some squadrons had taken part in the massive naval battle of Leyte Gulf, in which the Japanese navy had lost close to a hundred ships, including three battleships, four carriers, six heavy and four light cruisers and eleven destroyers.

With this naval victory, the Allies began to feel that a corner had been turned. From now on, the Allies reasoned, not only would the Japanese have more trouble protecting their shipping, but they would be unable to prevent the tropical islands from being liberated by the Allies and serving as stepping stones for the planned invasion of Japan itself. Moreover, the Imperial Navy now lacked enough carrier platforms for the fighter planes needed to protect the Japanese homeland from air attack.

Today, Coberly's squadron had been scheduled to attack a Japanese-held airfield in the central Philippines. But the previous night, after supper and a briefing on the morning's raid, the men were watching an outdoor movie when they were summoned back to the briefing tent. Their mission had changed.

They were now told to prepare for an attack against a Japanese heavy cruiser. There might also be an aircraft carrier, which had been seen "lazing along like a fat duck in Brunei Bay." Their orders were to hit the largest ship. Coberly's plane was quickly reloaded with weapons appropriate to its new mission: five one-thousand-pound, armor-piercing bombs.

Before the predawn breakfast that Thursday, flight engineer/gunner Cpl. Jim Knoch and armor gunner Cpl. John Nelson decided to launder their khaki uniforms using a new 
technique. They tied their dirty clothes to a long rope and threw them into the dark surf at the edge of the airfield, so that the ebb and flow of the waves would scrub them clean by the time they returned from their mission. Like all such busy work before a combat flight, this helped the men avoid thinking about what was to come. Some men would play a little mind game, telling themselves, "Don't worry, you're dead already; you died last week," to steel themselves for what might happen this time. 

The original crew of Coberly's had been together since June 1944, when these airmen were assigned to phase training at March Field, near Riverside, California, not far from Los Angeles. Perhaps the most striking thing about Coberly's was their youth. Tom Coberly himself, at twenty-two, was the eldest on board.

Nineteen-year-old Cpl. Jim Knoch was the leader of the plane's seven enlisted men, because of his position as flight engineer. Jim was tall, slim but powerfully built, with dark eyes, a permanent tan and dark blond curly hair. Though he liked to laugh and could play the clown, he had an imposing presence. He had been raised in Sacramento, the son of a mechanic with the Otis Elevator Company. His father hated bureaucracy and did not like being told what to do or how to do it. An only child, Jim had inherited his father's skills and prejudices. At eighteen, he had become a crew chief, directing the grown men at McClellan Air Force Base outside Sacramento who were building the B-24, and he knew the plane intimately. Though he was one of only two in the crew from a blue-collar family, he had the respect of everyone in Coberly's for his skill as an engineer and for his spunk.

Jim led Coberly's into practical jokes and minor acts of rebellion against authority. He had a mischievous sense of humor and did not mind flouting the rules. He had a natural 
gift for making things work and liked not only to repair but to prevent mechanical problems. Crewmates remembered one terrifying occasion when they had been on a training flight in a B-24 about twelve thousand feet above downtown Los Angeles. Jim was practicing pumping fuel from the bomb-bay tanks to the main-wing tanks when, without warning, all four engines quit. The plane sank like a stone to about three thousand feet before the pilot managed to get the engines restarted. The others would never forget how Jim had calmly continued the refueling until it was done. 

John Nelson, with whom Jim Knoch threw his dirty uniform into the surf at the end of a rope, was at age eighteen the youngest man in the crew, but no less experienced than most of the others. Bright enough to finish high school at age seventeen, John had immediately left his small town in Idaho to join the Army Air Forces' cadet program.

Most of Coberly's enlisted men had the IQ and other qualifications to have become officers had they not been forced to enlist or be drafted after March 1943, when the various armed services, urgently needing replacement enlisted men, had closed down all the college-based officer-candidate programs. But they still wanted to fly. John, a woodsman who knew about guns, was invited to stay back to teach at gunnery school but he "decided that was not for me and went on my way to combat" as an aerial gunner. "Wide-eyed wonders," their seasoned, skeptical and somewhat envious sergeants at basic training camp called such enlisted men.

Air crews, like other combat units, typically forged strong ties of comradeship, and this was particularly true for Coberly's. All four officers—Tom Coberly, Jerry Rosenthal, Fred Brennan and Phil Corrin—came from California. So did two of the enlisted men, Jim Knoch and his boon companion, the laconic but highly competent radio operator Dan Illerich. 
These West Coasters set the social style for the rest—clean-cut, quiet spoken and modest. The only way most of the crew learned that pilot Tom Coberly's father owned the biggest Ford dealership in Los Angeles was when he told them that was why he had the gas coupons that allowed him to drive his car into town when he and the crew had passes to leave the base. Copilot Jerry Rosenthal did not boast of the movie stars who figured among his Hollywood lawyer father's clients. You would not have guessed that bombardier Phil Corrin was the son of the vice president for advertising of Los Angeles's big department-store chain Bullock's. Navigator Fred Brennan's father was a movie screenwriter with a big current hit,  A Guy Named Joe, but the crew only learned that after months together when someone asked him what his father did for a living.

Basically, they were all just kids. Their voices had changed, but most of them did not need to shave more than once a week. Only one of the original eleven was married, ring gunner/assistant radio operator Technical Sgt. Clarence T. Capin (known as Tom). Capin was a six-foot-five-inch redhead, a serious-minded, ambitious young man, the only child of a poor family in Fort Wayne, Indiana. He had met his wife, Betty, when she had been a student at a college where Capin was leading an aviation ROTC group marching around the campus. He spotted the attractive coed and led his column of men right into her path, forcing her off the pavement. They married shortly before he went abroad and, at his request, she moved in with his parents, so that he could visualize where she was and what she was doing while he was far away. Of the rest of the original crew, only Jim Knoch had a regular girlfriend.

The sudden, seemingly unprovoked attack on Pearl Harbor had instilled in these young men not only a patriotic desire to defend their country but an intense, visceral hatred of 
the Japanese. Radio operator Dan Illerich, who had Japanese American high school classmates and happy memories of buying strawberries from the Japanese farmers of the San Joaquin Valley, made a clear distinction between the Japanese he knew and the horrifying enemy he remembered from a piece in  Life magazine on the Rape of Nanking of December 1937, which showed Japanese soldiers using Chinese tied to posts for bayonet practice.

After Coberly's completed stateside training, they were flown in a C-54 transport plane from Hamilton Field via Hawaii and Guadalcanal to Nadzab, New Guinea, where they arrived in early October 1944. They stayed more than a week at Nadzab, the air force replacement center for the South Pacific, and spent three days in the jungle with seasoned Australian troops to learn survival skills. While based at Nadzab, they flew one combat mission, dropping bombs on the runways of a Japanese-held airstrip at Wewak, New Guinea.

Their next move was to Neumfoor, a small island off New Guinea, where they joined the Twenty-third Squadron of the Bomber Barons on October 13. The men of the Bomber Barons, like army airmen elsewhere, loved the B-24. A Liberator, though it waddled on the ground, was a wonderfully adaptable flying machine for its time. It had been deployed in more operational theaters and for a considerably longer period than any other World War II bomber. The B-24 had been modified often to correct flaws and enhance its versatility; the Twenty-third Squadron had the J version. It could carry a bomb load of eighty-eight hundred pounds, but it was also effective as a spy plane or as a transport for paratroopers and their supplies. Its maximum speed was roughly three hundred miles per hour, with a cruising speed of two hundred miles per hour or better. Some models could fly higher than twenty-eight thousand feet.


If stripped of its excess weight, such as armor plate and ball turrets, the Liberator gave the term "long-range bomber" new meaning. With a range of nearly three thousand miles, it was ideal for use in the vast Pacific theater. Its most distinctive features were its beautiful, long, slender wings, with a span of 110 feet and a wing area of more than a thousand square feet. 

As newcomers, the crew spent the first few days watching B-24s, loaded to the limit with fuel and bombs, try to get off the runway. They knew that the B-24 was huge in comparison with other planes then flying. It could take the biggest bomb load of any plane, but it was very hard to maneuver on land. It was slow to respond and hard to steer, making takeoff an especially tense moment. A fully loaded B-24 couldn't get into the air without full power or a long runway. John Nelson saw what happened when two of these planes did not make it and grimly concluded that "raw gasoline and sea water are a lethal combination."

Their only accident occurred during the week on Neumfoor. Charlie Burnette, their perennially airsick tail gunner who liked to make things in his free time, had a trench knife slip from the sheet metal he was trying to cut and lodge itself deep in his thigh. S.Sgt. Francis Harrington, a married New Englander in his thirties, was looking for a combat crew to join, and replaced Charlie as tail gunner.

Coberly's flew several missions out of Neumfoor. On one flight, en route to support the Allied invasion of the Philippines, the crew saw the entire U.S. Pacific fleet below them—probably heading toward the Battle of Leyte Gulf. It was a thrilling sight. Here was tangible proof that they were not merely attached to one of a few bomber squadrons out in the middle of the nearly empty Pacific, but were a cog in what was probably by now the single greatest military machine the world had ever seen.


The men got their first real taste of air combat when the squadron was attacked by Japanese fighters. Young John Nelson was handling the tail gun that day and could see his opposite number in the enemy plane firing directly at him in the tail turret. "We were both firing away. I thought I felt his bullets slamming right into my guts. I know he missed me but I don't know how he fared." 

But these were still early days for Coberly's. They had only flown seven of the thirty-five combat missions they had to complete to get home. They were fresh, fit, confident and eager to show what they were made of.

After breakfast on November 16, the eleven airmen were handed their flight lunch of cold turkey sandwiches and were driven to the airfield. The plane they were assigned, however, had a problem with one of its turbochargers. Jim Knoch had found that the number-two engine was capable of only 1,800 rpm; they needed 2,400 rpm for takeoff. Mechanics were called but they could not fix the problem. The airmen climbed out, convinced that there would be no combat mission for them that day. After boarding a truck to take them back to their tent, they opened up their flight lunches. The turkey sandwiches no longer seemed like such a treat.

The men felt let down. They were already awake, and would not get their leave in Australia until they had flown one more mission. Copilot 2nd Lt. Jerry Rosenthal was especially disappointed at the cancellation because he hoped that his growing cockpit experience would help him overcome his lack of formal pilot training so that he could captain his own Liberator, after this flight or the next one. Rather than abandon this mission, he and a friend, an operations officer from the Thirty-first, cruised around the airfield in a jeep until they found a B-24 from the friend's squadron that was ready to go but did not have a crew. Then they collected the rest of Coberly's.


Tom Coberly, brought to plane-side, took a quick look and said, "OK, we'll go with this airplane." This B-24, unlike the one they had left for repairs, was hot off an assembly line back in the States and so new that it did not have a name painted on it yet. The crew decided they would call it Lucky Strike. 

Before boarding, bombardier Phil Corrin, the most junior officer, showed the other crew members his silk map of the island of Borneo, the biggest landmass between Morotai and Brunei Bay. Due south of the Philippines, Borneo was big but evidently not well mapped. Phil's 20-by-36-inch piece of silk showed the equator cutting through the island, but most of Borneo's interior was whited out, indicating that it was unexplored. Before a mission, airmen were usually given escape instructions in case they wound up on the ground. This time, they were told that they could expect a submarine or maybe a seaplane to pick them up near Kudat, on Borneo's northern tip, if they dropped over water or near the coast. There were no escape instructions to follow should they end up inside Borneo. The absence of such guidance did not strike Phil or the others as important; they did not expect to need it.

Soon the B-24 was stocked for its new mission, and the men were at their usual takeoff stations. In the nose were gunner Cpl. Eddy Haviland, a quiet and studious eighteen-year-old Easterner, and twenty-one-year-old bombardier 2nd Lt. Phil Corrin. In the cockpit were pilot 2nd Lt. Tom Coberly and copilot 2nd Lt. Jerry Rosenthal. Standing between them was Cpl. Jim Knoch, the flight engineer. Behind a bulkhead and seated at a table on the left was navigator 2nd Lt. Fred Brennan. At a table to his right was radio operator Cpl. Dan Illerich. Above Dan's head was access to the top turret, where his other job was to fire the turret gun. Behind the flight deck was the bomb bay, with its access to a small upper deck where the flight engineer occasionally had to go to handle fueling or 
electrical problems. This plane had two .50-caliber ring guns mounted into the floor in the plane's waist in the spot where the usual B-24 would have had a ball turret. Gunners Tom Capin, on the left, and John Nelson, on the right, manned these guns. Aerial photographer Sgt. Elmer Philipps was crouched near the floor hatch that could be opened to use for cameras or for parachute drops. On board just for this flight, Philipps had asked Tom Coberly if he could have one more chance to see the world from the air before returning stateside; he was ready to take over a waist gun if necessary. S.Sgt. Francis "Franny" Harrington was in the tail turret, manning the tail gun. 

As they taxied out for takeoff, the crew discovered a new problem. The parachute packs they had brought with them from the Twenty-third Squadron were incompatible with the harnesses for this plane. By the time the crewmen had grabbed chutes with the right kind of fasteners from another grounded plane, theirs was the last Liberator in the Fifth Bomb Group to take off.

The Twenty-third Squadron would be leading the attack, as usual. It was one of four Bomber Baron squadrons of B-24s, with six or seven planes per squadron. Farther back in the formation would be four B-24 squadrons of the 307th Bomb Group, known as the Long Rangers. Being in squadron formation was a scary experience—flying wingtip to wingtip with other planes while going faster than the men had ever experienced on land. But they got a thrill out of being one of fifty-four four-engine Liberators all in the air at once. The Bomber Barons liked to fly as close together as possible. Experience had taught them that not only did staying close increase the impact of their bombs, but it also made it difficult for Japanese fighter planes to get inside the formation. To help them deal with fighter attacks, the formation had some P-38s 
assigned to provide top cover. Some days the P-38s did not get there or could not keep up with the Liberator's greater range, but today they were where they should be. 

Having started late, Tom Coberly needed to put on some speed to reach his usual place as wingman on the right-hand side of the squadron's lead plane, in the first three-plane element. Strikingly handsome, Coberly was admired by his crewmates for his skill as a pilot. He really knew how to fly the Liberator, and his crew felt safe with him at the controls. During training, Coberly had become ill and had been hospitalized for nearly a week. His crew had been offered the choice of dropping back one six-week period in their training to wait for him or getting another pilot from the replacement pool. They all chose to stick with Coberly.

It was a clear day with flawless visibility as Lucky Strike sped past the rest of the squadron toward the front. The men on the flight deck could see that they were burning more fuel than usual in order to catch up with the lead plane, but attacking a cruiser or a lone carrier should not require a lot of fuel. But then, as Coberly headed toward his usual place in the formation, he found another B-24 already there and had to quickly maneuver from the right to the left side of the squadron leader without touching the planes just behind him. It would be a bit awkward, at first, going into combat from an unaccustomed place in the squadron, but they were now in formation and heading toward Brunei Bay.

As they began to fly west toward Borneo, Phil Corrin shared the general belief that this mission would be a routine flight. A heavy cruiser or a flattop in Brunei Bay ought to be an easier target than a duck in a rain barrel.

But instead, when they were more than twenty miles from the target area, they could see in the bay three enemy battleships, three heavy cruisers, four light cruisers, five destroyers 
and more auxiliary ships than they could count. It looked to Phil Corrin in the nose and John Nelson in the waist as if the entire Japanese imperial fleet was down there—and much of it was. What they saw was all that remained of the fleet that had retired discreetly after the October battle of Leyte Gulf to the relative safety of Brunei Bay, where it now floated dead in the water. 

Despite the target's being much bigger and more dangerous than expected, all the planes on this combat mission followed the lead plane and continued as if they were still attacking a lone cruiser or carrier. They prepared to go in over Brunei Bay low, at only ten thousand feet, straight and level, taking no evasive action. This was perhaps because of the lack of experience of the Twenty-third Squadron's new commander, Major Saalfield, who had been put in the lead plane when the squadron's previous leader, Major Musgrove, had been grounded. This was only Saalfield's third or fourth combat mission. He may have been too amazed to report what he saw back to base and get instructions on what to do now.

Phil Corrin in the nose turret and Dan Illerich sitting in the flight deck each watched with growing alarm as Major Saalfield led the squadron straight into harm's way. Phil and Dan felt sure Major Musgrove would not have done that. They could not understand why Saalfield was continuing on this low, straight and level course. It made the squadron an easy target for enemy guns. Dan thought that if Musgrove had been in charge, he would probably have called for the navy to come to their aid and divided the squadron to control both sides of Labuan Island, sealing the Japanese fleet inside the bay.

Phil, eyeing the crowded bay and remembering the briefing the night before, must have wondered why Saalfield did not radio back to tell the base he was taking the formation to its number-three target, the oil field at Tarakan Island, just off 
Borneo's east coast. (Alternative target two was Labuan Island, which would be too dangerous.) 

Antiaircraft shells started bursting near their Liberator when they were still fourteen miles away from the target. Now, as they neared Brunei Bay, the men of Coberly's could hear big Japanese navy guns firing salvos at the squadron. Between the antiaircraft guns on the ships and a few Japanese fighter planes that had flown close in toward the squadron at the same time, flak started coming at the squadron in a pattern so thick, it looked as if the crew could walk on it.

Adm. Matome Ugaki, who had just been relieved of command of a disbanded battleship division, was traveling as a passenger on the Leyte-damaged, homeward-bound battleship Yamato. Still slightly hungover from the previous evening's farewell celebrations in his honor, he looked up at about 11 A.M. to see "forty B-24s and fifteen P-38s" coming in to attack the fleet. "Our main batteries gave them ten salvos at more than twenty thousand meters," he observed, while "our damage [was] almost nil."

Within the next three minutes, shells hit Saalfield's lead plane, Coberly's and Lieutenant Norris's plane in the second element of the squadron.

John Nelson saw "one shell burst right over me and knock the waist window loose, which then dropped on my head." Luckily, John had his flak helmet on and was not hurt, but the right waist window jammed down, and he could no longer see anything that was going on with the rest of the formation or with the Japanese fleet below. Tom Capin and Elmer Philipps may have seen the damage done to Major Saalfield's lead plane and Lieutenant Norris's, but they could not see what was going on in their own plane.

What the men in the waist could not see, they could feel and hear. At about 11:30 A.M., when Coberly was still several 
miles from the bay, their plane gave a sudden sharp lurch and they heard pieces of shrapnel hitting their hull. It sounded like the aircraft was being ripped to shreds. 

The men on the flight deck, having just seen Saalfield's plane take a hit and peel off, sat helplessly while the front of their own plane was hit by a big naval shell.

Dan came back down from manning the top turret gun to assess the damage. "Tom's hurt; they got Tom," he called out through the intercom. He could see that the pilot's leg had been shattered; blood was coming out of the wound in ropes. Then he saw that shrapnel from the same shell had hit the back of navigator Fred Brennan's head and blown off his face, killing him instantly. Copilot Jerry Rosenthal had a big wound on the left side of his head. His left ear was gone. Nonetheless, Dan saw that Jerry was managing to exert the strength needed to hold on to the yoke and keep some control over the plane's movements, even though the rudder control had been shot away. Under protective cover from four P-38s, Jerry quickly cut the B-24 out of what remained of the formation and veered east, trying to head back to Morotai.

The same antiaircraft shell that had done such harm to the flight deck had also shattered the nose turret, and some of the Plexiglas had blown into nose gunner Eddy Haviland's eye. Phil Corrin, the only officer unhurt, felt cold air and oil spray coming at him as he helped the partially blinded young corporal to the flight deck. He gave Eddy what first aid he could and then returned with him to the nose.

Back in the waist, aerial photographer Elmer Philipps was manning a ring gun while John Nelson sorted himself out. This mission was not turning out to be the busman's holiday Philipps had hoped for. Jim Knoch, who had been checking out damage to the plane in the waist, went forward to see what was happening there.


When Jim reached the flight deck, he found what must have looked like a slaughterhouse. One glance at navigator Fred Brennan's head told him there was nothing to be done for him, but Tom Coberly, weak from loss of blood, was asking to get out of the pilot's seat. Jim, with Dan's help, moved the pilot onto the deck floor and gave him two shots of morphine. While Dan tried to get the radio to work, Jim moved with brisk deliberation to put on his own chute pack and sit in Coberly's seat, where he helped Jerry hold on to the yoke until the plane was more stable. In moments of crisis such as this, Jim was, in Dan's words, "all action, no noise." 

Sitting in the pilot's seat, Jim saw that the number-one engine was smoking and, judging from the fuel gauge, there seemed to be a hole in the number-two fuel tank. Jerry gave him a thumbs-up to signal he could now control the plane by himself, so Jim climbed up the bomb bay to the fuel tanks above and carefully transferred some of the hoses to salvage as much fuel as possible. Unlike that day a few months earlier over downtown Los Angeles, this time the problem wasn't stalled engines.

Jim then came back down to jettison the bombs to reduce the load so that the fuel would last longer and the bombs would not explode on board if the plane crashed or was hit again. He collected his chute harness, which had been hung up on the now-empty bomb rack. With the bombs gone, he could see through a hole the size of a barrelhead on the left side of the bomb bay: part of the electrical system and almost the entire hydraulic system were gone. Standing on the slippery catwalk, still without his harness on, he took the time to manually crank open the bomb-bay passage door and the bomb-bay doors.

Dan was still trying to alert their base to the plane's critical damage. He could not get his radio to receive or send.


Jim came back to the flight deck and Jerry again gave him the thumbs-up sign. It was only then that Jim noticed the copilot's ear was gone. Leaving Jerry at the controls, he sped back toward the waist again, suddenly remembering that Tom Capin had received some training in how to fly a B-24. Pausing on his way just long enough to secure his chute to the harness, Jim had nearly reached the waist (where he found a hole on the left the size of a door) when he sensed that the plane was about to go into a spin. 

Phil, having scrabbled out to the flight deck to get parachutes for himself and Eddy, was now back in the nose and both men were chuted up. Phil looked down and saw that they were still over the jungles of northern Borneo, the most desolate-looking mountain scenery he had ever seen.

Jerry called over the intercom: "This is it, guys. I'm going. Hit the silk!"



CHAPTER TWO

Into the Jungle

John Nelson and Franny Harrington were the first men out of the plane. Elmer Philipps had been chuted up and was standing at the open camera hatch, but John had sensed the photographer's hesitation, so he had moved Philipps out of the way and jumped. After Franny leaped out, Philipps followed. 

Jim Knoch, having gone back to the waist to fetch Tom Capin, was just in time to see all six-feet-five inches of the redheaded gunner disappear down the camera hatch. Jim rushed back to the flight deck to get the sedated Tom Coberly chuted and harnessed. Dan Illerich had already slipped out the front end of the bomb bay, thanking God that Jim had opened the bay doors before centrifugal force would have made the task impossible. Next went Coberly, then Jim. Up front in the nose wheel hatch, Phil Corrin helped the half-blind Eddy Haviland out and then jumped himself. Jerry Rosenthal, the dying copilot, remained on board with the dead navigator.

Phil Corrin jumped from the nose when the plane was already below one thousand feet. Once out of the plane, he quickly yanked the rip cord and said a brief prayer. As if in answer, the chute blasted open. The beautiful, big white flower had barely blossomed above the broccoli green jungle canopy 
when Phil landed in a tree. Phil had survived his first parachute jump. 

Phil had known Tom Coberly from their California boyhood before the war, and his thoughts at this moment must have turned to the almost certain death of his friend. He realized that—unless Tom had somehow managed to make it—he was the only surviving officer. In that case, his primary job was to figure out how to stay alive and take care of what were now his men.

Dan Illerich landed some seventy-five feet away from Phil. His G.I. Elgin watch showed the time as 12:35. He reread the dial. It was hard to believe that only an hour and five minutes had elapsed since that big Japanese naval shell hit the front of their B-24.

He heard Phil call out to him.

He yelled back, "I'm okay. Are you?"

Shouting to each other through the undergrowth, they finally met. Never had two men shaken hands so fervently. Phil didn't have a scratch on him; neither did Dan. As far as they could tell, nobody else from Coberly's was nearby, so the two of them decided to find the wreckage of the plane.

They set off through the Borneo jungle. Under the dark trees—between fifty and a hundred feet high—they found the underbrush relatively sparse, making progress easier. They soon learned to avoid the more open areas, where the foliage was a lighter green because the underbrush there was almost impenetrable.

To their surprise, even in the darker jungle, nowhere was it really dark. Sunlight pierced the overhead canopy in many places, dappling the jungle floor. There were vines everywhere that twisted, turned and tangled into fantastic shapes hanging from the trees. These could sometimes be used for handholds when the ground rose or fell steeply, though the airmen found 
the vines were often covered with biting ants. In places, the fronds of young palm trees caught at their clothes and rasped the bare skin of their faces and hands. On the lookout for snakes, which the vines eerily resembled, the airmen saw none. They did not see any recognizable flowers, birds or other animals, though they were surrounded by a blanket of shrill noise produced by a chorus of countless insects and birds. If the men listened hard, they could make out the sound of water coursing downhill, presumably from hidden rivers or streams. 

As they walked, they realized they had landed in an area of steep slopes. The airmen could tell from the relatively moderate temperature—no more than 90 degrees Fahrenheit even at midday—that they must be a few thousand feet up. The uneven jungle floor was broken into narrow ridges and knifeedge crests that made it hard to stride ahead. An enveloping dampness added to the difficulty of making their way. Their boots slipped on the wet leaves underfoot. The dark jungle with its giant trees showed no sign of having been touched by man. The utterly unfamiliar landscape seemed unwelcoming.

Though they had seen their plane dive behind a mountain not more than a mile or so from where they had landed, it took the men hours of plodding through the jungle to reach it. Flames and smoke from the still-burning fuselage served as a beacon. But as they moved closer, there came the unmistakable popping of gunfire. It sounded to Phil as if the whole Japanese army was shooting at them. Anything was possible; they had no idea how near the enemy might be. The two men instinctively hit the dirt until the shooting gradually subsided. Only then did they realize that the sounds had been their own plane's ammunition exploding, touched off by the fire.

Approaching, they saw that their brand-new Liberator was now a total wreck. The tail section was gone, and Phil and Dan could see that the charred remains of Fred and Jerry were 
still too hot to move. All they found worth salvaging were two jungle survival kits and an inflatable life raft. Phil also found a pair of leather gloves. 

Phil and Dan opened up the jungle kits, the only emergency supplies the AAF had provided. Inside the ten-pound tan canvas sacks that had been used on board as seat cushions, they found a red paperback booklet titled Survival: Jungle-Desert-Arctic-Ocean Emergencies. Though the first chapter was devoted to the jungle, a glance at the text and the black-and-white drawings showed little information that looked relevant or useful. It announced, for example, that "natural food is plentiful in most jungles if you know where to look for it." Beside the booklet were a few dollars and gold coins, a glossary of useful terms in English/Dutch/Malay, a few promissory notes to give to those who helped an airman and a printed card with phrases in Malay and Dutch that a downed airman could use to ask directions.

There was also a small sheaf of official government letters—blood chits, the airmen had been told to call them. The blood chits had texts in English, Dutch and Malay that told why Allied forces were in the area of the South China Sea. The chits stated that the airman holding this paper is a friend, his plane has crashed, he does not speak your language and he needs food and maybe medical attention. The chit went on to ask that the airman be hidden and promised that President Roosevelt, King George or Queen Wilhelmina would reward those who helped him.

The survival kits held other items that someone in the War Department must have thought might be useful: a folding machete (perhaps the clumsiest knife ever made), a stone to sharpen it with, a two-ounce container of Sta-Away brand antimosquito lotion, a pocketknife, a packet of six fishhooks and ten yards of fishing line, a few water-purifying tablets, a 
few high-nutrition chocolate bars called D rations, a red signal flare, a pocket compass, a few packets of dry crackers, little metal cans of cheese, a packet of Wrigley's chewing gum, four Chesterfield cigarettes and twenty rounds of .45-caliber ammunition. 

Each of the survival packs also had a small first-aid kit with bandages, sulfa powder, Band-Aids, a tourniquet, U.S. Army dressings, a box of iodine swabs, a tube of tannic ointment for burns and aromatic spirits of ammonia. The airmen thought that if this was all they had to survive on, their prospects weren't very bright.

Phil and Dan examined the one-man inflatable life raft. With its orange top and bright blue underside, the raft was an ungainly five feet long and weighed fifteen pounds when not inflated. Phil decided to bring it along in case they could find some use for it. They each were carrying a small G.I. New Testament in a protective metal cover and Phil still had his silk map, although they thought they were now south of the area it covered. He put the map back in his pocket along with the pair of leather gloves he had found in the plane.

They had the clothes they were wearing and their side-arms, G.I. Colt .45-caliber automatic pistols. Dan also had his own .32-caliber semiautomatic. The big white silk parachutes completed the inventory of their possessions.

Seeing what they had to survive on made them wish they had taken more seriously the guidance from the Australian soldiers who had spent three days giving them pointers on how to live in the jungle. The Australians had told them to be prompt in putting distance between themselves and the wreck, in case the enemy had spotted it. The Aussies had instructed them to follow streams downhill to a river and then go downriver to the sea, if they were ever lost in a tropical rain forest. Back then, sitting in the comfort of a beery bivouac in 
New Guinea, such a predicament had seemed almost laughably unlikely. 

Phil and Dan now doggedly obeyed the Aussies' advice. When they came across a rivulet, they followed it downstream until it gradually broadened into a larger stream. Nearly four hours had passed since they had jumped.

Hot and wet—partly from their exertions and partly from the air so close they felt they could have parted it with their hands—they sat down in the brush, a few yards from a muddy bank. Their leg muscles ached. (Phil had chronic shin splints, inflammations that resulted from the pounding he had given his legs as an athlete in high school and college.) Massaging their limbs, the men debated whether to continue downriver or to pitch camp for the night. Their chief concern was to find drinking water. They had not known to look for water in the cups of the many pitcher plant blossoms or inside the liana vines all around them. They had a muddy stream beside them and could hear the sounds of flowing water above and around them, but how safe would it be to drink?

They were too tired and overcome with the strangeness of their situation to devote much thought to worrying about snakes or other jungle wildlife, but they were very anxious about what kind of people they might come across. Almost all they knew about Borneo's natives could be summed up by the Barnum & Bailey sideshow "The Wild Man of Borneo." Dan was a great reader but he had not read any books about this part of the world, although he had seen pictures of tropical jungles in his dad's copies of National Geographic. The crew had seen few natives in New Guinea, and the Aussies they met there had had little good to say about any of the Pacific Islanders.

Now the airmen needed to know exactly how wild were these men of Borneo, whom the Aussies had called Dayaks. 
Were they cannibals or headhunters, as some of the Aussies had said? Were they real men you could deal with? Or were they almost another species, like the pygmy that had once been on display at the Bronx Zoo? 

The airmen were even more worried about how near the Japanese could be. They spared a moment of gratitude to Jerry who had brought them so far from the enemy-infested coast, but the Japanese might have outposts inside Borneo, too. If so, how near here? Or maybe the natives near here were cooperating with them. Phil and Dan had heard that after Pearl Harbor the Japanese army had been able to walk into Southeast Asia and take charge because the native people had welcomed them as liberators from their colonial oppressors. Was that true for Borneo? The two airmen knew they were likely to find out soon.

After sitting awhile and delicately picking off the bloated leeches that had left bloody trails on his legs and ankles, Phil peered closely at the vegetation across the river and made out the outlines of a small lean-to. He pointed it out silently to Dan, and they quietly waded across the waist-deep cloudy water to explore it. Inside, they saw what looked like the hulls of dugout canoes propped up against the bamboo walls. Phil made a mental note to remember these longboats, since he and Dan and the rest of the crew—if they were still alive—might need them for their escape. Then Phil noticed a stalk of green bananas on the hut's dirt floor. Someone had been there recently—and would be coming back.

Phil and Dan tried to draw courage from the fact that this hut seemed to be native built, not Japanese. They did not know that Major Saalfield's plane had crash-landed farther west in northern Borneo and that the surviving crew members had all been killed by the Japanese—but such news would not have surprised them. Their survival briefings had included 
warnings that the Japanese military regarded surrendered soldiers as less than human and that they routinely killed downed Allied airmen. 

Phil and Dan came out of the windowless hut so that they could keep an eye on their surroundings. They sat quietly for an hour or so under a tree near the bank of the stream, more fearful than watchful, until a black head popped up above a clump of bushes some twenty yards across the water. Thank God, it did not look Japanese.

Phil stood up and said, "Hi there!" in a tone that he felt sure Dale Carnegie would have approved. The head disappeared, but in a few minutes a dozen or more armed men appeared in its place. These must be the Dayaks. They all had tan skin; each wore a loincloth, had a machete in a holster slung around the hips and carried a long pole with a menacing spear at the end. Their lips were stained black, making them look like the savage Moros of the Philippines, about whom the Yanks had been warned by old Philippine hands.

"Grin," Phil said to Dan.

Both airmen grinned like models in a toothpaste ad. The men in loincloths grinned back, exposing black teeth. Their straight black hair was bowl cut in front and some had it tied in a knot in back while others wore a pigtail. Curved animal teeth adorned their upper earlobes, and some of the Dayaks had brass rings in their lower lobes. Most of them wore a series of tight-fitting wicker armbands at the elbow, wrist and just below the knee. A couple of the men wore sleeveless and collarless beaten-bark vests open in front, exposing well-muscled, hairless chests. They were not as tall as the airmen but they were well built, with powerful thighs and legs. They bowed as one man.

The airmen were all thumbs, trying to get rid of their 
sidearms. "We're Americans," Phil kept repeating. "We're your friends." 

As soon as Dan and Phil dropped their gun holsters, the Dayaks waded across, dropping their machetelike swords on the bank of the stream. Next, they took their poles (actually blowpipes) and stuck them into the mud. They held out their empty hands to shake hands with Phil and Dan.

One of the tribesmen looked down at the gun holsters on the ground and, to Dan and Phil's amazement, shouted out, "U.S., U.S.," and started dancing about. Then he beckoned to Dan and Phil to follow him, and the whole party, including a dozen scarred, ginger-haired curs, moved off together. After a short walk in the mud through thick brush, they arrived at a hamlet, where nearly a hundred Dayaks swarmed around the airmen. For what seemed like an age, Phil and Dan stood while a crowd of gesticulating natives of both sexes and all ages gathered around them and gabbled away in a language incomprehensible to the airmen.

Some of the women (not the youngest or prettiest, Phil and Dan observed regretfully) were naked to the waist. Most of the other women wore woven-reed bibs tied at the neck that loosely covered their breasts. The women's earlobes stretched down to their shoulders, distended by the weight of brass rings. The women, too, were well built, with very few noticeably overweight or too thin. The girls' round faces were open and fine featured, although their smiles revealed that the insides of their mouths were black and many were missing both front teeth.

Phil and Dan had been standing in the late-afternoon light for some time when a middle-aged man who seemed to have some authority approached. He motioned the airmen to follow him into a tall thatched hut about forty feet long that 
rested on stilts some six feet high. The two Americans awkwardly found their footing on a fourteen-foot notched log that served as a ladder to a raised bamboo veranda. Pigs and chickens protested from their smelly quarters below while the dozen twisted-tail dogs that had accompanied the party now swirled around them, barking excitedly. 

Phil and Dan followed their guides through a gap in the long wall that separated the veranda from the indoors. The light inside was dim and the air smoky. The last of the sunlight coming through glassless windows and glancing off the interior longhouse walls and floor gleamed a dull gold. The floors were made of long wooden planks, and the bamboo walls were covered in mats made from woven reeds. There were no interior walls to parcel out the space. Instead, a series of cooking fires was scattered on the floor, with tall shelves behind them to hold firewood. Thin straw mats woven in complicated figurative patterns were spread out in front of most hearths. From within, the longhouse seemed bigger and more solidly constructed than it had first appeared. The underside of the high-pitched roof was neatly stitched together from palm fronds.

Phil and Dan were looking up at the ceiling in admiration when suddenly they froze. They saw what were clearly human skulls on wicker shelves high up under the rafters. The heads looked old and dusty, almost skeletal, but there were bits of what appeared to be fresh food in front of their shriveled jaws. It seemed to the airmen that the warning from the Australians back in New Guinea that the interior of Borneo belonged to headhunters must be true. And they had landed in the midst of them.

Not wanting to raise the subject with their hosts, they looked down and saw their escort motioning for them to sit on reed mats in the center of the floor. The group who had led 
them to the longhouse arrayed themselves around Phil and Dan, legs crossed or squatting with their arms resting on their knees, their bare buttocks hanging an inch off the floor. They stared at the airmen without expression. Their faces had a curious blankness, which Phil and Dan came slowly to realize was caused by the total absence of eyelashes and eyebrows. A few of the bolder ones came up and touched the fuzzy hair on the airmen's arms, so different from their own smooth bodies. As the silence lengthened, it was clearly the Americans' turn to do something. 

Phil and Dan opened up their backpacks and handed every article to the chief: the jungle survival books, the blood chits, the Bibles, the folding machetes (which, when unfolded, provoked a laugh), the one-man inflatable life raft, the compasses, the chocolate bars, the crackers and cheese in their wrappings, the first-aid kit, the guns and the parachutes. The chief inspected each item without comment or change of expression and passed the article on to the others, who eventually passed it back to the airmen. The men sitting around them seemed to be scowling at Phil and Dan.

With their jungle packs empty, Phil hesitated. Then he pulled out of his pocket the last item salvaged from the plane wreck, the leather gloves, and handed them to the chief. The chief threw the gloves back to Phil, who slipped his hand into one of them. The chief's men bolted to their feet and reached for their machetes. Phil quickly put his other hand in the remaining glove and wiggled his fingers. The chief cackled, the others laughed and Phil continued to wiggle his fingers wildly.

The atmosphere was suddenly less strained. Two women appeared, wearing long, dark skirts made of vegetable fiber, their long, brass-weighted earlobes swinging against their nipples, their hands and feet tattooed in elaborate black swirls. They brought Dan and Phil big portions of cooked white rice 
in leaf packets along with unfamiliar cooked greens in blue-and-white Chinese bowls. Later, when the airmen looked around in the light of the resin torches that illuminated the interior of the longhouse they could see ancient-looking Oriental ceramics—huge, high-shouldered, dark brown jars and brilliant blue-and-white plates. For now, Phil and Dan did not think to wonder how or why these treasures were there. 

The chief rubbed his stomach to invite his guests to eat. It was now dark outside and surprisingly chilly—further confirmation they were in the uplands. Three of the chief's men built a fire in the hearth in front of the airmen. Ignoring their survival pamphlet instructions—"Don't stay in native houses and don't eat native food"—the airmen began to eat. Using the thumb and three fingers of the right hand, the way they saw the others do, they got down as much as they could manage of the huge pile of plain, unsalted white rice. They tried the stringy, dark green vegetables alongside and found them bitter. But they eagerly accepted some roasted ears of corn. When they had finished, not knowing what else to do, they put the cobs on the mat beside their Chinese bowls. Their hosts snatched up the discarded cobs and tossed them off the veranda to the noisy pigs and chickens down in the mud below. Phil and Dan put their hands on their bellies to show they were done with the food in front of them. Their hosts gave them green bananas that tasted surprisingly ripe and sweet.

After dinner one of the tribesmen came crouching up to the airmen and offered them dried tobacco tied up neatly in a big green leaf. Phil and Dan sensed that this creeping while squatting on one's haunches was a friendly gesture. The man took out a match from a tiny matchbox. He had started to light the tobacco when Dan and Phil both noticed that the cover of the matchbox was decorated with the emblem of the rising sun, the dreaded Japanese imperial symbol.


The airmen recoiled instinctively. Then they tried to hide their feelings but they could see they were fooling no one. The man lighting Dan's cigar made a gesture as if to throw the box away, which the airmen took as reassurance that these headhunters—if that was what they were—were on the Allied side. Still, the airmen continued to wonder anxiously how and when the man had come by that matchbox. 

After the women had cleared the food away, one of the men took Dan and Phil out on the veranda and showed them how to relieve themselves over the edge while keeping their genitals modestly covered. Upon their return inside, the longhouse chief pantomimed sleep by closing his eyes and pointing to the floor by the fire. Although Phil was reluctant to sleep with twenty pairs of lashless eyes on him, he spread out his parachute, lay down on it and closed his eyes. Dan did the same, and the young men, having agreed to stay awake by turns for two-hour stretches, were both soon fast asleep.
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