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To the men whose incredible acts fill this book, and to the stout hearts who will keep the faith and will go into harm’s way next time. May the knowledge of their heritage, so evident in abundance in the rich history recounted here, bestow the courage, skill, and dedication to inspire and sustain them when the alarm is sounded.

“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.”

—John 15:13
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PROLOGUE

On April 19, 1966, the call went out. A navy RF-8A reconnaissance Crusader piloted by Lt. Ron Ball was in trouble near Haiphong, one of the most heavily defended areas of North Vietnam, and desperately trying to get to feet wet. Lieutenants Junior Grade Bill Terry and Dick Benson in Big Mother 68 were alerted about 1530 and headed in. Soon they were joined by two Navy A-1 Skyraiders for rescue escort (RESCORT).

As the rescue mission raced toward Haiphong’s outer harbor, an emergency beeper began its incessant shrill pulse. Dick Benson quickly got a bearing from the automatic direction finder (ADF), while one of the Spads angled off to get a crossfix and sprinted ahead, finding Ron Ball in a one-man raft within half a mile of the beach.

Following the ADF needle in a low ground fog, Big Mother passed over the raft, catching sight of the red smoke from a day flare of Ball’s, which showed the direction of the wind and gave an indication that it was light. Terry quickly hauled the big helicopter into a tight turn to line up into the wind, such as it was, and came to a hover over Ball in his raft. While the downed pilot stayed in his raft, the helicopter’s rotor wash pushed the raft around, making it impossible to rescue Ball until he finally abandoned the raft. Then the Crusader pilot was quickly hoisted up, and Big Mother 68 and its escorts turned out toward the open sea and began to relax.

A good thing, too. Although the crew of Big Mother could not see the beach from their low hover, they could see small-arms fire splashing in the nearby water.

Then they received a transmission from Steel Hawser, the call sign for the destroyer on North SAR, USS Coontz (DLG-9): “Big Mother, bandit at 285, sixty-five miles, tracking 105.”

Although combat rescue (CSAR) is not a uniquely U.S. military discipline, the United States has one of the most determined records of advancing this crucial combat capability. Today’s U.S. military has learned from successful and unsuccessful rescue attempts, enabling it to go into the teeth of danger to search for and rescue comrades stranded behind enemy lines while evading their captors, or to go directly to where a comrade is held in captivity.

This book tells the story of combat search and rescue from the Great War through World War II, Korea, Vietnam, the smaller “savage wars of peace” of the post-Vietnam era, to the wars in the Middle East. It weaves together the stories of dramatic rescues under all-but-impossible conditions and describes in detail how, with each rescue attempt, this highly specialized combat art evolved to make U.S. CSAR forces the most formidable rescue-and-recovery forces ever fielded. And, while the individual stories of rescues are each breathtaking, and the relentless advance of the CSAR discipline is compelling, Leave No Man Behind is, at its core, a story of people, their commitment to comrades, and the triumph of the human spirit in the face of great danger.


PREFACE

Prisoners of war have generally not fared well during their captivity. No one is more at the mercy of an adversary than the prisoner of war, not even the incarcerated common criminal of a society. The emotion of warfare, especially when directed against a so-called “uncivilized” enemy, brings out the worst in man. From ancient warfare through the Middle Ages, taking prisoners was a needless bother. With no political or military value, they were seldom taken unless they might fetch a ransom or be used as slaves; it was easier to just kill them on the spot and avoid the risk of one day facing them again on the field of battle.

If captured, the horrors of being a prisoner of war were often terrible beyond belief—entailing such fates as being chained for life as a galley slave, condemned to be a gladiator, or entombed and forgotten in a dungeon. Horrifying as the documented history may be, it is largely unfamiliar territory to many people today.

When a medieval army was defeated, the slaughter was on, with the broken rabble ridden down by the cavalry and shown no quarter. But knights and nobility might be taken for their monetary value. The great wealth of captured knights made them worth a hefty ransom (literally a “king’s ransom” in some cases).

Being the elite core of medieval armies, a knight’s leadership and advanced fighting skills—developed over a long apprenticeship, from groom, to squire, to knight—made him a more valuable commodity than the ordinary peasant foot soldier. Nations had relatively few knights, and they represented the elite fighting force of the time. Killing them weakened the strength of the enemy nation out of proportion to their numbers. But to capture and eventually ransom them when the war ended was more profitable and practical; after all, one might find oneself in similar circumstances in the next war, just around the corner. Because many knights were drawn from the ranks of nobility, a certain protocol of mutual respect developed between these professional soldiers.

By the Age of Enlightenment, with knighthood’s flower long wilted, the “enlightened” captors of the most modern civilizations of the time took prisoners, but kept them in completely inhumane conditions. These captors crammed their prisoners into the holds of rotting prison hulks during the American Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, or crowded them into primitive facilities during the American Civil War where starvation, mistreatment, disease, and exposure proved as deadly as battle.

In the modern era, the fate of prisoners of war varied with the attitudes and policies of nations, political leaders, and their armies. World War II brought the Japanese Hell Ships, the beheading of Wake Island prisoners, the Bataan Death March, the murder by slow starvation, and untreated disease in Camp O’Donnell, at Cabanatuan, at the Bridge on the River Kwai, and in many other lesser-known camps. At war’s end the defeated Japanese Kwangtung Army was enslaved by the Soviets.

In Europe, the mass execution of the officers of the vanquished Polish Army by the Soviets and the disappearance of 90 percent of the German Army prisoners captured by the Red Army were events as horrible as anything in the Pacific. Thus, within living memory, POWs were still killed en masse by the tens of thousands.

Later in the twentieth century, murder en masse began to give way to other horrors. During the Korean War, and later in Vietnam, the systematic brainwashing and torture of allied prisoners were incontrovertibly documented in word and film. Survivors, their comrades, and their families remember. But these stories remain historical footnotes for today’s military. Even the excesses and torture of the Hanoi Hilton or bamboo cages in the jungles of Vietnam, vividly graphic in the imagination of baby boomers, are still history to today’s young military men and women.

However, Saddam’s bludgeoning and beating of captured Gulf War coalition pilots is not ancient history. The shocking television images of captured coalition pilots who had been obviously brutalized, the living nightmare of British SAS commando Andy McNabb’s captivity, including the savage wrenching out of his already-broken teeth with pliers, and the rape of captured female soldiers are still clear memories. Despite the strictures of the Geneva Conventions and their near universal acceptance, the fright of capture by fanatics, martyrs, and international outlaw groups and countries is uncomfortably vivid today and a real possibility for pilots and others in today’s U.S. armed forces. The beheading of kidnapped civilians by terrorist factions foretells the likely fate of any Americans, particularly American military aviators, who might fall into their hands.

Since their emergence as a fighting branch less than a hundred years ago, aviators of all nations have occupied a special place in the minds of their military services, a reflection on the considerable investment required to train them for combat and their potential intelligence and propaganda value if captured by the enemy. The downed aviator quickly became the object of an enormous enemy effort to capture him and often to torture and kill him. Why? Because the aviator is capable of inflicting a disproportionate amount of damage on that enemy, far more than even the most well-armed and dedicated infantryman, and the enemy knows that this aviator will attack them again and again if he is repatriated. Thus the “knights of the air” became even more valuable then their medieval predecessors, more valuable to protect and more valuable to capture.

The story of the Imperial Japanese Navy is a prime example of the military value of aviators. At the beginning of World War II, the Japanese Navy had arguably the most well-trained pilots in the world: among the most elite of warriors. The well-known Japanese military code, which considered capture a dishonor and the equivalent of death, led to radical attitudes among their pilots. For instance, wearing a parachute was seen as suggesting a willingness to be captured, so many pilots did not even carry them in flight. The same code may have left the Japanese military command structure with no motivation to rescue its pilots when they were downed, because virtually no such efforts were made.

As combat casualties mounted, Japan could not train pilot replacements fast enough to make up for its losses in quantity, not to mention comparable pre-war quality. As the war dragged on, the Japanese Navy began to run out of qualified and experienced pilots even before they ran out of aircraft carriers. Following the Battle of the Philippine Sea in June 1944, there were not enough properly trained and qualified pilots remaining to man the Japanese Navy’s surviving aircraft carriers at the climactic Battle of Leyte Gulf four months later. Consequently, Japan’s four aircraft carriers were used as decoys, sacrificed to lure Admiral William “Bull” Halsey away from the Philippines and give the Japanese surface units built around the mammoth battleships Musashi and Yamato a chance to devastate Allied forces on their landing beaches at Leyte. The ploy almost worked, much to the chagrin of the Americans.

In modern times, the value of prisoners of war has transitioned from the monetary worth of medieval times, through combat value in World War II, to political value. Today, the great expense and lengthy time needed to develop the advanced technical fighting skills of modern aviators (not unlike the time to train a competent knight) continue to argue for early rescue. But for airman, sailor, soldier, and marine alike, the great propaganda value to asymmetric foes associated with their capture makes them valuable political pawns, justifying the effort to capture them and prevent their rescue. The immediacy and availability of television and internet coverage has added to this leverage. Nonetheless, the morale in the performance of dangerous missions by U.S. and coalition military aviators is strengthened by a tremendous psychological advantage.

What is this advantage? It is that they know when they go into harm’s way, becoming the focus of the entire killing efforts of the enemy, their country has the will and the means to snatch them from peril and bring them back alive if they are stranded in enemy territory facing imminent captivity. They know there are dedicated warriors among them, combat search and rescue aircrew who will do everything possible to return them to safety.

If a single credo captures the work of combat search and rescue warriors, it is the phrase often found on the tombstones of many U.S. and British soldiers buried in distant lands: “That Others May Live.” CSAR crews are specialists in a unique and particularly dangerous military field. Often they may find themselves flying into a lethal ambush by an enemy awaiting their certain arrival, with the enemy knowing exactly where the rescue force is headed, having used a downed pilot as bait. Depending on the terrain and obstacles in the pickup area, rescue helicopter pilots may be faced with hovering on the edge of eternity, for a seeming eternity, completely exposed to hostile fire in their all-too-fragile aircraft. Still they go in, typically outnumbered and outgunned, deliberately risking their own death or capture, all to save their comrades.

All combat personnel risk death or injury. It “comes with the territory.” But the vast majority are trained to fight to manage this risk. If they judge the current tactical situation too risky, they have the option to retire, maneuver, call in additional force, and generally mitigate the danger to an acceptable level. They may also have the option to delay for more favorable conditions to accomplish their mission. Most warriors are generally members of a large team, drawing strength by sharing danger with many others.

In all too many combat search and rescue operations, however, those more conservative combat options may not be available if the rescue is to succeed. Imminent capture of a comrade sometimes requires desperate measures, and CSAR crews are terribly exposed as they go into harm’s way with the focus of the enemy’s efforts directly on them. The risks CSAR warriors face to leave no man behind are the stuff of legend.

In this book we have traced the evolution of combat search and rescue using the dramatic action of actual rescue crews over the past ninety years. But this is more than a mere retelling of individual tales of heroism. The chronicle interweaves the obvious and the inspired technological innovation as well as the desperate makeshifts of CSAR history.

Sometimes technology shapes new tactics; other times new tactics drive technology. Everybody’s darling, success, plays a fickle role in this story, and nobody’s orphan, failure, grimly “flies wing” in the shadows on every mission. Lessons written in blood over decades of CSAR are reflected in the most desperately brave single actions, the most doggedly determined driving will to leave no man behind, and in the most intricately choreographed small-scale military missions.

This is not a tale simply about the military, but a story about the triumph of the human spirit. The heroic legacy of these CSAR crews offers us all a deeper understanding of how this little-known discipline of modern military operations evolved into the robust capability that exists today, and why this capability is more important in today’s world than ever before.

Using recently declassified information as well as interviews with aircrew who participated in some of the most daring combat search and rescue events, this book brings to life the most contemporary CSAR information obtainable. Also revealed are challenging issues about the future of this increasingly important national capability, exploring whether the U.S. military has profited from the lessons of CSAR history.

Based on interviews with the men and women working combat search and rescue missions in the United States military today, the current less-than-satisfactory trend in CSAR capabilities is related in the hope that those reading this book will bring the requisite degree of pressure to bear on the commander-in-chief, the Congress, and the Department of Defense and our armed forces to properly invest in the right types of CSAR forces so that they will be able to successfully answer whenever they are called on to “leave no man behind.”

And, perhaps most importantly, the reader will understand the question famously asked in James A. Michener’s The Bridges of Toko Ri: “Where do we get such men?”


INTRODUCTION

Combat search and rescue is a relatively new discipline, a mere instantaneous flash in the thousands of years of recorded military history. But the idea of rescuing warriors in combat is almost as old as warfare itself. Greek mythology portrayed heroes who rescued those captured by enemies. Two millennia later, in early colonial America, this mythology morphed into legend with the likes of James Fennimore Cooper’s Natty Bumpo, the Deerslayer in The Last of the Mohicans, famously rescuing the helpless from the savage’s camp. And about a century after that, images of the U.S. Cavalry began to appear on the silver screen, riding to the rescue of captured women and children.

But the advents of mechanized warfare and of military aviation were the factors that actually provided nation’s militaries a practical ability to go around or over the enemy to bring back stranded comrades or liberate prisoners of war. The desire that had undoubtedly always existed, to rescue comrades, and the technology that enabled heroes to do so, merged to form the discipline we came to call combat search and rescue.

And while combat search and rescue is not exclusively a U.S. military competency, there is something unique about the American psyche that has impelled the evolution of a national moral and ethical requirement to maintain and sustain robust forces that can successfully extricate comrades who are down behind enemy lines. The highly evolved state of CSAR readiness in the United States military today is in place because the American people expect that when their sons and daughters are called to go into harm’s way for their country, their country will make whatever sacrifice necessary to come to their aid if they are ever stranded behind enemy lines.

The story of combat search and rescue and the evolution of the CSAR discipline has not been a straight-line assent of continuously improving forces, but rather a journey of fits and starts: dramatic advances of capability in wartime, followed by disappointing post-war backsliding with a re-ascendance when another conflict required Americans to go into harm’s way to retrieve their comrades.
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PART I  

The Birth of Combat Search and Rescue


CHAPTER 1
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The Birth of Combat Aircraft

The half century between the end of the American Civil War and the beginning of World War I featured tremendous technological developments, many of which would come to forever change the face of warfare. While soldiers before the Great War might not have conceived of, let alone had at their disposal, technologies to go over and around enemy lines, by the second decade of the twentieth century these tools were at the disposal of their successors. Only the urgency of another war was necessary to put those tools into play.

As war broke out on the western front in 1914, the belligerents quickly fielded many innovations (submarines, machine guns, tanks, airships, and others), trying to get one-up on the other side. Each of these technological breakthroughs would have a major impact on World War I, as well as on future wars. However, as that war dragged on, it was the airplane, initially little more than a curious toy, that emerged as a major weapon. Ultimately deployed by the thousands, the airplane became an indispensable component of the war machines of all the contending nations.

The airplane soon took its place as the war’s most important new weapon. Aircraft ranged all over the battle area, not constrained or blocked by the trenches that locked the ground armies in their deadly embrace. Therefore, while they made up a relatively small percentage of those engaged in the fighting, military pilots began to have an impact on the conflict out of all proportion to their numbers. As air-to-air fighting and anti-air gunnery began to bring down planes, many airmen fell behind the impenetrable trench lines of their adversaries, to be captured if they survived.

The number of pilots involved was significant. The Allies were hurling formations of up to 1,500 planes at the Germans until the armistice was declared on November 11, 1918. By the war’s end, some 9,378 British airmen, 8,212 German airmen, and at least as many French fliers had been killed (the French records for 1918 have been lost). Although airmen were increasingly valuable and clearly worth saving from death or capture at the hands of the enemy, no organized effort was made to provide for rescue from behind enemy lines. The trench systems prevented any rescue by horse, the traditional method of raiding behind enemy lines. The cavalry could not go around, under, over, or through the trench systems of the western front. The only way past the trench lines, which stretched unbroken from the neutral Swiss border to the English Channel, was to fly over them.

The first line of trenches along the western front was merely the front edge of a complex defense-in-depth, full of artillery positions, antiaircraft (AA) guns, observation balloons, supply dumps, and such a dense concentration of military men and equipment that to land there would to be captured immediately. There were no recorded instances of the rescue of any pilot downed behind enemy lines on the western front.

The combat airplanes of the day were barely capable of carrying a payload of a few hundred pounds, or a few people at best. As a rescue transport, they were hardly more practical than the cavalry horse they might displace, and were not all that useful at landing to perform a rescue, unless there was a fortuitous open and rather flat space near the downed aviator. While the cinematic image of vintage aeroplanes landing in open fields is common, the ground, while not requiring pavement like modern aircraft, still had to be relatively level, and clear of ditches, rocks, trees, or marsh.

The airship, the other aerial innovation of the Great War, was even less capable as a rescue platform. Hovering an airship was virtually impossible, and landing one required a large ground crew to secure and hold it steady until it could be attached to a hefty mooring mast in anything other than profoundly still air. They also made rather large and vulnerable targets for enemy ground troops. History records only one rescue by an airship, when a U.S. Navy blimp was able to drop Ensign Hal Lewis on a remote island to rig a castaway to be hoisted aboard by rope during a low pass.

Despite the limitations of the transport technology available, a small but significant number of rescues were recorded during the Great War, and the notion of rescuing fellow aviators from the hands of the enemy and from the dangers of the elements took hold, however tentatively, as military planners began to actively think about how to use the novel technology of the aircraft to rescue comrades behind enemy lines.


CHAPTER 2

[image: Image]

Gallipoli

The First Combat Rescue

While the geographically and tactically closed and cramped conditions on the western front militated against any rescue of a downed aviator behind enemy lines, conditions were far more wide-open on other fronts. In April 1915, the ingredients were there to make a rescue possible, and the heart-stopping derring-do of a Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) pilot quickly became the stuff of legend.

The Allies invaded the Gallipoli Peninsula in April 1915 and quickly became bogged down in one of the great tragedies of leadership of a tragic war. The Royal Naval Air Service No. 3 Squadron, commanded by Squadron Leader Richard Bell-Davies, was assigned to provide air support for the Gallipoli campaign from the nearby island of Imbros, about twenty miles west of Cape Helles, the western tip of Gallipoli.1

The No. 3 Squadron was comprised of a mix of landplanes, Henri Farman bombers, and Nieuport fighters, which operated against the rickety Turkish lines of communications. The Turkish supplies from Germany passed through Bulgaria by road and rail. Bombing was mainly against rail junctions and bridges.2 On November 19, 1915, a full squadron was sent against Ferrijik Junction, Bulgaria, in the southern province of Thrace, close to where the mouth of the Maritsa River empties into the small Gulf of Enos. For several days prior to November 19, the pilots had been paying some attention to the railroad at Ferrijik Junction, but November 19 was a maximum effort. Squadron Leader Bell-Davies led the raid in his tiny Nieuport.3

The defenders of Ferrijik put up heavy antiaircraft fire, and Flight Sub-Lt. Guilbert Smylie’s Farman was mortally damaged. Smylie continued his bombing approach, turning his level run over the target into a plane-down attitude over the station, pulling the releases for all his bombs at the same time, and continuing over the station into the marsh beyond. The marsh was wide and cut up by numerous watercourses, which had dried up after a long, dry summer. Smylie lined up on one of these watercourses, desperately trying to get his aircraft on the deck.4

Displaying remarkable airmanship as he dead-sticked his bird down, Smylie managed to touch down successfully, and upon climbing out of the cockpit none the worse for wear, discovered one bomb still on the plane. Seeing Bulgarian troops approaching in the distance, Smylie set fire to his plane, satisfied that the bomb would complete its demolition when it cooked off in the fire.5

Turning away from the Bulgarians to make a run for it, Smylie looked up to see a Nieuport making an approach in the landing profile. It was squadron leader Bell-Davies, who had happened to notice Smylie’s landing, saw the Bulgarian soldiers approaching, and knew the likely fate of Smylie if he was to be captured after having just bombed them. Bell-Davies descended to touch down in the only decent spot in the watercourse bed close to the Farman. Horrified, Smylie instantly perceived the danger from the bomb in the fire. It was a question of seconds before it would explode.6

Smylie took cover in a nearby hollow and took hasty aim with his revolver, exploding the bomb with his third shot, just before the Commander alighted in the danger zone. Bell-Davies was greatly relieved to find that Smylie was alone; he did not know if an observer or bomb aimer had come along as sometimes was the case. Bell-Davies’ Nieuport was a singleseater, with a forward cockpit covered with a cowl riveted in place where a second cockpit had originally been.7

Running up to Bell-Davies’ tiny Nieuport, Smylie stripped off his bulky flying coat to better fit in the cockpit with Bell-Davies.8 To give Bell-Davies the elbow room to operate the flight controls, the six-foot Smylie wriggled past him, crawled over the rudder bar, and crammed into the covered-over cockpit, bent double, crouching on all fours between the rudder bar and the engine supports, his head bumping the oil tank.

Resuming their advance after the explosion of the Farman, the Bulgarians closed in as Bell-Davies roared back into the air amidst a hail of bullets “whizzing all around,” according to Smylie. Bell-Davies turned for home as the rest of his squadron completed their bomb runs. The flight back to Imbros took him about forty-five minutes, with Smylie looking most uncomfortable.9

Back at Imbros, Flight Leader Charles Sampson mentioned to maintenance chief Arthur Beeson that he had seen Bell-Davies’ plane as he proceeded back to Imbros independently. “I simply shot past him. I wonder if his engine is all right.”

Beeson replied, “I don’t know sir; they are the same type of machine; they should keep together really.”

After a few minutes, Bell-Davies landed and rolled up, and Beeson met him at the aircraft. “Is your engine all right, sir?”

“Yes, perfect,” replied Bell-Davies.

Then Bell-Davies added, “Cramped, are you?”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” replied Beeson, perplexed about just what the squadron leader was talking about. But Bell-Davies was talking to Smylie in the cave of the covered cockpit.10

In recognition of the extraordinary heroics on the part of both aviators, Squadron Commander Bell-Davies was awarded the Victoria Cross, and Flight Sub-Lieutenant Smylie was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross.11 Importantly, this daring rescue fired the imagination of all airmen, who now had a concrete example of the possibilities the airplane brought to efforts to rescue comrades downed behind enemy lines.


CHAPTER 3
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Rescue under Fire on the Middle Eastern Front

Australian Flying Corps Operations in Palestine

The Middle Eastern theater was the major secondary theater of World War I, where the Allies confronted Turkey for possession of the Holy Land and Mesopotamia. The Mesopotamian campaign, which took place in and around present-day Iraq, was waged in the first years of the war, and the Allies eventually drove the Turks out of the Fertile Crescent. By 1916, the focus in the Middle Eastern theater shifted to the Holy Land, where the British advanced from their base in Egypt. They planned to advance through Palestine, then through what eventually would become Syria and Lebanon, then toward Turkey itself.

By 1916, the Allied army was moving steadily up the coast of Palestine into Gaza. Unlike the dense concentration of forces facing each other on the western front, the battlefield here was empty desert, opposing-force levels were smaller and more lightly distributed, and the ground combat was much more a battle of maneuver. Over half of the Allied army was in three cavalry divisions, including the Australian Light Horse.1 In a novel twist, reflecting the changing face of warfare, aeroplanes took on the traditional role of cavalry—scouting—and cavalry had its last hurrah as a viable main force mass of maneuver. Aeroplanes performed reconnaissance and employed the innovation of aerial photography to map the area, aiding the mind’s eye during debriefing and planning. Aircraft supported the main force cavalry, defining main lines of resistance, detecting ambushes, finding flanking routes, reporting troop movements, and generally enabling effective cavalry operations.

Aircraft on both sides ranged far and wide over the vast battlespace, performing their myriad duties. The harsh desert environment meant that, in addition to the dangers of death or capture by regular Turkish troops, there was the additional threat to downed airmen of the ravages of the merciless hostile climate, and the danger of attack by Arabs or Bedouins, with capture by the latter most likely resulting in death. Thus, there was an enhanced desire not to abandon fellow airmen who were downed behind enemy lines, or anywhere in the vast desert for that matter.

Over the course of the campaign lasting over three years, aviators met this desire with equal amounts of courage and derring-do, performing heroic acts to snatch their comrades from the hands of rapidly closing enemy troops or from the often-worse fate of falling into the hands of Bedouins. The creative and usually successful ways Allied airmen used to rescue their comrades by exploiting the exciting new capabilities provided by their aircraft moved the discipline forward while at the same time exposing limitations of the extant technology.

In July 1915, engine trouble for No.14 Squadron, Royal Flying Corps (RFC) pilot Lt. G. P. Merz and his New Zealand observer, Lt. W. W. A. Burn, forced them down in remote desert about twenty-five miles from friendly territory. They were immediately attacked by a number of well-armed Arabs. Recognizing they could not defend their machine, which like all aeroplanes operating in Mesopotamia at that time carried no machine gun, they retreated in the direction of friendly territory. The two airmen had no weapons but revolvers, and after a running fight of about five miles, during which they killed one and wounded five of their adversaries, one of the officers was wounded, and his comrade made a stand with him, and they died fighting side by side. This loss of two combat airmen, so agonizingly close to friendly territory, spurred Allied airmen to go to extreme lengths to pick up downed fellow fliers.2

Over two years later, Allied airmen rescued their first comrade. On December 2, 1916, two fighters pilots of No. 14 Squadron, RFC, R. H. Freeman and F. F. Minchin, were engaged in a dogfight with enemy aircraft. Minchin’s fuel tank was punctured, and he landed in enemy territory and burned his damaged machine to keep it out of enemy hands. Freeman then landed alongside him, picked him up, and brought him home. No enemy troops or Arabs contested the rescue.

Many other rescues of Allied airmen were made in this theater. The degree of difficulty of each rescue was directly proportional to the proximity of enemy troops or Arabs. In direct contrast to the rigid lines on the western front, and as one portent of the situation that U.S. and coalition aviators face today, the “lines” in this theater were extremely fluid. The risk of capture was multiplied with not only enemy forces, but Arabs and Bedouins, aggressively moving to capture downed aviators.

Sometimes the rescue was literally unopposed, as was the case in the rescue of Lt. J. V. Turnbridge of No. 1 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps (AFC), on March 7, 1917, whose machine was downed by antiaircraft fire near Rafa. Turnbridge set out to make his way home through considerably unsettled country, where Arabs of doubtful friendship were on the prowl for loot. He was eventually spotted by a friendly plane piloted by Lt. P. W. Snell and Lt. A. J. Morgan, who landed and picked him up. Over the next year and a half, there would be many more fortuitous, unopposed pickups of Allied airmen.

Other times, however, the pickup was not so easy and required multiple aircraft over a day or more. Such was the case on June 26, 1917, when a formation of eight No. 1 Squadron AFC machines were returning from a raid, when the engine of Lt. C. le B. Brown’s Blériot Experimental (B.E.) failed, and he was forced to land about five miles south of Beersheeba. Lieutenant Cole, in a Martinsyde G100 “Tin Elephant,” and Lt. R. A. Austin in a B.E., landed beside Brown’s plane and set it afire. Austin pulled Brown aboard his aircraft, and all took off safely. Homeward bound, only five miles down the road, Austin’s engine seized, and he had to land. Cole landed also, took both men aboard, and tried to take off, but his Tin Elephant was unable to lift off the soft terrain with the added weight. He tried to take off with only one of them, but still could not get airborne in his Martinsyde. On his final attempt, as he lifted off, the engine quit, and he broke his undercarriage with a hard landing, falling the last ten feet. After burying their camera and guns, the trio began to walk back toward friendly lines.

Meanwhile, overhead, two more pilots, Lt. J. H. Butler and Lt. L. M. Potts, circled the rescue scene, but remained too long. Belatedly racing for home, they exhausted their petrol and oil and had to land near Khalasa. They were picked up by two of the three remaining machines of their formation. They did not burn their planes, hoping to retrieve them before the Arabs or Turks found them. The next day, when pilots returned with fuel and oil to bring back the B.E.s, the only thing salvageable were the engines, the fabric of the planes having been stripped off by the Arabs. Cole, Austin, and Brown were later rescued by a Light Horse patrol they encountered as they walked home.

One of the most extraordinary rescues of the war occurred on March 20, 1917. Two B.E.2cs of No. 1 Squadron, AFC, piloted by Capt. D. W. Rutherford and Lt. R. M. Drummond, escorted by two Martinsyde Tin Elephants piloted by Lt. A. W. L. “Les” Ellis and Lt. Frank McNamara, all four carrying six 35-pound howitzer shells. attacked a section of railway just across Wadi Hesse. Ellis attacked first, followed by McNamara, who dropped three bombs on a train and two on the tracks. His sixth bomb did not release. The fifth bomb exploded prematurely, with shrapnel ripping through the fabric of the Tin Elephant and wounding McNamara in the right buttock. He made a final pass, dropping smoke bombs for Rutherford and Drummond, and turned for home.

Looking back at the target area, McNamara noticed Rutherford on the ground near the railway and Turkish cavalry approaching. He immediately returned and, “switching off,” landed and taxied up to Rutherford’s machine, yelling to him to hurry to the Martinsyde. Rutherford abandoned his attempts to set his plane afire and ran over and climbed up on the engine cowl (the Martinsyde G100 was a singleseater).

In McNamara’s own words:


Opened up, turned around, and started to take off. Right leg pretty dud. Machine doing about 35 mph on ground when started swinging to the left. Could not counter with right foot (right rudder). Swung around crashing prop lower left plane (wing) and undercarriage. Got out, fired bullet into petrol tank followed by Very light. Rifle fire from the Turks. Started to Rutherford’s B.E. that was not on fire yet. In landing, he had ripped off a tyre, broken the center section wires, cracked an aileron, and dropped a Lewis gun drum under the rudder bar



Meanwhile, Drummond and Ellis were busy strafing the Turkish cavalry and temporarily holding them at bay.

McNamara continued: “Just now my remaining 35-lb shell exploded, blowing the Martinsyde to pieces! Leg pretty dud and bullets whizzing about. Reached Rutherford’s machine. Sat in the pilot’s seat and enticed the drum from under the rudder bar. Rutherford gave the prop a swing, ‘Contact!’ and she started.” Rutherford’s engine had quit, forcing him down. Fortunately, it restarted after a little quiet time. Equally fortuitously, Rutherford’s earlier attempts to set it afire had failed. Rutherford jumped into the observer’s seat.

McNamara continued his account: “Turned the machine around to take off, opened the throttle. She stuck three times in soft ground, then lifted off just in time to escape the rush.” The Turkish cavalry had braved the strafing planes when they saw the B.E.2c start up. Rutherford reported that McNamara nearly fainted from loss of blood on the way back, giving Rutherford a final scare. They landed safely, and McNamara was evacuated to a hospital. For his rescue of his squadron mate in the face of almost certain capture, braving enemy fire, Frank McNamara was awarded the Victoria Cross.3

Many months later, in January 1918, when antiaircraft artillery damaged and forced down the No. 1 Squadron AFC machine of Lts. A. A. Poole (pilot) and F. Hancock (observer), they landed only a few hundred yards from friendly troops between the contending lines. However, when Lts. A. R. Brown (pilot) and Finlay (observer) tried to land and pick them up, they were driven off by enemy fire, and the downed pilots were captured by the Turks. Similarly, two months later, in March 1918, when the Martinsyde of Maj. A. J. Evans of No. 142 Squadron RFC had engine trouble, he had to land near Kerak. Lieutenants R. A. Austin and O. M. Lee, in an escorting Bristol fighter, landed to pick him up. They broke a wheel in the rough terrain, and the three men were captured by Arabs. Before the Arabs made their intentions known, Turkish soldiers arrived, and the Arabs handed them over, to the great relief of the Australians.

However, three other times, attempted rescues failed, and in two of those times, the two heroic good Samaritans joined the original downed airmen in captivity, making seven total POWs instead of three. While rescues continued, even in the face of these failed attempts, the seeds had been sown for airmen to begin to consider and weigh the risks and rewards of attempting to rescue their comrades behind enemy lines. Technological and doctrinal developments after World War I would push those frontiers forward.

While this theater of war was a mere sideshow compared to the western front, especially in the air war,4 the fact that ten airmen were saved from death or capture by the aggressive and selfless acts of brother airmen to rescue them, three times under fire, inspired Allied airmen with the confidence that, if they were forced down behind enemy lines, their comrades would come to their rescue.5 This imperative to rescue downed comrades was the core belief that would sustain such efforts. After World War II, this mission became combat search and rescue (CSAR) as we came to know it in the second half of the twentieth century.


CHAPTER 4
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Rescue under Fire on the Western Front

Navy Operations from NAS Dunkirk

In April 1917, an unprepared United States came into the Great War. Eager to start contributing as soon as possible and bring relief to the war-weary allies, the United States quickly deployed naval forces and navy and army aviation personnel to Europe to show resolve and support, while the army ground forces expanded and began training the raw masses who would later follow.

United States air power, however, was in its infancy, both in numbers of trained personnel and in quality of flying machines, especially land combat planes. For example, when war was declared, the entire complement of Naval Aviation was 48 officers and 239 enlisted men with aviation experience, operating fifty-four seaplanes, mostly training aircraft. The army was not in much better shape. When the United States joined the war, there were only 131 air officers in the U.S. Army, and only 56 were rated fliers.1

Way behind the rapid advances in aircraft design in Germany, France, and Britain that the war prompted, the United States was unable to field a frontline aircraft during the war. While some American volunteers were already flying with the French in the Lafayette Escadrille before the United States entered the war, the inexperienced U.S. Army aviators arriving in France were sent to French training squadrons before being fed into the grinder of the western front.

Navy aviation personnel were also hustled to France and England. The first significant augmentation to the tiny strength of naval aviation was the 1st Yale Unit, a group of twenty-nine students from Yale University who, seeing the inevitable entry of the United States into the war, and convinced of the importance aviation would play in that war, had trained themselves at their own expense as seaplane pilots. When the entry of the United States became inevitable, they quit school in March 1917, joined up, and were commissioned immediately. The United States declared war in April 1917.

The navy plunged into the crucial task of antisubmarine warfare, fighting for the survival of England. The naval aviators were divided between patrolling the waters to the west of the British Isles, known as the Western Approaches, and patrolling the southern North Sea and the English Channel. The Americans quickly established naval air stations (NAS) in Ireland and on the Biscay coast of France to patrol the Western Approaches. Other navy airmen were assigned to British aerodromes along the southern and southeast coast of England and to new U.S. naval air stations on the southern coast of the Channel in France and Belgium. Between them they faced Zeebrugge and Ostend, the two Belgian port cities connected by canals to the inland city of Brugge, where the Germans had established their U-boat base in occupied Europe.

While all airmen flying above the North Sea faced constant combat against German ships and aircraft, the most dangerous post among these naval air stations was Dunkirk. Just behind the lines, within range of German artillery, Dunkirk’s little harbor and base were shelled and bombed on practically a daily basis. The Allies had to tolerate this danger because Dunkirk was the only suitable harbor on the European side within effective patrol range of the important Channel narrows. Sharing the base were U.S. Navy flying boats and Sopwith Camel squadrons of the British Royal Air Force (RAF). (The Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service were combined in April 1918 and renamed the Royal Air Force.).

The Navy airmen were split into two wings, one flying the Hanriot HD-2 and the other the Donnet-Denhaut.2 Since both of these aircraft were single-engine, ditchings from engine failures were not unusual. Should the engine quit, there was no time for a cumbersome Morse code mayday giving the aircraft’s location before they were in the water. The antenna for the wireless consisted of a two-hundred-foot cable unreeled once airborne, so once the aircraft was in the water, the radio was useless. To overcome this lack of wireless capability in the water, the American planes carried homing pigeons to summon help if they went down. Once they ditched, the airmen could note the coordinates and any other vital information in the message attached to the leg of the pigeon. If the machine was not too far out, coastal motorboats (CMB) could rendezvous and tow it back to base.

In June 1918, one of Dunkirk’s seaplanes went down with a “dud motor.” A CMB carrying the NAS surgeon, “Doc” Stevens, and six enlisted men, sortied from Dunkirk Harbor to rescue their comrades. The CMB passed beyond the end of the German trench lines at Nieuport and was taken under fire by German shore batteries between Westende and Middelkerque, Belgium. The CMB was soon hit and sunk, taking two of the crew with it. Doc Stevens, an excellent swimmer, and one other strong swimmer managed to swim ashore behind enemy lines, where they were captured. The remaining three, weak swimmers all, with the only two life belts in the CMB between them, were carried four miles west by the strong current, back behind their own lines, where they were fished out of the sea.3 It is not often when being a weak swimmer is an advantage!

Not all events ended with at least some Allied airmen making their way to safety. On July 28, 1918, a British plane was shot down off the coast near Ostend. When the homing pigeon brought the news, a rescue was organized, with air cover provided by a Sopwith Camel squadron. Lieutenant Artemus “Di” Gates, commanding officer of NAS Dunkirk, flew to the rescue in a Donnet-Denhaut DD200hp. He sped to the scene but arrived to find five German seaplanes leaving the scene, having picked up the marooned British pilot, making him a prisoner of war.4

The next month, however, Di Gates would be more successful. On August 22, navy Lieutenants Gregory and Johnson were flying an antisubmarine patrol when they noticed artillery rounds landing in the water to the north off the port of Ostend. Upon closing to investigate, they discovered a downed Handley-Page (HP) bomber, partially submerged with its tail sticking out of the water. They observed two of the crew, one clinging to each wing tip, although the wing was submerged about six inches.

Since they were not in a flying boat, Gregory and Johnson sped away and landed at Saint-Pol to report the crash. The word was flashed by radio, with all the local bases picking up the signal, and there was an immediate scurry to go to the rescue of the downed aviators. The commander of the 61st Wing, RAF Maj. W. I. Welsh, recalled the Stevens incident, and not expecting that surface craft would be able to approach the downed plane, called NAS Dunkirk and asked Lt. Di Gates to dispatch a flying boat to make the pickup.

The downed aircraft had taken hits in its fuel tank and had ditched the night before when the lack of fuel starved the engines. Pilot Lieutenant Heatherington, RAF, observer Lieutenant Fletcher, and gunner U.S. Navy Petty Officer A. G. Kennedy had ridden the plane into the water just west of Nieuport and drifted to the northeast all night to the position north of Ostend, where they were spotted. Fletcher did not get clear of the plane and drowned. By morning, the plane was beginning to break up as its two remaining survivors hung onto the downed plane’s wingtips.

Welsh ordered the CMBs to sortie, in the event they would be able to get to the downed aircraft, and arranged for three DeHavilland DH-4s to lead them to the wreck. Thirteen Camels were also ordered to launch to escort the CMBs, the DH-4s, and the navy flying boats.

Di Gates jumped in a DD already moored ready for takeoff, and took off without taking along any other crewmen, nor waiting for the rescue armada to form. By leaving his gunners behind, he had room for the three-man crew of the HP, knowing full well that he was consequently defenseless against German fighters. With the Germans aware of the plane being down, the race was on against the enemy seaplanes getting there first.

Speeding directly to the scene, easily located by the continuing German artillery shell splashes, Gates cut out the magnetos, curved in to land, and expertly stopped beside one wing of the HP. Since airplane engines ran at only one speed, full out, he could not leave the engine unattended, because as soon as he released the magneto interrupt switch, the engine would roar back to full power, so he had to shut off his engine in order to assist the man in the water next to him into the DD.

Gates restarted the engine, and after taking off, he turned immediately to land again beside the other wingtip to get the second man. (This second takeoff to reposition the flying boat was necessary because the single-engine aircraft, once on the water and slowed down, had no means to turn itself, the rudder being ineffective unless at flying speed. Also, of course, the machine had no brakes!) German shell splashes were now augmented by machine-gun fire as it became apparent a rescue was on. With the second man aboard, Gates managed a second takeoff, and streaked out of range of the falling shells as the CMBs approached. The joyous survivors waved to the airmen of the approaching rescue planes as they returned to Dunkirk.5

Navy pilot Lt. David Ingalls, the only U.S. Navy ace of The Great War, had arrived overhead in one of the Camels as Gates made his first approach to the downed aircraft. He recalled:


It was not a nice place to be in, under the German guns and with their planes flying about, but this calm-and-collected Gates never turned a hair. He shut down his motor and landed on one wing and picked up one man; then he started off and dropped down with the other wing and picked up the other man and flew off with them. It was doggoned neat.”6 When war correspondent Sam Blythe of the Saturday Evening Post, at dinner with Gates, mentioned that Admiral Roger Keyes, RN, was recommending him for a decoration, Gates blushed and fidgeted and said: “It was nothing. Any one of the fellows would have done it.



That was not the opinion of his superiors, who nominated him for the Medal of Honor.7


CHAPTER 5
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Rescue under Fire on the Italian Front

Navy Operations from NAS Porto Corsini

As the flood of American navy airmen formed squadrons and got into the war on the western front, augmenting the haggard French and British forces, the fresh source of pilots was not lost on one of the other Allies, the equally war-weary Italians. Italy proposed to outfit a naval air station and provide the U.S. Navy with flying boats. On July 24, 1918, at the invitation of the Italian government, the U.S. Navy took possession of the military facilities at Porto Corsini, near the present-day city of Ravenna, fifty miles south of Venice. Porto Corsini was about sixty-five miles across the Adriatic from the primary Austrian naval base at Pola, now the city of Trieste.

In addition to the base of their own, the only one established in Italy, the U.S. Navy took over all the facilities of the Italian 253rd Squadriglia (Squadron), which was stationed there. The Italians also handed over thirty seaplanes, of which only eight were operational. They included fifteen Macchi M-5 single-seat fighters, five Macchi M-8 two-seat bombers, and ten FBA two-seat bombers of French manufacture.1 This complement was large compared to the normal Italian squadriglia of twelve aircraft for fighters, or nine for reconnaissance, so the navy outfit could be considered to be the equivalent of three squadrons in the Italian front’s air order of battle. All three Italian flying boats were boat-hull designs (no pontoons), with a single-engine pusher prop suspended from the upper wing. The cockpit was in front of the bi-wing.

While the generosity of the Italians in providing the nimble and speedy M-5 fighter, which could hold its own with any Austrian fighter in the theatre, was clear, the assignment of the base itself was not without its problems. The landing area at Porto Corsini was a north-south-oriented canal only about one hundred feet in width, which was perpendicular to the prevailing west wind, making all takeoffs and landings a little more hazardous than normal for a seaplane. At low tide, there was only ten feet of space between wing and beach.2

The navy airmen, eager to strike the enemy and prove their worth to their Italian allies, began combat operations August 18, 1918, with a leaflet-drop mission. Of all the types of missions flown against them, this activity most infuriated the Austrians, who declared that any airman captured while dropping propaganda would be treated as a spy and shot.3

Three days later, on August 21, four Navy M-5s escorted a single M-8 on a leaflet mission over Pola. They were led by Ensign George Ludlow, accompanied by Landsman for Quartermaster (Aviation) Charles Hammann, as well as Ensigns Pete Parker and Dudley Voorhees. As the Americans finished their leaflet drop, five Austrian Albatroses rose to intercept them. As the Albatroses neared the altitude of the Americans, Ludlow led his fighters into a dive to break up the intercept and protect the M-8 bomber, which immediately fled the scene. After the first pass, both Parker and Voorhees broke off with jammed guns, leaving Ludlow and Hammann against the Albatroses.

Ludlow sent one Albatros diving out of the fight, smoking, just before taking hits in his own propeller and engine. Streaming oil and on fire, Ludlow went into a spin, pulling out on the deck and crash-landing his plane in the sea five miles off the mouth of Pola Harbor. Hammann immediately decided to attempt to rescue Ludlow, although his own plane was battle-damaged. He spiraled down and landed beside Ludlow’s wrecked plane, perhaps deceiving the Austrian planes into thinking he too was downed and out of the fight. In any case, the enemy planes did not interfere with the landing and the activities of the next few minutes.

Landing the tiny seaplane in open waters with winds of twenty knots blowing up a choppy sea was a daring decision. Even without his plane being damaged, he might not have been able to take off again. And if captured, he would have shared Ludlow’s fate: execution. Ludlow opened the port in the bottom of his airplane, kicked holes in the wings, and made his way over to Hammann’s plane. Given the size of Hammann’s aircraft, with the gossamer lower wing, the only possible perch for a second person was behind the cockpit, straddling the fuselage below the engine, and just ahead of the propeller. Ludlow scrambled up behind Hammann and grasped the vertical struts to keep from being swept back into the whirling propeller.

Taking water through the damaged bow section of his plane, Hamman had no time to jettison his guns or otherwise lighten the weight of his overloaded plane. He opened the throttle full out and coaxed the plane forward, slowly gathering speed. The choppy seas stove in the weakened bow as the plane accelerated and broke free of the water, but the little plane finally got airborne and turned for home. The Austrians did not pursue, no doubt never expecting either American plane to get back into the air from the rough seas with their battle damage.

It was sixty miles back to Porto Corsini and to a crosswind landing in the smoother waters of the “canal of worried landings.” A good approach and touchdown could not prevent the plane’s smashed nose from digging in like a giant speed brake and flipping the plane over, completely wrecking it. Pulled from the canal by a boat standing by them, Hammann was wet and bruised, while Ludlow had suffered a gash on his forehead. But they were safely back at Goat Island, where the star shone down on the saved.4


CHAPTER 6
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The Final Analysis

Setting the Stage for Future Progress in Rescuing Comrades behind Enemy Lines

The popular view of the air war during World War I did not match the reality of the situation. Hollywood and popular fiction have enshrined the pursuit pilots as the “knights of the air” in glorious and glamorous one-on-one combat, free from the mud and misery of the trenches. It seemed, according to film and fable, to be all about the pursuit pilot. In reality, the main purpose of the air forces of all the belligerents on the western front was observation for their artillery. The observation squadrons and the balloon companies were the eyes of the artillery at a time when artillery was in transition from employing the guns to fire at an enemy that was always in sight of the gunners, to employing them to hit targets beyond the visible range the gunners could see. Artillery was, without question, the queen of battle in the Great War.1

The new U.S. Army Air Service was popular among college men, and there was no shortage of volunteers. However, one out of every two volunteers was rejected because of age, marital status, physical defect, or intelligence. Members of the air service were considered a corps d’elite on a glamorous mission. Reality was something else. Many died in training accidents, and the ranks were as rife with disease as the ground troops (influenza was especially bad in the winter of 1918). Pilots did not carry parachutes. The planes, made of painted fabric, burned easily, and there was no way to escape the flames except to jump, if one preferred death by falling to being burned alive. The engines used castor oil as a lubricant, and the oil sprayed the pilot, causing violent intestinal disorders when it got into the nose and stomach.2

The demands of the Great War propelled advances in aviation technology more than with any other weapon. When one considers the advances in flight technology in the little over a decade from the first flight of the Wright brothers in 1903, to the speed, maneuverability, power, and weaponry of the aircraft in the Great War, the changes are nothing short of spectacular. No part of the armed services, especially the army’s land forces, was as driven by technology and the constant maintenance required to keep that technology in proper working order. Technology moved so rapidly that aircraft faced certain obsolescence almost as fast as they could be brought into production. In 1918, it would have been suicide to take the aircraft belonging to the first air service squadrons of April 1917 into battle. Throughout the war, there were continued advancements in the design of aircraft, propellers, and engines, producing more speed, more agility, and greater range.3

The importance of the air service observation squadrons, and the relatively lengthy time it took to train squadron pilots, compared to the infantryman, artilleryman, or cavalryman, should have made their conservation, including the wearing of parachutes and the rescue of downed pilots, a matter of high priority, but neither consideration generated any action during the Great War. Perhaps the American entry into the war made the war too short, and the surge of fresh manpower was too overwhelming, or the pain factor of the losses being sustained too low, to prompt the operational inspiration needed to field an air rescue service. The war ended with nary a mention of such a need.


CHAPTER 7
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Interwar Aircraft Technology Developments

While a compelling need to build an air vehicle capable of rescuing airmen or others stranded behind enemy lines did not spring forth at the end of World War I, the possibilities of the airplane both as a commercial vehicle and a war machine ushered in a period of rapid development and aviation experimentation on the European continent, in Great Britain, and in the United States. The years 1919 to 1939 became euphemistically known as “the Golden Age of Flight,” with rapid development of a wide range of flying machines, all competing to go farther, faster, and higher.

Military planners watched the rapid development of commercial aircraft with great interest, often participating in design and testing of aircraft alongside their industry counterparts. While the military use of aircraft during World War I was principally as an elevated spotting vehicle for long-range artillery, by the end of the war and in the immediately ensuing years, the military looked to aircraft to conduct principal missions that had been only ancillary missions during the Great War.

Military men in Europe and in the United States looked to industry for bombing aircraft that could fly higher and carry a bigger payload of bombs than the airplanes that performed these missions in World War I. Other military men looked for fighter aircraft faster and more maneuverable than the bi-wing aircraft of the 1914–1918 period and wanted these aircraft armed with more deadly guns carrying a larger supply of ammunition. Others looked to larger transport aircraft that could carry more troops from one battlefield to another or carry parachute troops to assault the enemy from the air.

Within this military, spurred by the few rescues of comrades behind enemy lines during World War I, some planners were intrigued by three types of aircraft: amphibians, helicopters, and autogyros. These were aircraft with the potential to go over enemy lines and either land on the water and rescue comrades as demonstrated by U.S. Navy rescue operations at Porto Corsini, or to land in a severely confined space.

As they watched the burgeoning commercial development of amphibian aircraft, militaries worldwide knew they would have larger and more capable aircraft at their disposal should war break out.1 This took care of water-landing possibilities, but not of those situations where a downed airman was stranded behind enemy lines on land in an area too small or too unprepared to support a fixed wing aircraft.2

Military men became intrigued by two aircraft technologies, the helicopter and the autogyro, as potential rescue vehicles that could land in a severely confined space and take off again after rescuing a downed comrade. Helicopters had been imagined for millennia, with some tracing the origin of the helicopter to the ancient Chinese whose “flying tops” were recorded as early as the fourth century B.C. But it was not until almost two thousand years later, in 1483, that the Italian artist-engineer Leonardo da Vinci sketched a “lifting airscrew,” and another two and a half centuries before a Russian, Mikhail Lomonosov, developed the first self-propelled model of a lifting airscrew in 1754.3

It was a long road from a self-propelled model to a working helicopter, and another 150 years would pass before inventors in several countries would come close to producing a workable helicopter. One of those early inventors, Igor Sikorsky, who built one helicopter in 1909 and another in 1910, abandoned helicopters after unsuccessful attempts at vertical flight on the eve of World War I, only to return to them on the eve of World War II.4 The scorecard of early helicopter flight was disappointing: two Russian attempts had failed, and two French successes, short flights by Paul Cornu and Louis Bregut, were only marginal.5 Coming on the heels of the Wright brothers’ successful flight of a fixed-wing, heavier-than-air airplane at Kitty Hawk just a few years before, the results were especially disappointing.

But the potential was there, and helicopter designers and military men knew it. Even after his two unsuccessful test flights in 1909 and 1910 caused him to abandon helicopter design in favor of fixed-wing aircraft, Igor Sikorsky saw the potential of the helicopter. As he reported in his autobiography; “This made me very happy. For the first time I could feel the power of the machine and, as I thought, the helicopter showed a readiness to go into the air.”6

After World War I, helicopter design work continued, as inventors worked to make helicopters more controllable and increase the duration of the time the machine could stay in the air. Soon the military became interested in these machines, and on December 18, 1922, aviation pioneer Dr. George de Bothezat, a Russian émigré, flew a four-rotor helicopter he had designed for the U.S. Army. The de Bothezat machine made over one hundred flights, and on one flight, U.S. Army Col. Thurman Bane flew the helicopter and declared, “It is my sincere belief that your helicopter is the biggest aeronautical achievement since the first flight of the Wright brothers.”7

While the helicopter continued to develop as a flying machine, another aircraft entered the fray as a potential vehicle to go behind enemy lines and rescue downed comrades. Recognized as one of the key developments in the control of rotary-wing aircraft, the autogyro pushed the edge of the vertical flight envelope in the early 1920s.8 The autogyro resembled helicopters that would appear ten or fifteen years later, but the autogyro’s flight was based on an entirely different principle. Unlike the powered rotor of the helicopter, the blades of the autogyro are freewheeling and not connected in any way to its engine. Their turning depends entirely upon autorotation, a phenomenon resulting from the flow caused by the flight of the aircraft through the air.9

In 1923, Spaniard Juan de la Cierva invented the Autogiro, a trademark for the aircraft as manufactured by his company and its licensees; rotary-wing aircraft of this type by other manufacturers are known as autogyros. The autogyro caught the attention of helicopter designers for a number of reasons, a primary one being that the autogyro proved that it was possible for a helicopter to make a safe landing in case of engine failure.10 This further spurred helicopter development, but on the eve of a long American excursion into Nicaragua, it would be the autogyro that would attract the attention of military men, specifically the United States Marine Corps.


CHAPTER 8
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U.S. Marine Aviation Rescues in Nicaragua, 1927–1932

Less than a decade after the Great War ended, in 1926 a small force of U.S. Marines was deployed to Nicaragua in support of nation-building efforts. They were assigned to strengthen the newly organized Nicaraguan government police force known as the Guardia Nacional and provide officers for it until indigenous ones could be trained. They campaigned against the Nicaraguan leftist rebel Augusto César Sandino, who was living in the hills of Nueva Segovia Province and resisting the freely elected new government.1

The land where the marines sought Sandino was heavily forested and mountainous, with elevations as high as seven thousand feet. The scattered, small villages in the province were connected by twisting trails with steep grades, even the best of which were impassible to vehicles and other conveyances, except for bull carts. With garrisons scattered all over Nueva Segovia, maintaining the flow of supplies over the impossible trails was agonizing for the quartermasters. Added to these natural hazards, the threat of ambushes of the convoys, an ideal tactic in the dense underbrush, presented a nightmare for the small national police force. Thus, a large share of the burden of supply, communication, and scouting fell to U.S. Marine Corps aviation.2 The marines were supported by two observation squadrons, VO-1M, operating six DH-4Bs (DeHavilland biplanes of World War I vintage), and VO-4M, operating six Boeing O2B-1s.3

On July 16, 1926, the marines made aviation history by inaugurating dive-bombing techniques for close-air support of ground forces surrounded in the small town of Ocotal. They killed fifty-six Sandinistas, wounded an estimated one hundred more, broke the siege, and saved the garrison.

In June 1927, most of VO-1M returned to the zone of the interior (ZI: the United States), leaving two DH-4Bs to augment VO-4M, and the reinforced squadron was redesignated VO-7M. In February 1928, VO-6M was deployed to reinforce VO-7M, bringing six additional O2B-1s. Shortly after arriving, they began to receive the new Vought O2U “Corsair.”4 VO-6M would soon be redesignated VMO-6 when the whole squadron naming convention changed, and would go on to fame with that name.

Nicaragua posed extremely difficult conditions for the marine aviators. Among the heavily forested mountains, there were few landing fields, and open space for forced landings in the areas where the Sandinistas operated was almost nonexistent. The prevailing weather in Nicaragua was dominated by an eight-month monsoon season with the severe thunderstorms characteristic of the tropics. Maps, inadequate even for ground reconnaissance, could easily prove fatal to the pilot of a fragile biplane, low on fuel, limping over the hostile mountains.5 Because the flight operations were conducted over enemy-controlled territory, downed marine airmen faced life-threatening situations from the Sandinistas as well as from the jungle.6

The contributions the aviation component of the marines in Nicaragua were expected to provide lay in the areas of combat support, communications, and scouting, all established tasks for military airplanes by now. But established tasks and traditional methods were not sufficient to meet the exigencies of the situation. One by one, marines wrote new chapters for the book on ground-air coordination.

Since they did not yet have even infant air-to-ground radio communications, the marines expanded on the simple World War I use of panels to mark friendly positions. By displaying cloth panels in a prearranged manner, a ground detachment could call for supplies, air support, medical assistance, or simply inform the pilot there was no change in the situation. True, it was often difficult to locate a handful of khaki-clad men moving along a dusty trail, but nevertheless the airplane provided a vital link in the system of communications. Unfortunately, the marines’ efforts at aerial reconnaissance were not nearly as successful. Sandino’s men were adept at camouflage. Seldom did they move in large groups, and, if at all possible, they marched at night.7

The marines pioneered airborne resupply of the remote, scattered, and often cut-off Guardia Nacional garrisons. However, little could be done in the way of carrying bulk supplies during the summer of 1927, for the creaking DeHavilland aircraft simply were not big enough. In December of that year, the Marines obtained a tri-motor Fokker transport capable of hauling 1,300 pounds of cargo. By August 29, 1928, five of these rugged craft were in service. Everything from cigarettes to mules was delivered by air; in fact, some remote outposts even received payrolls by airdrop.8

In one of the strongest antecedents of combat search and rescue, and one eerily prescient of what the United States would face in Vietnam four decades later, the marines experienced for the first time the challenges of searching for and rescuing comrades down in the jungle. On October 8, 1927, two marine Vought O2U-1 Corsair biplanes discovered and attacked a Sandinista pack train. One of the planes, piloted by 2nd Lt. Earl Thomas, accompanied by Sgt. Frank Dowdell, was shot down by rifle fire, crashing to the ground and bursting into flames. Gunner Michael Wodarczyk, in the other plane, swooped low over the wreckage, dropped the men a map, and notified the garrisons at both Jicaro and Ocotal of their plight.

When Gunner Wodarczyk’s plane passed low over Jicaro and dropped its urgent message, the greater part of the garrison was absent on a routine patrol to Ocotal. Realizing that the fliers were in grave danger, Lieutenant O’Shea, the local commander, recalled the column but decided not to wait for the return of the Ocotal patrol; and little more than an hour after he received the message, he rode out of Jicaro with eight other marines, ten Guardia Nacional, and navy surgeon John B. O’Neill.

Three hours after the crash, marine reconnaissance aircraft returned and circled the crash site. Save for the charred skeleton of the plane, they saw nothing. The trails were deserted; there was not a living thing detected within miles of the wreckage. The following morning, O’Shea’s rescue patrol reached a clearing and halted to await further directions from reconnaissance planes. Within a short time, a message came tumbling down, informing them that the wreck sat on Sapotillal Ridge, only three miles distant in a straight line to the northwest. Map distance, however, meant little in the mountains of Nueva Segovia, and O’Shea had to march for three and a quarter hours before reaching the base of the ridge. As the point started up the slope, the Sandinistas sprang an ambush. They had waited patiently, expecting that a patrol would have been dispatched to aid the downed crew. A force numbering about two hundred Sandinistas stood between the marines and their objective.

The marines and Guardia Nacional went to ground and began to advance by fire and maneuver, when the second arm of a textbook L-ambush, located on a rise about one hundred yards to the right rear, opened a deadly crossfire. Training and discipline paid off, as O’Shea wheeled his men about and attacked the smaller force. Firing as they moved, the marines and Guardia assaulted their way out of the trap in classic marine fashion. The ambush was not completely successful, but killed four would-be rescuers and routed the rescue patrol. This first-ever tactic of using downed aircrew as bait to ambush rescue forces would be repeated as combat search and rescue evolved in several conflicts in the ensuing decades.9

Although they realized the two downed airmen were probably beyond help, marine commanders were determined at least to learn their fate. A patrol under the command of 1st Lt. Moses J. Gould, composed of three Guardia officers, twenty-five enlisted marines, and forty Nicaraguan Guardia Nacional troops, was able to reach the site of the crash twenty-two days after the shoot-down. The machine guns had been removed, but the motor and other metal parts were intact. All fabric, of course, had been burned.

But what became of Lieutenant Thomas and Sergeant Dowdell? As nearly as marine intelligence officers could determine, the pair had left the scene of the crash to avoid capture. Nearby, they had encountered two natives and forced them to lead them towards Jicaro. The guides turned on them, and one of the fliers was wounded. Carrying his injured companion, the unwounded aviator made his way to a cave. There Sandino’s men found them.10 They were executed by the Sandinistas. The body of Thomas was hanged from a tree and photographed (the picture was later published in Mexican and Honduran newspapers). Sergeant Dowdell was never seen again.11

On August 21, 1932, another marine airplane was lost in bad weather over the jungle. Unable to find a landing site, and finally out of fuel, the three crewmen bailed out, landing in an area of tall trees. The next day, seven planes began a search that found the three parachutes in the treetops (but never the crash site, which was swallowed up by the jungle). There was no way an airplane could land nearby to make the rescue. Mindful of the fate of other airmen who fell into the hands of the Sandinistas, the crews of the search planes coordinated the rendezvous of the downed aviators, and a ground patrol was sent to their relief, using message-bag drops of directions to both groups. The rendezvous was accomplished before the Sandinistas could interfere. The ground party, guided by relays of aircraft overhead, marched to a suitable area of a nearby river for pickup by amphibious planes.12 Ahead of their time by almost a half-century, the marines demonstrated the complexities and the attendant rewards of aircraft coordination with ground rescue forces—coordination that would become another staple of combat search and rescue as it evolved in the second half of the century.

Rescue in a jungle environment presented an almost insurmountable problem, and no easy solutions were in sight. The jungle and rugged terrain prevented using the aircraft of the 1920s and early 1930s for rescue behind enemy lines. Recognizing this problem, the marines started field-testing the helicopter’s predecessor in Managua in 1932.13 That predecessor was the auto-gyro, the darling of the interwar air shows and the ultimate novelty attraction, flown often by the likes of Charles Lindbergh and occasionally by Amelia Earhart, who set an altitude record in one. Its ability to “land on a dime” attracted the attention of the military, and the marines brought one to Nicaragua to test under combat conditions. Built by Harold F. Pitcairn, who would later found Eastern Airlines, it was designated the OP-1.14

Pitcairn’s OP-1 was odd looking because it had no upper wing; very stubby little lower wings, upturned at the tips and disproportionately small for the fuselage; an oversized empennage, disproportionately large for the fuselage; and three long, drooping rotor blades perched atop a tripod straddling the forward cockpit. Typical of the day, it had open cockpits, two of them. There was the familiar engine on the nose. One thinks of a kiwi, or emu, or ostrich looking at the wings, especially if one expects those wings to be the airfoils generating lift like “normal” airplanes.

But it was the rotary wings that provided the lift, not the fixed wings. They were angled so that the wind rushing by them caused them to spin and generate lift. Once spinning, they were kept spinning by the forward movement of the plane, which forced wind over the rotor airfoils. The speed of wind over an airfoil was what caused lift, be it fixed-wing airfoils or rotary wing airfoils. Lift tended to slow down the wing by resistance through the air called drag. The auto-gyro’s engine overcame the drag by thrusting the airplane along, forcing wind over the airfoil, generating lift, and so it went. Once the autogyro was moving forward fast enough, the rotary wing “auto-rotated” or rotated by itself, without needing the engine to drive it.

If the engine was not driving the craft through the air, generating wind over the air foil, the autogyro could keep the rotary wings turning as long as it kept moving. Without engine power, it could keep air moving over the airfoils by diving, or descending vertically, so the wind forced the blades to keep turning, generating lift. But without the engine thrust, the autogyro had to come down. It didn’t fall down: it flew down, so it could be controlled, but down it had to go, or the blades would stop turning. If that happened, the flying would stop and the falling would begin, as the turning blades generated the lift that allowed flight. It could come down and make a hover landing like a helicopter, but it would be a one-time shot at a successful landing, and there would be no wave off once the autogyro got too slow.

The engine could be clutched to drive the rotors or clutched to drive the propeller. The engine first drove up the speed of the rotors, then the pilot clutched over to the propeller, and gunned it. The propeller started the autogyro forward and got the wind moving over the rotors to keep them spinning and generating lift, before they coasted too far down. A speed of about thirty miles per hour was needed to generate enough wind to keep the rotors auto-rotating. Once up, up, and away, it flew like a fixed-wing aircraft by maintaining that thirty miles per hour or more—the more the merrier.

The autogyro could not hold a hover like a helicopter, because forward speed was required to have wind to turn the rotors, the source of lift. So, while it could fit right down into a tight spot hardly bigger than itself, it could not get out of it. It needed some run to take off: not as much as a comparably sized and powered fixed-wing craft, but still some run.

The marines were ultimately disappointed by the autogyro, however, because the aircraft could carry only two people and fifty pounds of cargo efficiently.15 Thus, in the final analysis, the marines in Nicaragua found the autogyro useful for evaluating potential landing zones, but not much else. Faced with limited budgets, especially for its aviation arm, the Marine Corps decided not to buy it. Landing in a very tight spot and then taking off again would have to wait for technology to march forward.16

The actions of the United States Marine Corps in Nicaragua were heroic, but of perhaps greater significance, the actions there dramatically demonstrated the need to develop an aircraft far more capable than the autogyro to rescue downed aviators. The helicopter would be the answer, but it would be another ten years before a real helicopter was flying. As the marines withdrew from Nicaragua, they left the jungle behind, and the problems of rescuing warriors in the jungle receded from the military spotlight. But leaving Nicaragua did not leave behind the problem of jungle search and rescue under combat conditions. Combat search and rescue of comrades down in the jungle would prove to be a recurring problem in the years to come, a problem not effectively dealt with until Vietnam.
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PART II  

Combat Search and Rescue Evolves in World War II


CHAPTER 9
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First Air-Sea Rescue Unit

Seenotdienst

In the years leading up to World War II, the German Luftwaffe’s creation of a formal military air-sea rescue service, the Seenotdienst, was a historic milestone in combat rescue. Two factors made this noteworthy: not only was it the first service of its kind in history, but also it was inaugurated by the Germans in peacetime, anticipating the wartime need for, and value of, such a capability. None of their contemporaries, the British, French, Italians, Russians, Japanese, or Americans, had, or contemplated (at least, for the record) such a service. No one else showed the same foresight as the Germans.

Since the restrictive covenants of the Treaty of Versailles did not permit Germany to develop an air force of any kind, the Germans were forced to develop a small core of capability using various subterfuges, such as glider clubs and civilian sports flying clubs.1 Germany and the Soviet Union secretly established a joint military flight-training and airplane-testing school deep within the Soviet Union, three hundred miles southeast of Moscow, hidden from Allied eyes.2

As soon as Hitler came to power in January 1933, the government-sponsored rebuilding of German air power began immediately, and two years later, on March 10, 1935, the Luftwaffe’s existence was made public. That same spring, the fledgling Luftwaffe created a modest air-sea rescue capability, chiefly for the benefit of seaplane crews forced down over water. The early Luftwaffe could ill afford the unnecessary loss of trained aircrews as it played catch-up with the air forces of its potential enemies.

Fledgling Luftwaffe air operations were almost exclusively over land, but an amphibian component naturally developed in the seaplane-crazy1930s. With localized training operations the norm, a boat rescue capability was the most economical and practical method of air-sea rescue, and was sufficient for the early needs of the air force. An old air-traffic-control boat, the Krischen, was rigged with booms and tackle for hoisting smaller types of seaplanes aboard. It, and a few barely seaworthy small boats (all less than fifty feet in length), comprised the initial unit created for the rescue of seaplanes down at sea. 3

In September 1938, a full year before war broke out, the Munich Crisis underscored the possibility of war with England, and the Luftwaffe began regular large-scale training operations over water. The over-water operations were well beyond the limited range of Krischen and her little sisters, and the decision was made to establish a more robust and far-reaching rescue capability. The natural motive to save lives for the sake of humanity melded with the simple pragmatism of rescuing experienced airmen rather than having to train replacements.

The Seenotdienst acquired fourteen Heinkel He-59 seaplanes and refitted them for rescue service.4 The He-59 was a large, twin-engine, open-cockpit biplane, with an internal fuselage cargo area behind the cockpit. It had twin pontoons for water operations. Each plane was outfitted with the typical rescue equipment, first aid kits, life belts, and signaling devices, but also featured other innovative survival equipment, including electrically heated sleeping bags and artificial respirator machines. Each was fitted with a hoist and modified to provide a floor hatch, using a retractable ladder that reached from the hatch to the water when extended.5

The aircraft crews were selected from among the most experienced pilots and observers available. The crews had to be capable of not only the tedious, but challenging, open-ocean, beyond-sight-of-land navigation task, but also skilled enough to perform a normal landing in the open sea, under conditions other pilots would consider an emergency, and organize an effective open-ocean search plan. Gunners were provided by Luftwaffe antiaircraft troops, and all boats and aircraft were staffed with at least one corpsman, augmented by a doctor for major missions. The planes were painted white with large red-cross markings prominently displayed. Seenotstaffels (air-sea rescue squadrons) were paired with seenotflotillas of rescue boats, supported by a communications detachment, forming a self-contained unit assigned to a Luftflotte (air fleet). 6

War broke out on September 1, 1939, when German forces invaded Poland. After a bloody repulse of a Royal Air Force bomber attack on two German destroyers operating in the Heligoland Bight off the approaches of the German naval base at Wilhelmshaven, a standoff of sorts ensued until early December. Then the RAF returned to action with two raids, once again catching German naval units in the Heligoland Bight, and completed their attacks with no aircraft losses.

On December 18, 1939, the British attacked once again with a twenty-four-plane force of Wellington bombers attempting another raid in the same area. This time the Germans were waiting for them, and thirteen of the bombers were shot down with the loss of only one German fighter. Seenotdienst boats and He-59 rescue planes responded from their base at Hörnum and saved more than a score of British airmen.7 The British could not save their own men, since the battle area was too far away for their few crash boats, and they had no rescue planes. It was not until two years after the war began, in 1941, that the British finally fielded their first air-sea rescue airplane squadrons. Until then, retrieving a downed British crew was the responsibility of the parent squadron, which was woefully unprepared to do just that.8

Air combat between Germany and the Allies was light during the following months, until Germany invaded Denmark and Norway in April 1940. The top secret plans for the invasion of Norway were so restricted in distribution that the Seenotdienst was not informed and no air-sea rescue forces were prepared to accompany the invasion force. When several Junkers transports crashed, no rescue forces were within range to save the drowning crews. Within two days of this unnecessary tragedy, Oberst Conrad Goltz, the officer in charge of the Seenotdienst, moved rescue units to northern Denmark to support the invasion. As the invasion proceeded, Seenotdienst rescue units spread through Norway, and, following the fall of Norway, remained in the country for the remainder of the war, initially stationed at Aalborg and Stavanger. After studying the Norway campaign, including a detailed review of Seenotdienst operations, the German general staff reorganized the service and promoted Colonel Goltz to generalmajor (brigadier general).9

After the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Germans gradually replaced the short-range He-59s with the larger, three-engine Dornier 24 flying boat, providing the longer operating range and ocean-landing capability needed to support the Luftflotten V Condor strikes against the PQ (Russia-bound) convoys.10 These Do-24s were distributed from Kirkenes, around the North Cape just a few miles from the Soviet border, to Tromso on the North Cape (both above the Arctic Circle), down to Trondheim and Bergen in the mid-coast, and finally the southernmost base at Stavanger. Tromso and Stavanger functioned as rescue coordination centers (RCCs), while the others were deployment sites to speed rescue reaction time. The northern staffels provided valuable rescue support of Luftflotte V flight operations against Allied convoys carrying supplies around the North Cape to the Soviet ports of Murmansk and Archangel.11

At the height of the war, Seenotdienst forces in Norway included twelve Do-24s, several Arado 196 twin-pontoon, single-engine light float planes (used on German battleships like the Bismarck), and twelve coastal patrol boats.12 Two of the legendary Feisler “Storks” rounded out the aircraft and provided nominal potential limited overland rescue. There were also two antiaircraft ships and two auxiliary antiaircraft ships to protect the rescue bases.13

Despite the lessons learned in Norway, the general staff again failed to alert the Seenotdienst of plans for the invasion of Holland, Belgium, and France, and the rescue service was not prepared when the invasion began in May 1940. Although France held out until June 22, 1940, in this relatively short campaign the air war was almost completely over land, and the Seenotdienst saw no rescue action. During this period, the Germans obtained twelve additional He-59s and added them to the original fourteen in the air-sea rescue service. All of the He-59s were painted white with large red crosses.

Immediately after the Fall of France, Goltz used these additional aircraft to establish rescue coordination centers in the following locations in anticipation of operations against Britain:
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Two He-59s and two rescue boats were assigned to each center.14 Two Dutch and two French factories were converted to the production of Do-24 flying boats, and these very good planes, perfectly suitable for rescue operations, began to replace the He-59 where long-range capability was important: Norway, the Atlantic, and the Bay of Biscay.15

The Battle of Britain was joined when German aircraft formations began to attack England in early June 1940, and the Channel near the Dover Straits was the scene of countless combat search and rescue missions over the next few months. The absence of effective air-sea rescue capability during the Battle of Britain swelled British losses at a time when attrition of British fighters was a major goal of German air operations. The downing of a British aircraft in the Channel or North Sea usually resulted in the loss of its aircrew. In July, the British finally began to use aircraft, the single-engine Lysander patrol plane, to locate downed crew who were then rescued by Royal Navy launches and ships.16

On July 11, 1940, on the English coast near Deal, a flight of six British Spitfires, led by Group Capt. Al Deere, engaged a formation of a dozen Messerschmitt Bf-109s escorting a He-59. In the course of the melee that followed, where two Spitfires and two Bf-109s were downed, the He-59 was forced down, and the crew was picked up by an RAF launch.17 Entries in the captured pilot’s log noted position and movements of British convoys. This was the impetus the British had been awaiting to issue a declaration that henceforth all German combat search and rescue aircraft would be shot down when encountered. The British Air Ministry declared that, as of July 20, 1940, air-sea rescue aircraft would be shot down like any other hostile aircraft. Heretofore, during encounters in Denmark and Norway, the white-painted planes with their red crosses were not attacked.18

A week later, an He-59, operating ten miles west of Boulogne, was shot down by the Hurricanes of No. 111 Squadron. As the Heinkel crew scrambled into the water, another He-59 landed and picked them up. It was strafed by Flying Officer H. M. Ferris, but managed to escape with relatively minor damage. Rumor was that Ferris let it go, as there was much discussion among British airmen about the lawfulness of the order to destroy rescue aircraft. Germany loudly complained that shooting down unarmed rescue planes bearing the red cross, with defenseless and injured personnel on board, was nothing but cold-blooded murder.19

The Germans argued that their rescue aircraft were protected by Articles 3, 6, and 17 of the Geneva Convention: 20

• Article 3: belligerents that remained in possession of the field shall take measures to search for the wounded.

• Article 6: mobile sanitary formations accompanying armies in the field shall be protected and respected by belligerents.

• Article 17: vehicles equipped for sanitary evacuation, traveling singly or in convoy, shall be treated as mobile sanitary formations.

Through this argument the Germans were extending the Geneva Convention’s “search for wounded” to include searches for others also who were in extremis on the sea. When he heard of the German position on this matter, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill responded: “We did not recognize this means of rescuing enemy pilots so they could come and bomb our civil population again.… All German air ambulances were forced down or shot down by our fighters on definite orders approved by the war cabinet.”21

British attacks on the white-painted He-59s continued and increased in ferocity. On August 16, 1940, the 7th Seenotstaffel, stationed at Nordernay Island outside the German base at Wilhelmshaven, got a distress call from a Heinkel He-111 bomber that had ditched in the region of the Dogger Bank. Two He-59 floatplanes were sent out to search for the bomber and quickly found the oil slick marking the grave of the Heinkel. Shortly before nightfall, a raft with four men in it was located, but it was in a mine field. Although the sea state was at the maximum for landing the He-59, the leader, Leutenant S. S. Boerner, decided that, although landing in a mine field at night was impracticable, he would attempt the rescue anyway. As Boerner landed, the second He-59 got called away for another emergency and left the scene.

Boerner maneuvered his plane to put the raft between the plane’s floats and pick up the bomber crewmen through the floor hatch. As they clambered aboard up the extendable ladder, he spotted an approaching British Bristol Blenheim bomber. The Blenheim passed over, turning on its searchlight and transfixing the white rescue plane with the large red crosses clearly visible on the wings and fuselage. The Blenheim turned away, and Boerner’s crew returned to ministering to the four survivors.

Boerner and his crew thought they were safe and continued their rescue efforts, but the Blenheim returned and strafed the rescue plane. Boerner was badly wounded, as was his radio operator, and the plane’s fuel tank was punctured. When the rescue pilot died shortly thereafter, his two uninjured crewmen, in a rage, drew their pistols, carried to help control any overly aggressive enemy they might rescue, and fired away when the British plane returned for a second attack. The machine guns of the bomber got the better of this exchange, riddling one of the twin floats, and the Heinkel began to capsize. Before long, the radioman died of his wounds. Breaking out their three rafts, the surviving Germans discovered two of them had been pierced by bullets. The remaining raft was given to the He-111 survivors, and the two rescue crewmen clung to the Heinkel’s intact float, all that remained above water of their upside-down plane.

Back at Nordernay, the second He-59 had returned from its mission, and there was no word from Boerner’s plane. Because radio failures in the old He-59s were quite common, this did not cause undue alarm until the aircraft in question became overdue. At first light, Staffelkapitan Karl Born ordered four He-59s into the air to begin a search for the overdue plane, and he himself took off in the brand-new Dornier 24 three-engine, high-wing flying boat—the first assigned to the Seenotdienst. The Do-24 was manufactured in the Netherlands and was ready for its first flight when Germany invaded. A far more capable open-ocean plane than any other to date, with significantly longer range, the Do-24 was a welcome addition to the rescue airplane inventory. It would go on to fame as perhaps the world’s best rescue flying boat and was used for rescue well into the 1970s by nations around the world. On this day, however, it was facing its first challenge: the seas had risen from force three to force six in the night, beyond the official limit for water landing.

The He-59s’ scouting line found their missing plane and were horrified to see only two men hanging onto the float where there should have been eight. A few minutes later, Born found the life raft with the four He-111 crewmen. They had been tossed by the high seas all night long and were in dire straits. There was no way the He-59s were going to land in these seas, but Born thought he could do it in his superior Do-24. Despite never having landed this new bird in such a sea before, he felt he had no choice: men’s lives were at stake.

He prudently ordered his crew back into the hull, where they would be safest, and commenced his approach. He dropped his flaps to full down and hit the waves just above stall speed. The waves pushed the big boat back into the air, slowed it to where it was below flying speed, and it fell into the sea as total dead weight. The crashing noise was accompanied by a loud cracking sound as the fuselage split, and as the aircraft slowed to a halt, all three engines broke loose and rotated down and forward. The middle engine, above and behind the cockpit, missed Born by just a few inches and trapped him in the cockpit, blocking the exit behind the seats. Waves washed over the bow of the boat. Born’s relief at the close call was short lived when he realized he was trapped and the aircraft was sinking. As the plane slowly settled lower and lower, his crew rushed to free him, finally wrestling him free of the cockpit.

The watertight compartments of the big plane retained enough buoyancy to keep the plane from sinking completely, and the crew settled down to await help. It wasn’t going to come from the four circling He-59s, whose witnessing of the landing and the destruction of the Do-24 ended all consideration of attempting a landing themselves, but they called for a Seenotstaffel fast rescue boat. While they waited for the boat, the four-man raft came close enough for the Do-24 crew to toss them a line and pull them to the swamped flying boat and out of the mine field. The rescue boat arrived and had to wait for the He-59 wreck to drift out of the mine field before retrieving the two crewmen who had been clinging to it for twenty-four hours. Ten minutes after they were safely in the rescue boat, the He-59 sank. Born’s crew and the He-111 crew were also rescued, but the pride of Seenotdienst’s air fleet, the first Do-24, went to the bottom with the He-59.22

By the end of August 1940, the Germans had armed their rescue airplanes and repainted them with the camouflage colors appropriate for their area of operations. The war had taken another ugly turn, and fighters began escorting rescue planes operating near the English coast.23 There was high-level opposition by the Reichluftfahrtsministerium (RLM, Reich Department of Aeronautics) to the decision to arm the CSAR aircraft, but they finally had to accept the reality imposed by the British declaration. Although their seaplanes were slow, heavy, anything but agile in air combat, and no match for any Allied fighter, the installation of obsolete pop-guns to their vulnerable aircraft provided a significant morale boost to otherwise defenseless rescue crews.24

In October 1940, Hitler changed his tactics from discrete attacks to destroy the Royal Air Force to massive stream raids against English cities to break the morale of the British civilian population.25 Even with their limited CSAR aircraft, the Seenotdienst had been able to schedule rescue aircraft to accompany bomber formations for immediate rescue support, but with the change of bombing tactics to sustained operations, escort support became impractical with the limited forces available. Instead, seenotstaffels now remained at their bases to react to reports of downed crews.

All German aircraft, even fighters, had inflatable rubber dinghies, enhancing survivability when they went down into the cold Channel water and extending the time the rescue forces had to get to the downed airmen. British fighters did not carry rafts, leaving pilots only their Mae West after bailing out or ditching, dangerously limiting the survival time of their men. Immersion suits were nonexistent in 1940.26 The German rafts included paddles, a sail, an air pump, a sea anchor, sea dye (greenish or yellow in color), flares, smokes, and an emergency beacon transmitting an automatic SOS signal. These provisions worked well with aircraft accompanying the strike formations. With rescue aircraft now reacting to downed aircraft, reporting and transit-time delays increased the danger of hypothermia for downed aircrews, and hypothermia (not drowning or injury) was the primary danger to downed airmen at sea in all seasons.27

To offset the absence of rescue planes, the Seenotdienst developed a quite innovative idea matched to the conditions of combat over the English Channel: the sea rescue floats. These were anchored, floating shelters containing bunks, blankets, dry clothes, food, water, and distress signals. They were spaced along the axis of the English Channel. Painted bright yellow to make them visible for many miles, they were easily seen by aircrew who could not make the coast of France. German boats and seaplanes regularly checked the buoys for their downed comrades. The RAF also began sending boats to check them out, because British airmen could just as easily avail themselves of the hospitality of the buoys. However, survivors in a sea rescue float never knew who would come for them and whether they would enjoy a ride back to friendly faces or a ride to a POW camp where they would sit out the war. Nor did they know who their companions might be: one float became the home to a pair of seals.28

In early 1941, concurrent with the German involvement in North Africa to bail out their struggling ally, Italy, Seenotstaffel 6 deployed to Taormina, Sicily, on the shores of the Strait of Messina. Taormina Rescue Coordination Center (RCC) controlled rescue operations supporting raids against Allied convoys in the Mediterranean, raids against the island of Malta, and Axis convoys supplying the Afrika Korps and Italian forces in North Africa. Rescue units expanded to Tripoli and followed the progress of the Afrika Korps, establishing detachments at Benghazi, Derna, and Bomba. When Greece was invaded and quickly fell, an RCC was established at Athens supporting the invasion of Crete, resulting in the rescue of several hundred pilots, sailors, and paratroopers. Once Crete fell, Souda Bay became a satellite rescue base.

By the end of 1942, all rescue boats and airplanes along the English Channel (Seenotstaffel 3, by now fielding eight Do-24s) were moved to Berre, near Marseilles, on the Côte d’Azur. They were to support Luftflotte III (the 3rd Air Fleet), redeployed south in response to the Allied landings in North Africa.

While the attacking of rescue aircraft was policy, rescue crews nevertheless picked up all men in distress, disregarding nationality. Cooperation among enemies to make rescues was not unheard of. For example, on October 12, 1942, a Do-24 of Seenotstaffel 7 out of Souda Bay, piloted by Oberfeldwebel Sommer, and under the command of Lt. Karl-Heinz Daehn, was searching its assigned quadrant when an English Beaufighter appeared. Sommer dove for the deck to protect his vulnerable belly, and mechanic Obergefreiter Moller manned the dorsal Oerlikon turret while other crewmen manned the other guns. To the surprise of all, the Beaufighter wagged his wings and circled the Do-24, then sped off to the south, returning and repeating the maneuver. The crew warily proceeded in the direction indicated by the Englishmen, searching the surface. Near the island of Gaudos, south of Crete, they detected a bomber raft. With Moller watching the Beaufighter, the Do-24 set in for the landing, and the Beaufighter turned away and disappeared. The Germans took aboard four English crewmembers, three of them injured. Throughout the war, approximately a third of the men Seenotdienst rescued were Allied airmen.29

While there often was cooperation in making rescues, there could be bitter opposition too. Rescue action in the Mediterranean was frequently opposed and conducted under hostile fire. During a rescue effort in the Straits of Bonifacio between Sardinia and Corsica, four Do-24s were shot to pieces and sunk by enemy air attacks while rolling in heavy seas attempting the rescue of both Axis and Allied men in the water. Although many of the German airmen were wounded, they all managed to abandon their aircraft and were picked up by rescue patrol boats once night had fallen, along with sixty-nine Allied castaways.30

On June 5, 1941, seventeen days before the beginning of Operation Barbarossa, the invasion of Russia, the Germans established an RCC at Costanza, Romania, a port city on the Black Sea. Seenotstaffel 8 distributed its planes at Costanza and the Bulgarian ports of Varna, Burgas, and Baltschick. From there they supported Operation Barbarossa, escorting ships sailing from the Bosporus to Odessa, flying reconnaissance, and providing rescue coverage for Luftwaffe attacks against Russian ports and ships in the Black Sea. They moved forward to the Crimean Peninsula when the Germans captured Sevastopol and continued on into the Caucasus.

Following the defeat at Stalingrad, the German forces in the Caucasus were cut off from a land withdrawal and required extensive use of He-59s and Do-24s as transports for both resupply and evacuation after the last land plane airport at Kuban was captured by the Russians. Extra Do-24s were brought in until eighteen were in use, plus twenty-five Ju-52s especially fitted with pontoons for the operation. When the Russian attack on the Krim (Crimea) began, Seenotdienst units pulled back to Constanza and Varna where they started. With the peninsula completely cut off from land supply, a repeat of the Kuban operation went into action with delivery of supplies, evacuation of the wounded, and finally troop evacuation. The last plane to leave the Krim was a Do-24 carrying forty soldiers, with only two engines operating, the middle engine having been shot out. 31

Continuing Russian advances forced the evacuation of Costanza and Varna, and the rescue ground-support personnel were moved across Bulgaria by car to Salonika, Greece, following the planes. Before the Russian advance could cut off German troops in Greece near the end of the war, rescue planes were turned into transports once again and were the core of a remarkable evacuation effort accomplishing the withdrawal of the three thousand German soldiers scattered through the numerous garrisons in the Greek islands. This third big evacuation operation was not the last time Seenotdienst units were involved in evacuations. As the Seenotdienst troops retreated with the regular forces to Vienna, and away from the ocean, the flying boats were left moored on the Bavarian Chiemsee to be destroyed by British bombers.32

As the Battle of Britain wound down, the day-and-night bombardment of continental Europe spooled up, with the U.S. Eighth Air Force conducting day bombing, and the British Bomber Command conducting night bombing. German rescue forces found themselves sharing the North Sea with Allied rescue forces, which were beginning to come on line. Bombers and fighters were brought down as bombing raids were intercepted coming into Festung Europa and were attacked again and brought down as they retired. Many bomber pilots found themselves afloat with rescue forces of both sides in some cases competing for the same waterlogged survivors. Inevitably, confrontations occurred, and rescue missions became increasingly difficult, especially with the British open season on rescue aircraft.

It was so dangerous for the Seenotstaffel rescue planes that Seenotdienst was assigned its own dedicated fighter squadrons (Me-410s, Fw-190s, and Ju-88s) to provide escort during combat rescues as well as perform the search function. British attacks on rescue planes were so common and aggressive that the slow, virtually defenseless rescue planes could not expect to operate in the North Sea unmolested or survive there unprotected. To deal with the threat to searchers, fighters took over the search phase, hoping to hold their own when confronted. When they found a survivor, they noted the position and returned to the nearest Seenotdienst base and escorted the rescue planes to and from the rescue scene, often battling overhead to protect the actual pickup. This fighter plane escort function would later become known in the U.S. military as rescue plane escort (RESCORT). More and more, the He-59 was replaced by the more rugged, faster, longer range, and better-armed Do-24. Assigning fighters to rescue escort became the norm.33

In the winter of 1942–43, a war correspondent hitching a ride in a German Bf-110 was shot down by a Russian Yakovlev fighter. He parachuted to the ground, and another plane on the strike pinpointed his location. The plane directed him toward a frozen lake where a rescue plane might be able to pick him up. There the correspondent met the Bf-110 gunner and learned the pilot did not survive the loss of the aircraft. An Arado 199, a light, single-engine, mono-wing seaplane, normally used for training, with its twin pontoon replaced by skis, landed on the frozen lake and picked up the two men. The Arado was just lifting off the ice when Soviet fighters shot it down. The rescue pilot and the two original survivors escaped the wreckage and took cover. Fearing further loss, the Seenotdeinst commander at Kirkenes, on the northeastern tip of Norway, made a hard decision and suspended further recovery efforts. The three Germans managed to trek to German lines in four days, evading Soviet searchers in the thinly patrolled wasteland. This event was a portent of things to come, where rescuers ended up joining the rescuees, and commanders were faced with the difficult decisions regarding when rescue attempts should be called off rather than continuing to sacrifice more rescue crews in the face of overwhelming opposition.34

From the invasion of Russia on June 22, 1941, until the winter of 1942–43, there was relatively little rescue work in the Baltic, the vast majority of air activity being over land. As soon as Riga fell to the advancing Germans, they moved the RCC there from its previous location at Ruegen Island on the German coast just below Copenhagen. Once the tide turned, pockets of German troops held Baltic coast cities and ports, and the struggle to support them with supplies and ammunition and to evacuate their wounded became the priority for the Seenotdienst. When Riga fell, Memel became the hub for these activities and for the increasing rescue missions as the battle spilled into the airspace over the Baltic near the German coastal pockets. Memel fell, and Pillau became the hub, and then the Hela Peninsula in its turn.

Thirty-three coastal patrol boats and five AAA ships, withdrawn from the Channel and the Bay of Biscay, reinforced this mission and proved invaluable. All told, Seenotdienst ships and aircraft helped evacuate over one hundred thousand refugees and wounded. While not combat rescues per se, some of these dramatic evacuations helped evolve updated tactics, techniques, and procedures which would presage similar operations during the Korean and Vietnam Wars.

Seenotdienst boats of the 81 SAR flotilla under covering fire from German destroyers rescued 5,200 troops from Kolberg. Similar heroic evacuations were successfully conducted from Pillau, despite battle damage and storms threatening AAA ships with hundreds of refugees aboard, and PT-boat–size schnellboots crammed with 150 to 180 wounded per boat. Aircraft were pressed into service along with the boats. Several thousand children were lifted by Do-24 from the orphanages of Koeslin, out of the grasp of Russian tanks surrounding the city. Nine hundred wounded were evacuated from a burning hospital ship that had been attacked despite clear red-cross markings. More and more Seenotstaffel planes were lost to bombers while moored at their bases, as the shrinking German territory made it ever more difficult to disperse and hide them in the closing months of the war. Surviving planes and rescue boats were moved west to Schleswig to avoid the Russians and enable them to surrender to the British. 35

In their compelling account of this little-known aspect of World War II, Wolfgang Dierich and Verfag Heinz Nickel provide a cogent summary of the German Seenotdienst when they note:


The story of the SAR Service is a story of gigantic sacrifice for friend and foe—it is the story of camaraderie. The development of the German SAR Service took a completely different turn than what was planned for it. The concept of “rescue following engagement” was turned into a concept of “rescuing while engaging,” and since the vehicles and material of the SAR Service weren’t designed for battle and couldn’t be retrofitted to hold their own, it remained an unequal match from the SAR crew point of view. The acceptance of these unequal circumstances, however, proves the tremendous gallantry of those men, who day by day rushed to save the lives of friends and enemies, although they knew that, besides the perils of the sea they mastered, any enemy that would spot them could easily send them to their deaths.36



The record for Seenotstaffel 7, which operated in the Mediterranean, may represent the other nine squadrons as well as any. During the course of its operational life, thirty-seven planes were assigned to this unit. All but five were lost. One was captured when disabled during a retreat, and one was interned in Turkey when it landed there. Eleven were lost to operational flying (noncombat) accidents: landings, takeoffs, icing, etc. Nine were shot down on rescue missions, and ten were sunk at their moorings by enemy attacks and were unsalvageable. Twenty-seven of its airmen were killed and seventeen became missing in action (MIA) and were presumed dead, not turning up after the war.37

The English front—the Channel and the North Sea—was the bloodiest theater for Seenotdienst, with 133 rescue airmen lost. The Mediterranean followed with 114, both reflecting the central role those bodies of “no-man’s-land” water played in the air fighting. Where water played a more peripheral role, the losses were accordingly lighter: the Black Sea, fifty-five lost; the Baltic, twenty-eight lost; and off the North Cape on the flank of the Murmansk run, twenty-two lost. All told, 392 were killed and missing flying the rescue mission. It was a devastating number, and a number far higher than Allied rescue services’ losses, as we will see, but it was a small number in the total bloodletting of World War II for Germany, and worth the rescue of 11,561 airmen from the sea returned to duty or invalided to their families. It was a loss of one rescuer per thirty men rescued.38 The loss numbers reflect the losing side, but even when equipment, aircraft, and manpower were in desperately short supply as the Third Reich melted away, air-sea rescue remained in business, and the ethic to go to the aid of their fellow man continued.39


CHAPTER 10

[image: Image]

Allied Air-Sea Rescue Service

When war broke out, England had no air-sea rescue service other than rescue boats for local area pickups. Each Royal Air Force squadron was responsible for its own rescue needs. Operational aircraft were diverted from their own missions to search for squadron mates down at sea, and impromptu arrangements were made to direct surface craft to the rescue point if the downed aircraft was located.1

Following the evacuation of Dunkirk in June 1940, as war loomed across the Channel, British planners still held to the belief that the sheer amount of cross-Channel air traffic meant there was no need for a rescue service to search for and pick up downed airmen in the Channel, because craft already in the air would be able to spot them.2 However, the Battle of Britain changed that view. During that campaign, in the last twenty-one days of July 1940, over 220 British airmen were killed or went missing in the Channel and seas adjacent to England. Not waiting for an official organization to be eventually formed, Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park, commanding No. 11 Group, borrowed some Lysanders from other groups, gave them fighter escort, and sent them out after engagements. These were large, sturdy, single-engine utility transports with high, inverted gull-wings. They were quite suitable for over-water search, being agile at slow speeds, and with high endurance. They were easily fitted to carry an air-deployable rubber dinghy on a bomb rack.3

The Lysander would find a downed man, drop the raft if necessary, and then coordinate rescues with RAF high-speed launches (HSL), the Royal Navy, the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI), passing merchant shipping, nearby fishing boats, or anything handy that could pick up a man from the sea.4 Still, too many airmen were being lost. Fighter Command’s limited number of Lysanders could barely cover out to as much as twenty miles from land, and Coastal Command was nominally responsible beyond there.

A year and a half into their war, in February 1941, and too late for the crucial Battle of Britain, the British officially organized a dedicated air rescue service. The new service quickly set up sixteen anchored floats around the British coast, adopting the successful German concept of the anchored floats. Although the floats were useful for morale, and rescue craft visited them periodically, no British aircrew were ever found taking refuge on them.5

With another grudging nod to the pioneering developments of the Seenotdienst, the British determined yellow to be the best color contrast with the sea, and skull caps, vests, and other items of rescue equipment were liveried in yellow. The difficulty of seeing a man or small raft against the vast ocean surface led to the development of better signal equipment to attract the attention of the scanners. Like German airmen, British fliers got bags of green sea dye to make a large color-contrast pool, which was much larger and easier to see than an individual raft or a poor soul in a Mae West submerged up to his neck.

And from yet another page of the Luftwaffe Seenotdienst rescue book, British fighter pilots were finally issued one-man rafts. Attached to their parachute harness, the K-type dinghy inflated immediately on entering the water. After a number of drifting aircrew were found dead from exposure, the dinghies also were equipped with sails which enabled the pilots to make some landward progress.6

The British then pushed forward on the edge of innovation and created their own airdroppable survival equipment. The Thornaby bag, named after RAF Thornaby, where it was developed, was one new piece of survival gear. It consisted of a container of food and first aid supplies. The Bircham barrel subsequently replaced it. Developed at RAF Bircham Newton, it contained essentially the same supplies and equipment, but was sturdier than the Thornaby Bag, being fashioned from the container of a 250-pound bomb. Then came the Lindholme dinghy, devised at RAF Lindholme, Yorkshire. This was even more successful and consisted of a well-equipped raft with containers of food, warm clothing, and distress signal gear. The Lindholme device was so well designed that many years later it was still being carried by Hercules, Shackleton, and Nimrod aircraft.

It was not until October 1, 1941, eight months after the service was established, that the rescue service finally got planes. With twenty-four Lysanders and nine Supermarine Walrus flying boats, the first air-sea rescue squadron began operations. The Walrus, capable of conducting the search phase as well as performing the rescue phase, reduced dependence on the chance boat or ship passing by the downed airman.

Although designed by R. J. Mitchell, designer of the Spitfire, the Walrus would never be confused with the fighter, having no family resemblance. The aircraft was a single-engine bi-wing over a boat hull. The engine was slung under the upper mainplane, and was a pusher-prop very much like the Macchi M-5 and DD200hp that Gates and Hammann had used in the Great War. Slightly smaller than Gates’ DD200hp, it was known universally as the Shagbat, and sometimes referred to as the flying gas-ring, because of its exhaust-flame configuration when seen at night from astern.

The first British rescue squadron, No. 278, got nine Lysanders and two Shagbats and was assigned responsibility for the North Sea along the East Anglia coast facing east toward Holland and Belgium. Number 275 squadron quickly followed and was assigned the Irish Sea, and then No. 276 Squadron formed and was assigned the narrows of the English Channel adjacent to No. 278. In December, No. 277 Squadron followed, filling the near-shore gap between 275’s and 276’s areas of responsibility.7 Until more squadrons could be formed, which depended on aircraft production (Lysanders and Shagbats were low-priority planes in 1941), the four squadrons were only tasked with rescue within twenty miles of English coast.8 Twenty miles covered the entire width of the Channel at the Pas-de-Calais, but only about a third of the width for most of the Channel to the west and a scant quarter of the width of the southern North Sea.

The need for additional coverage beyond this limited range mandated establishing deep-search squadrons, and two, Nos. 279 and 280, were created on paper in November 1941, even before the last of the original four rescue squadrons was established. Number 279 squadron was not operational until March 1942, and 280 Squadron not until June 1942. Both squadrons were awaiting the availability of Lockheed Hudsons, the plane selected for the deep-search mission. The Hudsons were modified to para-drop a motorized lifeboat, a truly innovative idea for rescue.9

Carefully thought out, the lifeboat design anticipated well the problems downed aircrew would face, beginning with making sure the thirty-two-foot boat would be right side up for the survivors. Men in the water would find it impossible to right even a twenty-foot capsized boat. The boat design included buoyancy chambers fore and aft, sticking up like a forecastle and a poop deck, which filled with carbon dioxide triggered by the parachute opening. Opposite the center of mass from the heavy keel, the gas-filled chambers naturally let gravity (and metacentric height) right the boat when it entered the water.

The next problem to contend with was that the wind could blow the lifeboat out of the grasp of the men in the water. The boat had a shallow draft when empty and high sides that acted as sails in even a slight breeze, while a man in a Mae West lifejacket with only his head out of the water had little or no sail area compared to the portion of his body submerged. In addition, 95 percent of a man wearing a Mae West is submerged, and that portion of his body acts as a sea anchor, which keeps him from being blown downwind. The amount of sail area relative to the amount of submerged area determines how much any object will be blown across the water by the wind. Even a ninety thousand–ton aircraft carrier is blown by the wind when at slow speed and sometimes has problems trying to make a dockside in a moderate wind, even when assisted by tugs. Its thirty-eight-foot draft is no match for its seventy-foot slab sides.

The air-dropped lifeboat automatically released its parachutes when it hit the water, and then fired a rocket that deployed a large drogue chute that filled with water and significantly slowed—but could not completely stop—the wind-driven set of the lifeboat. The man in the water still had to catch the boat, even with the arrested drift. Swimming after it, in fact swimming at all, was difficult in a lifejacket: a price for the buoyancy provided. The boat had two other rockets that also automatically fired and carried out two hundred feet of buoyant line to each side of the boat. Survivors could grab the line as the boat drifted by and work along it to the boat. The line also aided survivors in climbing aboard, mitigating that not-insignificant problem as well.

Once aboard this motorized marvel, the survivors found sails, oars, food, water, first aid equipment, signaling devices, charts, a compass, and a radio. Production of the motorized lifeboats wasn’t authorized until November 1942, and their first actual rescue was not made until May 1943, over a year after the Hudsons of No. 279 Squadron had been flying deep-search missions.10

The early air-sea rescue squadrons came to operate a variety of aircraft in one squadron to handle the different tasks required, shaking down as follows: Spitfires and Defiants patrolled to find survivors, Avro Ansons and Lysanders dropped dinghy packs, and Shagbats picked up the located airmen. Ansons and Lysanders were generally replaced by Vickers Warwicks later in the war.11

British rescue successes hovered around a third of the men going into the waters of the North Sea and the Channel. For example, 160 of 473 (33.8 percent) were rescued in the last three months of 1941, and 205 of 568 (36 percent) were rescued in the last three months of 1942.12

The American Eighth Air Force was rushed to the European theater as rapidly as possible and began flying missions in August 1942. By formal agreement between the RAF and the Eighth Air Force, it was stipulated that the not-yet-mighty Eighth would not duplicate the rescue service the British could provide. The Americans would be expected to begin contributing equipment and personnel as the scale of American operations expanded.13 The Americans were content to let the British carry the ball, but on the other side of the world, a simple aircraft ditching set in motion pressures that would change the way the U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF) approached combat search and rescue operations.

On January 27, 1943, Maj. Gen. Nathan Twining, commanding general of the Thirteenth Air Force, went down with fourteen other companions on a flight between Guadalcanal and Espíritu Santo. With a general missing, a huge search was laid on: navy ships, air force transports, bombers, and fighters, navy Consolidated PBY Catalinas, and marine fighters and bombers. All available planes and ships combed the five hundred miles of sea between the two islands, listening intently for a radio homing signal. But Twining’s raft had no radio, a shortage the commanding general of all army forces in the South Pacific, Maj. Gen. M. F. Harmon, had been seeking to correct for some time.14 It was six days before a PBY found them off New Hebrides. All fifteen survived, making the mission a success, but it had required the diversion of significant combat power for the purpose. The inefficiency of the search planning and organization was also noticeable. General Twining became the new number-one proponent of a dedicated and professional rescue service. His advocacy and strong endorsement led directly to the formation of the Air-Sea Rescue and Emergency Rescue School.15 Survival radios also rapidly appeared in rafts of army aircraft in the South Pacific area.

Modest initiatives toward forming an American air-sea rescue service began in June 1943. As a first step, Americans took over some of the British “fixer” stations. When an aircraft broadcast its mayday (emergency) or “Pan” (lost) message, these stations along the coast got bearings with their direction-finding equipment. The readings of the stations were passed to the triangulation room, where a string anchored at the station location on a map was pulled out along the reported bearing, with the intersection of the strings from other stations revealing the location of the aircraft when it transmitted. The “fix” was passed to the rescue control center (RCC), which received the radio distress call and coordinated the fixing. The RCC relayed its position to the lost aircraft or, for distressed aircraft, it dispatched the search fighters, and arranged the actual pickup when survivors were located. The RCC was housed in a former grammar school named Saffron Walden and took the radio call sign Saffron Control, a call that became as familiar on the radios as the Mayday call itself.16 The search and the rescue units were still 100 percent British, but that soon changed.

To maximize the use of rescue boats, which provided superior endurance over aircraft and offered economies of operating expense, and to simplify the search problem, the British devised a web of rescue boat stations. These were distributed at locations briefed to the air crews, and adjusted to conform to the changing tracks of the bomber forces according to the field order describing the next mission. They formed a network of easily identifiable, manned alternatives to the sea rescue floats. The boats, equipped with their own radios, could neatly and directly coordinate, on scene, the final steps of the distressed crew’s rescue. Planes in distress, but still flying, were directed to the best rendezvous point, which helped significantly reduce the time the downed crew was in the chilly water before a boat could pick them up. Planes which could not make the rendezvous point still benefited from the rendezvous point boat being much closer than some coastal harbor bases.17

In 1941 and 1942, there was no Allied air-sea rescue squadron in the Mediterranean theater, but there were rescues of downed comrades. The Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), heir to the Australian Flying Corps, found itself back in the deserts once again twenty-four years after Frank McNamara’s World War I Victoria Cross exploit. Six P-40 Kittyhawks of RAAF No. 3 Squadron, led by Bobby Gibbs, were attacking Hun Airfield, an Italian base in the desert, on December 12, 1942. The Italian antiaircraft gunners hit two of the Aussie planes. Sergeant “Stuka” Bee’s plane nosedived into the ground at high speed, rolling up into a fiery ball. Gibbs watched the Italians and, showing great courage in the midst of the strafing all around, sent an ambulance out to try to help Bee, but his fate was obvious.

At the same time, Pilot Officer Rex Bayly reported his engine had been hit, and he was making a forced landing. He didn’t get far from the field, gliding barely a mile before his dead-stick touchdown. The plane didn’t burn, and his radio was still working, and Bayly told Gibbs he was O.K. Gibbs asked Bayly if there was a place to land, but Bayly told him it was impossible and to leave him there. Gibbs dropped down to take a look for himself and found a sufficiently level spot about three miles farther out from the field. He told Bayly to get going to meet him and proceeded to land in the rough terrain.

Gibbs taxied back toward Bayly’s position, weaving through the brush and hillocks and around wadis until he was blocked by a deep one across his path. Gibbs immediately set out to remove his belly tank to reduce his takeoff weight. Then, not sure he could find his way back to where he originally landed, he measured out the best path into the wind, pacing off about three hundred yards before the ground dipped into a wadi. He attached his handkerchief to a camel thorn bush at the point where the ground fell away and went back to wait for Bayly. Gibbs’ three other wingmen circled overhead, guiding Bayly and occasionally diving toward the town beside the airfield to discourage any foray to apprehend the two men on the ground.

After what seemed an age, Bayly finally appeared, puffing and sweating profusely, but managing a smile and cheerful greeting. What followed is best told in Bobby Gibbs’ own words:


I tossed away my parachute, and Bayly climbed into the cockpit. I climbed in after him and, using him as my seat, I proceeded to start my motor. It was with great relief that we heard the engine fire, and opening my throttle beyond all normal limits, I stood on the brakes until I had obtained full power, and then released them, and, as we surged forward, I extended a little flap. My handkerchief rushed up at an alarming rate, and we had not reached flying speed as we passed over it and down the slope of the wadi. Hauling the stick back a small fraction, I managed to ease the aircraft into the air, but we hit the other side of the wadi with a terrific thud. We were flung back into the air, still not really flying, and to my horror, I saw my port wheel rolling back below the trailing edge of the wing, in the dust stream. The next ridge loomed up, and it looked as if it was to be curtains for us, as I could never clear it. I deliberately dropped my starboard wing to take the bounce on my remaining wheel, and eased the stick back just enough to avoid flicking. To my great relief we cleared the ridge and were flying.

Retracting my undercart and the small amount of takeoff flap, we climbed up. I was shaking like a leaf and tried to talk to Bayly, but noise would not permit. The remaining three aircraft formed up alongside me, and we headed for home, praying the while that we would not be intercepted by enemy fighters, who should by now have been alerted. Luck remained with us, and we didn’t see any enemy aircraft.

I asked Squadron Leader Watt to fly beneath my aircraft to confirm that I had really lost a wheel and had not imagined it. He confirmed that my wheel had gone, but that the starboard wheel and undercart appeared to be intact. I then had to make up my mind as to whether to carry out a belly landing, thus damaging my aircraft further, or to try to attempt a one wheel landing, which I thought I could do. We were at the time very short of aircraft, and every machine counted. Calling up our ground control, I asked them to have an ambulance standing by, and told them that I intended coming in cross wind with my port wing up wind. Control queried my decision but accepted it.

I made a landing on my starboard wheel, keeping my wing up with aileron and, as I lost speed, I turned the aircraft slowly to the left throwing the weight out. When I neared a complete wing stall, I kicked on hard port rudder, and the aircraft turned further to port. Luck was with me, and the aircraft remained balanced until it lost almost all speed. The port oleo leg suddenly touched the ground, and the machine completed a ground loop. The port flap was slightly damaged as was the wingtip. The propeller and the rest of the aircraft sustained no further damage. The port undercart was changed, the flap repaired, the holes patched up, and the aircraft was flying again on the 27th of the month, only six days after Hun.18



A dramatic rescue in the tradition of the AFC and Frank McNamara, it was not the first such rescue in the North African desert during this war. On November 30, 1941, Squadron Leader Peter Jeffrey, another Aussie and commanding officer of No. 3 Squadron that year, landed his P-40 Tomahawk in the desert, discarded his parachute to make more space for Sgt. Tiny Cameron, a downed 3 Squadron pilot and the largest man in the squadron. Given Tiny’s bulk, Jeffrey elected to sit in his lap rather than vice versa, and flew safely back to base rather higher in the cockpit than his usual.19 And these RAAF overland rescue exploits were no surprise. After all, these were McNamara’s boys, and he was air vice marshal of the RAAF during World War II.

With the highest priority rescue squadrons up and running in England, additional squadrons were formed to provide rescue support in the Mediterranean. In February 1943, RAF No. 283 Squadron was established with six Walrus aircraft and four rescue boats. Additional rescue boat units of two boats each were spread throughout the Mediterranean during 1943. The number would grow to thirty-two by July 1943. In July, a second rescue squadron of Walrus aircraft, No. 284, was formed in the Mediterranean, joined by No. 293 in September and by 294 in November.20

On August 3, 1943, RAAF No. 3 Squadron’s commanding officer, Squadron Leader Reginald Stevens, and his wingman, Sgt. Johnny Howell-Price, were patrolling near Catania, Sicily, in the latter days of the fighting on that island, when Howell-Price was shot down, bailing out just off the coast. Squadron Leader Stevens circled the parachute and dropped his dinghy to Johnny when he splashed down. Circling above him, Stevens alerted air-sea rescue and stayed with Howell-Price until the Walrus arrived. The Shagbat moved right in and, seeing no opposition, made its water landing alongside the dinghy. Now that the Shagbat was a sitting duck, a shore battery sprang its trap and began shelling the scene. Displaying the “bags of guts” ascribed to him by a fellow Aussie pilot, Stevens rolled in all alone and put the battery out of action with an effective diving attack, but took serious aircraft damage in the process from the antiaircraft guns protecting the shore battery. While the guns were dealing with Stevens, the Walrus scooped up Howell-Price and escaped to seaward. Squadron Leader Stevens nursed his damaged fighter back to friendly territory before the machine gave out. He crash-landed but stepped out unhurt and rejoined the squadron that same day. For this action, he was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.21

The U.S. Army Air Forces’ XII Fighter Command of the Mediterranean Allied Air Forces (MAAF), recognizing the value of the first British air-sea rescue squadron deployed to the Mediterranean, made a strong request for additional rescue assets to augment the British rescue squadrons so slow in coming on line. A five-plane detachment of OA-10As, the army designation for the amphibious version of Consolidated’s famous Catalina flying boat, was all that could be scratched together, and only three of these completed the journey from the United States to Malta to join with the British. In June 1943, they commenced operations as part of the British Mediterranean rescue organization. Manufactured in Canada by Vickers, the OA-10 was a weaker version of the navy PBY, with fewer reinforcements in the nose and hull step area, thanks to what had seemed a smart cost- and time-saving measure. It quickly became routine for each plane to be grounded after an open-sea landing in order to replace rivets, sheet metal, and plexiglass damaged or broken in the landing.22 Operating without an established supply and logistics chain, the detachment improvised and bartered to “keep ’em flying,” but the isolated position at Malta was affecting readiness, so the detachment moved back to Bizerte, where it had slightly better supply support and could barter with the navy PBY patrol at Port Lyautey in French Morocco. From Bizerte, the detachment assumed rescue duties for the invasion of Sicily in early July 1943, with the combined Allied rescue units saving forty-five lives.23

On July 30, 1943, while attempting the rescue of five B-26 crewmen located by an RAF Wellington, an OA-10 took so much landing damage that the crew had to work on the plane for eight hours while it sat on the open ocean before it could take off. Another open-ocean rescue on August 19, 1943, rescued twenty crewmen from two Douglas B-17 Flying Fortresses that had ditched together. This OA-10 was unable to make repairs allowing it to take off, so the plane commander taxied towards the nearest friendly port. They were met by high-speed launches of a British air-sea rescue boat unit, one of which took off the survivors, and the other of which towed the Catalina to safe harbor.

Both of those planes were returned to service and were on hand to support the invasion of Italy at Salerno in September, helping to rescue twenty-seven airmen in that operation alone. The detachment then ran into trouble. One of the Catalinas was shot down on a rescue mission. A second was strafed while on the water making a pickup and sank, leaving a solitary OA-10 Catalina as the full American contribution to combat search and rescue in the entire Mediterranean theater of operations from Gibraltar to Lebanon. 24

In mid-December, 1943, the flight crews were withdrawn to the United States to form the first cadre of instructors for the U.S. Army Air Forces Air-Sea Rescue and Emergency Rescue School at Keesler Field, Mississippi. They trained the crews of the 1st Emergency Rescue Squadron (ERS), who completed their training in mid-February 1944.

Back in England, the British implemented a plan to use fighters as search aircraft. Faster to get to station, agile enough to maneuver easily during the low-altitude search required, and able to take care of themselves if they encountered the enemy, they were the “go-to guys” to search around the intersection of the fixer stations’ strings. Called spotters, the fighters were still provided by the operational squadrons and were not always available. In May 1944, almost a year after American fixers began working at Saffron Walden, the RAF and the AAF reached agreement that it was time for the AAF to take a share of the spotter duties, and the army came up with forty-two war-weary Republic P-47 Thunderbolts for the mission. They went through modification to add a belly gas tank to extend the flight time to five hours, add a dinghy drop rack under each wing, and add a smoke-bomb launcher behind the external fuel tank. The Thunderbolts were given to the 65th Fighter Wing, headquarters flight section, which organized them into their own detachment, Det B, whose missions were to:

1. intercept lost planes and guide them to a safe landing or to ditch near a rescue boat

2. locate downed aircraft

3. maintain contact, acting as the eyes of the controller, and relaying information

4. escort rescue aircraft and/or ships/boats.

They quickly learned how hard it was to find something as small as a one-man raft, or even a large raft, at sea, and they discovered the problems involved in communicating using line-of-sight VHF radios when far out to sea at low altitude. Detachment B quickly surmounted the radio issue by hunting in pairs, with one down low searching and one up high to maintain radio relay between the low spotter and the distant RCC.

A month after Detachment B was operational, on June 29, 1944, Saffron Walden fixed a Mayday about ten miles off the Hook of Holland. A British Warwick, carrying an airborne lifeboat, was dispatched with two Det B P-47s as escort and spotters to locate the downed man. While searching the area, the Warwick was hit by AAA when it ventured near the coast. It limped home while the P-47s continued the search under fire. They spotted the raft containing the downed man and radioed the location to Saffron. Two RAF Hudsons, escorted by two more P-47s, were dispatched to relieve the search party. A British high-speed launch also reached the scene, vectored from the closest rendezvous station, and eight more P-47s converged on the scene. After seven hours of effort, and the help of fifteen aircraft all told, the downed Australian fighter pilot was finally rescued beneath a sky full of P-47s strafing the annoying shore batteries. 25

Back in the Mediterranean, the 1st Emergency Rescue Squadron had been deployed there in March 1944 and began operational missions in April, thus ending a four-month period with no AAF rescue unit whatsoever in the Med. They brought with them nine OA-10As and six other planes for logistics duties, Stinson L-5s, and North American B-25s. Late in the year, they received four Douglas B-17s configured for dropping the airborne lifeboats, but no lifeboats ever turned up before the war ended, so the B-17s were of little utility.

On hand for the invasion of southern France, Operation Dragoon, in August 1944, the 1st Emergency Rescue Squadron was assigned the primary role outside fifteen miles of fighter-control ships who doubled as mother ships for British rescue launches. During the week of the landings, they flew forty-five missions, made thirteen open-sea landings, and saved twenty-seven souls. As the Allied forces moved into southern France and up the boot of Italy, and as the Germans evacuated Greece and Yugoslavia, the need for air-sea rescue diminished commensurate with the diminishing over-water No Man’s Land. The 1st lost two of its three flights, which were transferred to India to form the nucleus of the 7th Emergency Rescue Squadron there. The remaining flight was moved up to Falconara, Italy, about two-thirds of the way up the boot on the Adriatic side.26

The danger from fighters, antiaircraft artillery, and coastal guns was almost continuous in the rescue business, because these were the causes of need for rescue in the first place. On November 16, 1944, a 1st Emergency Rescue Squadron OA-10A searching the Adriatic for a downed crew was shot down by antiaircraft fire. Successfully ditching their stricken Catalina, the rescue crew took to their rafts as their plane sank. Darkness fell before anyone could get to them, and it was not until the next morning that the two dinghies were found by the crew of a fellow OA-10A, and the men were rescued without incident.27

On March 21, 1945, Flight A of the 1st Emergency Rescue Squadron at Falconara was alerted to a downed P-40 somewhere near the harbor of Venice. An anti-shipping strike by No. 250 Squadron, South African Air Force, against targets in heavily defended Venice harbor had left one man, Lt. Boris Senior, floating in his Mae West within range of the guns that got his plane, the dreaded 88mm dual-purpose gun.

Second Lieutenant Jackson S. Dunn took off and led his OA-10A crew to see the sights of Venice. Quickly locating the man in the water, Dunn made a low pass, searching for signs of mines in the confined waters. Seeing none, he set up for a water landing and brought his amphibian smartly alongside the fighter pilot. Just as he came to a stop next to the South African, the 88s opened fire. Geysers sprung up all around the Catalina as the crew tried to pull the pilot to the flying-boat’s port blister. But Senior was so exhausted from treading water without a raft that he could not keep his grip on the lifeline.

The shell splashes continued as the gunners tried to find the exact range. Because the shells were landing in the water, their bursts were sending most of their deadly energy and shrapnel up instead of out. But they were finding the range. A shell plunged through the wing. Another shell burst shattered the plexiglass of the starboard blister, wounding Flying Officer James Goodlet and Cpl. Albert Feliksa. After three attempts using the lifeline to hoist Senior into the blister, the crew hooked him through the loop of his Mae West with a boat hook and finally landed him like a tuna. As Dunn gunned the engines, a shell landed under the tail. However, he got airborne relatively easily in the sheltered waters near the coast and left the deadly white splashes behind.28

This rescue was launched from a few miles south of Goat Island, the famed “Station of Worried Landings” at Porto Corsini, and the World War I home base of the first naval aviator Medal of Honor recipient, Charles Hammann. From Goat Island, Hammann had made one of the very first combat rescues in history, just across the Adriatic from where Jackson Dunn made a worthy and daring rescue of his own. Combat search and rescue had come full circle, spanning two wars.29

By April 9, 1945, with most of the rescue work over, the squadron had rescued a total of 275 Allied and German souls. The squadron had assisted another 111 to safety, to be rescued by surface craft.30

Early in 1945, back in England, Detachment B was redesignated the 5th Emergency Rescue Squadron, and the workhorse P-47s were augmented with OA-10s and the B-17s with airborne lifeboats. By April 8, 1945, the 5th was sufficiently oriented to assume all rescue duties for the Eighth Air Force and celebrated its new status with the first operational drop of an AAF airborne lifeboat. It was no mere formality. Eight men were sighted in the water, and three previous drops of airborne lifeboats by RAF planes had failed. The winds were high, gusting to fifty knots, so small-boat rescue or an OA-10 landing for rescue was out of the question, even for the fearless Catalina pilots. The British lifeboat drops either resulted in the boats being demolished in the high seas, or being blown away by the high winds. The 5th ERS B-17 “went to school” on the first three drops and succeeded in dropping its boat where the marooned airmen could get to it before it blew away like the others.

Thirty days later, the war in Europe was officially over: VE Day was May 8, 1945. The northern climate and rough seas had made for difficult rescues, and the statistics for American rescues in northern Europe never much exceeded an average of about one-third of the possible men downed and in need, although there were moments of spectacular success. On July 25, 1943, 78 of 80 men downed were rescued. But in just the previous month the number saved was 71 of 255.31

The final count of men saved, both by British and American rescue efforts, amounted to 1,972 souls from the North Sea, the English Channel, or the other waters around Great Britain. Rescues were performed right to the end, with fifty Eighth Air Force men per month going into the water for the last few months of the war.32


CHAPTER 11

[image: Image]

Navy Actions in the Southwest Pacific

The war in the Pacific bore scant resemblance to the war in the European theater. Because the geography of the Pacific features vast areas of water punctuated by comparatively small, scattered land masses, aviators spent the majority of their time flying over water, in dramatic contrast to the situation on the European–Middle Eastern–Russian landmass. The distribution of the few land masses in the Pacific made establishing rescue land bases in the right proximity to targets and flight paths a difficult challenge.1 And, unlike Europe, there was no British air-sea rescue organization to depend on.2

Not only was there a higher percentage of aviators needing over-water rescue in the Pacific, but the consequences of capture were dramatically different. In contrast to the Germans and the Italians, who, by and large, simply incarcerated captured Allied aviators, the Japanese threatened to execute pilots who fell into their hands. Examples of such executions were graphically evident and prominent in the minds of Allied aviators in the Pacific.

Combat rescue capability in the Pacific, as in the rest of the world (with the exception of the German air-sea rescue service), came into being as an afterthought, when commanders tasked combat units to rescue their own, with unit assets diverted from the primary missions (if at all) to conduct these rescues. For the navy, rescue-capable aircraft were the Vought O2SU series -1, -2, and -3 Kingfishers3 embarked in cruisers, battleships, and carriers, and the PBY-5s,4 supported by seaplane tenders operating independently from mobile task forces.5

For the U.S. Army Air Forces, there were no air-sea rescue units for the first year of the war.6 In December 1942, Maj. John Small Jr. took over direction of search and rescue missions using the planes of operational units and called on the RAAF No. 1 Rescue Squadron and the RAAF Small Boat Unit to support this effort. The AAF finally assigned two OA-10s as rescue assets in August 1943.7

Army Air Forces rescue boats played a significant role in air-sea rescues, making about as many rescues as the airplanes in the first year of their operation (July 1943–June 1944). As the war moved farther north, away from the myriad islands of the Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA) into the more open waters of the central Pacific north of the Philippines, these AAF rescue boats played a far less prominent role. OA-10 was the USAAF designation for the Consolidated “flying boat” the Navy designated PBY.8 It would not be until July 1944, two and a half years later, before the first USAAF–organized rescue unit, the 2nd Emergency Rescue Squadron, arrived in-theater to share the load. Before the arrival of the 2nd ERS, a total of 455 rescues had been made through Small’s efforts.9

When the war came to the Philippines, Patrol Wing 10 had twenty-eight PBYs in two squadrons, VP-101 and VP-102.10 They were not at Clark Field, so they avoided the initial slaughter of December 8, 1941, when many Allied aircraft were caught on the ground by a massive Japanese air attack. Patrol Wing 10 had seven PBYs at Olongapo, seven at Sangley Point, six with the tender USS Childs near Manila, five at Los Baños on Laguna de Bay, and three with the tender USS William B. Preston in Davao Gulf.11 In January 1942 they were reinforced by twelve more PBYs resurrected from the debris of the Pearl Harbor attack and had five turned over to them by the Dutch as Java fell apart and the Dutch could no longer operate them. Of those forty-five planes, forty-two were lost one-by-one in the grinding retreat to Australia.12 No combat rescues were made, because there was precious little air action against the enemy; almost all fighting was defensive, with Allied aircraft going down amongst friendly forces in the fighting evacuation and retreat. Worse for the Allies, those dwindling PBYs represented the bulk of the Allied air assets after the disaster at Clark Field in December 1941.

Once the stand was made at Coral Sea and Midway, the Allies began the painful process of regaining lost ground with the invasion of the Solomons at Guadalcanal in August 1942. A lengthy contest to hold Guadalcanal extended into early 1943 before it was finally secured in March 1943. At the same time, MacArthur’s Southwest Pacific forces stopped the Japanese advance down the coast of the Papua, New Guinea, peninsula. No combat rescues were recorded during the defensive struggles around Guadalcanal.

Finally, the Allies shifted over to the offensive from the defensive and began the dual-axis advance on Rabaul, New Britain, the key Japanese stronghold of the Southwest Pacific. One axis of advance was up the length of the Solomon Island chain, and the other was up the eastern coast of Papua. With this shift, the role of the PBY changed as the Catalina PBY came into its own as a hunter-gatherer: hunting Japanese shipping by night, and gathering downed Allied pilots by day. The PBY made its transition from a patrol plane scout to a deadly night bomber in March 1943, when VP-12 developed night bombing as a desperate technique to make innovative use of the otherwise combat-ineffective PBY. A PBY could not hope to survive attacking combat ships in daylight. With the new night attack tactics, the “Black Cats” were born. The saga of the Black Cats is one of the great stories of innovation and make-do in the annals of naval aviation history. The focus of what follows is on the gatherers: the rescue mission and, specifically, the combat rescue mission, which was about to begin in earnest.

The VP squadrons painted the Catalinas black to make them less visible during night attacks, and this led to the sober sobriquet Black Cats. Additionally, the Catalinas in the rescue business took on the whimsical designation “Dumbo” from the hugely popular 1940 Disney animated film about a flying elephant with huge ears for wings. The little elephant was ridiculed for its big ears and strange looks. The lovable character lent its name to the ungainly patrol plane, also ridiculed for its strange looks. Some said it was ugly. Others would come to see its beauty.

As the Allies began their two-pronged advance, navy seaplane tenders, auxiliary ships with little or no defensive firepower, moved forward along the Papua coast to deploy their PBYs. They were thrust forward and hidden in secluded areas to project surveillance ahead of the main forces. The survival of the seaplane-tender mother ships in the face of the enemy depended on stealth or on friendly power shielding them. The survival of the seaplanes themselves depended on stealth and surprise, as they were no match for Japanese fighter aircraft. While vulnerability to enemy forces was a continuing challenge for rescue forces, other liabilities worked against them, too. Coordination between the attacking forces that had aircraft go down and the patrol planes assigned to combat rescue duty proved especially difficult. The ponderous communications of the day, coupled with the need for fast reaction of rescue forces to pull off a rescue in the face of the enemy, made effective use of these patrol planes an especially daunting task.

Before the Allied advance began, air-sea rescues around the friendly bases were common, and an occasional behind-the-lines rescue was coordinated with friendly natives and coast-watchers. Typical of the defensive posture of the early war, in July 1943, a marine Corsair was shot down in a raid of a Japanese island up the “Slot” from Guadalcanal. The pilot, after being strafed by Japanese planes, managed to paddle his one-man raft to the Japanese-held island and evaded enemy searchers for four days. He finally stumbled into a native village, where the inhabitants concealed him and contacted a coast-watcher. The coast-watcher radioed for a PBY to pick up the marine, as well as the crew of a torpedo bomber, which was also in the coast-watcher’s protective hands. The PBY made a covert approach to the island, where the downed aviators were transferred by canoe to the plane and flown to safety.

But as the Allied Pacific assault progressed in the waning months of 1943, and as Allied aircraft took the fight to the Japanese, PBYs had all the combat rescue business they could handle. On October 30, 1943, army B-25 Mitchell medium bombers attacked Zamboanga, a port town at the southern tip of Mindanao, the largest island in the southern Philippines. The target was beyond the range of escorting fighters, but the importance of the mission required the bombers to press on unescorted.

One of the Mitchells was hit by enemy AAA, set afire, and forced to ditch right in the harbor. A VP-11 PBY-5, commanded by Lt. William Mason Jr., was in the area and assigned to provide air-sea rescue for the bombing mission. The army fliers were in the water without rafts and were doomed if Mason could not get them. Despite coming under cross-fire from the same guns that just shot down the Mitchell, Mason bored into the harbor and landed close by the men in the water.

The swimming fliers could make no headway toward the PBY and were clearly in distress. Petty Officers Victor Kilgore and Jake Stice, with shells splashing around their plane, jumped overboard from the PBY and swam over to them. They towed back four badly burned survivors, and the crew helped them into the flying boat. Once all were aboard, Mason gunned the engines, and the Cat accelerated across the harbor, as shell splashes bracketed the spot where the plane had been idling as the men were lifted aboard just moments before. They escaped the harbor with no further injuries.13

Not long after Mason’s rescue, a harrowing encounter between a PBY and Japanese Zeros proved just how tough these Dumbos were. Lieutenant Wesley Van Benschoten was commanding a VP-11 PBY, flying an air-sea rescue mission for a B-25 raid on Celebes island, beyond the range of friendly escort fighters, when his plane was jumped by four Zeros. Diving to the deck, in the standard PBY defensive maneuver, Van Benschoten ran for home as the Zeros made fifteen passes in the next twenty-five minutes, trying to shoot the Catalina out of the sky. The Cat, true to her breed, absorbed considerable damage while simultaneously making things hot for the Zeros. One Zero pulled out of the fight trailing smoke. A second one was downed by the good shooting of waist gunner Petty Officer Melvin Hohnbaum. The two remaining Zeros broke off the attack, and the PBY made it home safely.14

As Allied forces continued to advance, PBYs continued their lifesaving duties under even more harrowing conditions. On November 23, 1943, army B-25 Mitchell bombers conducted a raid on Shortland Harbor at Bougainville Island in the Solomon Islands, up the “slot” from Guadalcanal. One B-25 was shot down, but the crew made it to their life raft after ditching and appeared to be O.K. Inexplicably, the Japanese did not send boats after them but left them there.

Lieutenant Milton Cheverton of VP-23 was ordered to go in and get them. Twelve Australian Curtiss P-40s went with him to provide cover. They went after the enemy shore batteries and troop positions, creating a diversion and providing covering fire, while Cheverton landed in the large harbor and pulled alongside the survivors’ raft. Suddenly, the reason the Japanese had left the downed bomber pilots alone in their raft became clear. The Catalina was close to the end of the Japanese airstrip, and the shore batteries opened up on the PBY with everything they had despite the strafing P-40s.

Under fire, every additional second seemed like an eternity, and the pilots waited for the “all clear” for takeoff—but it did not come. Cheverton unstrapped himself and went aft to the waist blister to find the B-25 crew all aboard but arguing with his crew about recovering their raft to bring it along. In the spirit of interservice cooperation and goodwill, Cheverton pointed out to his army guests that “those were real bullets and shells splashing ever closer, and rubber rafts were quite expendable.” The Cat was chased out of the harbor by the splashes of four-inch shells, and assorted lesser ordnance, but neither the Cat nor the men were scratched. The rescued B-25 plane commander opined: “I always thought the PBY was the ugliest airplane I had ever seen until I saw you coming in to pick us up—then I decided it was the most beautiful craft in the world.”15

The Catalina would become a beautiful craft to increasing numbers of men, not all of them pilots. On December 16, 1943, on the north coast of New Guinea, an Australian Army unit of 219 men was threatened by superior Japanese forces and had withdrawn from the coast, from the Wewak area, in the only direction open to them, up the Sepik River. Pursued by the Japanese, they could not get around the enemy and back to the coast for pickup by ship or submarine because of the impenetrable jungle. Their backs were to the forbidding Owen Stanley Mountain Range, the spine of New Guinea, another impenetrable obstacle. Faced with annihilation, they seemed to have only one long shot for salvation. The river might be usable as a runway for PBYs. If so, the flying boats could shuttle the men out before the Japanese could come up and capture them.

VP-11 was assigned to attempt this unusual and desperate rescue. The squadron commanding officer, Lt. Cmdr. Scotty Campbell, was able to negotiate the mountainous terrain in his Dumbo, through fog-shrouded valleys to the upper reaches of the river, and was able to slip down between the steep walls of the valley and evaluate the landing site. The river was no more than two wingspans wide. There appeared to be enough straightaway for a takeoff, but with precious little to spare. The Aussies sounded the river and reported the water depth was just sufficient, but there were snags, hidden logs, and other debris sprinkled through the area. Campbell decided to chance a landing and pulled it off. Having proved the concept, he was joined by Lts. Wes Van Benschoten and Thomas Ragsdale, flying the only two other PBYs available in the entire southwestern Pacific.16

The three Catalinas began to shuttle in and out of the pickup area, making two or three trips per day over the Owen Stanley Range, having to climb to just under their service ceiling to get across. They took out eighteen to twenty men plus their equipment on each trip. After four days and sixteen trips, the final flight was ready to leave when one of Lieutenant Ragsdale’s engines failed to start. It was quickly determined to be a bad starter that would have to be replaced, but the replacement was in Port Moresby. The PBYs would not be able to get the new starter to Ragsdale until morning. With the Japanese only about four miles away, the sailors concealed the sick bird with tree branches, and the other two flying boats took out all but Ragsdale; radioman Vernon Koenig, who would have to remove the generator; the two engine mechanics, who would work on the starter; a small rear guard; and several New Guinea native trackers.

Early the next morning, the starter was delivered, and the mechanics immediately began the repairs. Koenig recalled that the trackers reported the Japanese just a few miles away and closing. Expecting to hear machine-gun fire at any moment, Koenig and the two mechanics worked furiously on the engine. With the new starter installed, the prop turned over freely, and the word was passed to the trackers shadowing the Japanese. The camouflage branches were cleared away, the sailors and the rear guard climbed aboard, and the flying boat taxied out to midstream, where they waited for the trackers. As soon as the trackers arrived and got aboard, the crew chopped holes in the bottom of the Australian service boat so it sank, and the Cat wasted no time taking off. According to intelligence sources, they were mere minutes ahead of their Japanese pursuers.17

Less than two weeks later, on the day after Christmas, a B-25 was shot down, and six surviving crewman found themselves floating in the water off Cape St. George, New Ireland. In spite of heavy fire directed at the Catalina by enemy forces on the beach, a VP-11 PBY, commanded by Lt. Leon Freeman, stopped to pull the stranded bomber crew to safety. The Japanese continued to direct fire at the American aircraft in spite of the efforts of several Grumman F6F Hellcats that tried without success to suppress the fire from the beach.

Five of the army survivors converged on the Cat with commendable speed, while the sixth stopped and clung to the wingtip float, refusing to leave despite the entreaties of the others. Perhaps finally catching his breath, or convinced of the sincerity of the shouted threats to leave him out there (which were not idle threats as rounds continued to splash all around the stationary Cat), he started swimming for the PBY’s waist blister.

Just as it seemed the rescue would now soon be consummated, a Zero appeared out of nowhere and commenced a dive on the sitting-duck Cat. All hands were transfixed, unable to move, with nowhere to hide, when suddenly the Zero careened out of control and crashed right in the wake of the PBY. A Hellcat had been pulling up from a strafing run on the beach, and the pilot found himself looking at the belly of the Zero and had no trouble shooting him down: an easy kill, and a timely save.

Freeman collected the last army swimmer, got airborne, and the F6F joined on them, snugging it in close right under the giant wing. Freeman’s copilot, Lieutenant Junior Grade Goodey, looked over at the Hellcat and exclaimed, “That’s a fraternity brother from Northwestern!” The Hellcat pilot recognized his brother, too, and mouthed “Goodey!” He waved, broke away, and was gone. Meanwhile, some of the army crewmen were in bad shape, and the Cat crew administered blood plasma and sulfa drugs on the way back to the hospital at Barakoma, Vella Lavella. They then returned to Rendova and the seaplane tender USS Curtiss (AV-4).

Shortly after the rescue, three army generals visited Curtiss. They called on the admiral and requested the presence of Lieutenant Junior Grade Freeman. The Generals told the admiral and Freeman the rescue had done more for the morale of the bomber crews than anything since their arrival in the war zone. They emphasized that the fact the Dumbo would land under fire and pick up their people was really appreciated.18

By February 1944, the Allies had fought their way up the Solomons to Bougainville, to the doorstep of the Bismarck Archipelago, which was made up of the large islands of New Britain and New Ireland and other smaller ones. New Britain was the site of the Japanese bastion of Rabaul: too tough a nut to be worth the price to crack. In addition to Rabaul, a major Japanese base was located at Kavieng, at the extreme northwest tip of New Ireland. Allied plans were to bypass Rabaul and Kavieng, neutralizing the air power there to render the bases largely harmless. The PBY tender USS San Pablo (AVP-30) had been moved forward to Langemak Bay and was anchored off Finschhafen to serve as a mother ship for the boats of Patrol Bombing Squadron (VPB) 34.19 From there, VPB-34 could support Army Air Corps raids on Rabaul and Kavieng and MacArthur’s progress up the coast of New Guinea to the west.

On February 15, 1944, a large B-25 daylight raid went against Kavieng. Lieutenant Junior Grade Nathan Gordon of VPB-34 was assigned to provide air-sea rescue for the raid. His Cat, dubbed Arkansas Traveler in honor of his home state, took station near the target, and he orbited, awaiting a Mayday call. PBY pilots had evolved a rudimentary grid system to report the positions of downed aircraft.

Gordon was soon alerted to a downed plane at a grid position which plotted about forty miles from Kavieng. He and his crew found no sign of wreckage or people at that location, and they then received word of a second aircraft down in the harbor of Kavieng, about a mile offshore, and made for it, deciding that the first location must have been passed incorrectly. On the way to the harbor, Gordon was joined by four Allied fighter aircraft that provided escort. As they approached the harbor, the PBY crew spotted dye markers in the water and some partially inflated rafts, but were unable to see any survivors in the rafts or the water.20

Gordon related the dilemma faced by all over-water rescue crews of all generations: “It is extremely difficult to locate objects in the sea. But we knew someone had been shot down at this spot because of the dye marker and rafts. Since landing and taking off from the open sea under the best of conditions was hazardous, we were reluctant to land unnecessarily.”21

He knew that a human head bobbing in the water could easily be missed from the air, so he decided he had no choice except to land for a closer look. He made a low pass over the rafts, dropping two smoke bombs to mark the semi-submerged rafts and check the wind direction. Gordon approached for a full-stall landing, but the heavy swells caused the plane to be a little high at stall, and it landed hard, popping a number of hull rivets. He taxied around the rafts looking for survivors, but found no one.

No sooner had he lifted off than he got a message from one of the fighters that another Army B-25 was down. This one was located even closer to the town of Kavieng itself. The fighter reported having the Catalina in sight and offered to fly over the survivors to mark their position for the Arkansas Traveler. Gordon was apprehensive because the downed airmen were very close to the Japanese shore installations, and sure enough, a Japanese boat put out from shore intending to capture the downed fliers, but the escorting fighter strafed it and made it turn back. Thwarted in their attempts to snatch the American fliers, the Japanese continued to fire at the raft and its occupants from their beach positions.22

In the face of the fire from the beach, Gordon made another full-stall landing, this one better than the last, and taxied by the raft, throwing them a line. He planned to pull them aboard while continuing to move, so as to make himself a more difficult target for the guns on the beach, but his crew at the blister could not reel in the raft. Part of the problem might have been the men hanging on the sides of the raft acting as sea-anchors, another part that the Army aviators were too banged up to assist in their own rescue.

Gordon recalled the conundrum he faced.


I finally realized that if we were going to get the men out, I would have to cut my engines. That, of course, entailed some risks, because sometimes the engines, under such conditions, simply wouldn’t restart. Before making a final decision, I called my plane captain and said, “Wiley, if we’ve got to stop the engines, can we get them started again?” He said he was pretty sure we could.23



Based on “pretty sure,” Gordon was willing to take that risk while braving shells falling around him, and increasing that risk by stopping and becoming a sitting target. He shut down both engines, and his crew pulled the raft to the boat and lifted the six men into the Cat. Meanwhile, fire from the shore battery increased in intensity and began to fall closer and closer to his aircraft.

With all the survivors aboard, and the Japanese shells landing closer, Gordon passed the word to Wiley. The engines started right up on demand, and Arkansas Traveler labored through the swells and bounced into the air, leaving the shell splashes behind. Safely airborne and out of range of the enemy guns, he received yet another report of men in the water from one of the escorting fighters, who once again guided the PBY to a raft containing three men. This raft was even closer to shore than the first.

Gordon repeated his rescue sequence, dropping a smoke bomb to mark the position and get the wind direction, and made a good landing. Gordon recalled, “We were getting considerably more enemy fire, but somehow it didn’t worry me. I had too many other things to think about.”24 His crew threw the raft a line, but he again had to shut down the engines for the crew to be able to pull the raft in. The new wet aviators safely aboard, Arkansas Traveler managed to take off without incident, and the crew headed for home with a total of nineteen men aboard.

They had gone about twenty miles toward Finschhafen, when they received a call from a B-25 who had found still another raft in Kavieng Harbor. By now, two of the four escorting fighters had to leave due to their low fuel state. When Arkansas Traveler returned to the harbor, the crew saw six men in and hanging onto a raft that was only about six hundred yards from the shore. Knowing the wind direction by now, Gordon faced a new problem. In order to land on the heavy swells, it would be necessary to actually fly over land to line up his approach.

Gordon noted, “We couldn’t approach from any other direction because, when making landings in heavy swells, you have to land along with the swells.25 Crosswise landings tend to make the nose dig in.”26 Already overloaded with nine extra people, and with a large volume of water sloshing around in the bilges from three water landings, Gordon knew this landing would be a squeaker, never mind the “annoyance” of hostile fire. He made the approach, surprising the antiaircraft gunners, as the big, slow Cat swept low over them and landed. The Japanese infantry, not immobilized by the surprise approach path, delivered a hail of small-arms fire at the Cat.

One more time, Gordon challenged the odds, shutting down the engines for the third time, and the raft was pulled alongside. Shell splashes from the shore batteries began to walk closer and closer to his aircraft while the six men were hauled aboard as fast as possible but with care to avoid further injuring the banged-up aviators. Gordon’s engines started up with no protest to speak of, and the leaking, waterlogged, seriously overloaded Cat lumbered away. The Japanese were throwing everything they had at the Black Cat to prevent its escape, but the straining engines finally heaved the plane into the air.

Once out of gun range, Gordon set the crew to bailing water from the bilges to lighten the load. Ensign Jack Keeley, the most knowledgeable man aboard in administering first aid, went to work on the several badly wounded survivors. They had hours to fly to make base, and fuel became a problem, so Gordon diverted to an Army OA-10 seaplane tender at Wewak, where he delivered fifteen lucky and grateful airmen to the field hospital there.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt decided this performance merited the Medal of Honor for Nathan Gordon and Silver Stars for the rest of his crew. Admiral Bull Halsey agreed, sending the following message: “Please pass my admiration to that saga-writing Kavieng Cat crew. X-ray. Halsey.”27

Two months later, on April 25, 1944, a VPB-33 Cat flown by L. Dick Haase, participating in a search for a lost B-24, located the crew downed at sea. With swells running six to eight feet, a conference was held on the advisability of attempting a rescue. Although conditions were not favorable, concern for fellow airmen prevailed, and the unanimous decision was to go for it. Haase made several low and slow passes to get the feel of the surface conditions and the wind. Then Haase eased back the throttles and slowed until the plane was “hanging on the props” (nose up, just above stall speed: the PBY had no flaps) and skimming just above the surface. When he reached the spot he wanted, he chopped the throttles and eased the nose back, stalling the aircraft and plopping the big plane into the water in a full-stall landing. It skipped once and came back down slightly right-wing down. This method slowed the plane down the most it could be slowed, reduced water impact, and minimized roll-out while plunging through successive waves.

Cutting the port engine, Haase brought the life raft down the port side of the Cat and stopped with the raft alongside the waist blister, cutting the starboard engine while the pickup was made. While the Cat crew was helping the B-24 crew aboard, the plane captain, John McIntyre, discovered the hull had been split on the starboard side under the tower, the structure between the wing and the fuselage, covering the flight engineer’s station, where the engine performance gauges and fuel system control gauges are located.

With the bedraggled army guests on board, and the crew holding mattresses against the ruptured hull, the engines were started. On run-up for the magneto check, the starboard engine failed to deliver the desired rpm. Haase attempted a takeoff despite the weakened starboard engine but was not able to get airborne. The attempt further opened the rupture in the hull, and water came pouring in, completely uncontrollable. The crew quickly launched their rafts and all hands took to the sea, the army crewmen for the second time that day.

Haase, his crew, and the army airmen were ultimately picked up by a VPB-34 plane that had heard Haase’s sighting report and had ventured over from their adjacent search track. That Cat landed without damage, and likewise the takeoff was successful despite the additional weight of all Haase’s crew and the B-24 crew. The can-do attitude to rescue their comrades in distress again led to the loss of an aircraft, a situation that would continue to plague combat search and rescue crews. It was a fifty-fifty day: one landing was a failure and one was a success.28 However, both rescued and rescuers survived.

On October 11, 1944, a VPB-11 PBY piloted by Lt. T. L. Hine attacked a surfaced enemy submarine off the southern coast of New Britain. Hine dropped two depth charges on the submerging submarine from an altitude of two hundred feet. The first depth charge entered the water just ahead of the swirl and exploded seconds later as designed. The second depth charge did not function properly, but exploded on impact with the water. The force of the explosion blasted away much of the elevator of the PBY, and a large portion of its horizontal stabilizer was bent up at forty-five degrees.

Unable to sustain flight, and with all tail-section flight controls inoperable, Hine struggled to maintain control long enough to set down on the ocean. He combined engine speed changes with use of the ailerons to wrestle the plane down to a successful night landing, but the damaged plane sank immediately. Not four miles south of the Japanese base at Gasmata, New Britain, the crew was literally between the devil and the deep blue sea. They had very little chance of getting ashore safely with the garrison alerted and had 150 miles of ocean between them and their base at Kiriwina Island, where their tender, USS Half Moon (AVP-26), awaited them.

Gathered in two rubber rafts, the crew managed to avoid discovery by the boats that put out from the Japanese base to investigate the crash site. They started paddling south, to get as far away from the Japanese island as possible before sunrise. Facing almost certain death or capture if they went to the island, they set out for Kiriwina Island. With their squadron mates searching for them, the two rafts proved the truth of the old mariner’s prayer. “Oh Lord, Thy sea is so large and my boat is so small.” When only sixty miles from Kiriwina, after three days and nights, they were finally spotted by a Royal Australian Air Force plane and rescued a short time later by a U.S. Army OA-10A, the army version of the PBY-5A.29

The PBY’s ability to rescue large numbers of survivors was one of the many factors that made this hardy aircraft a superstar during the Pacific campaign. On December 4, 1944, a U.S. Navy destroyer hit a mine in Ormoc Bay on the west coast of Leyte. The ship broke in half and sank. Early the next morning, two VPB-34 Cats penetrated a bad-weather front and landed in Ormoc Bay to pick up survivors within easy range of defending shore batteries. Lieutenant Joe Ball’s plane picked up two officers—one the ship’s commanding officer—and fifty-four men. He was able to take off from the sheltered bay with a total of sixty-three men aboard, including his own crew. The other plane, commanded by Lt. j.g. Mel Essary, hauled in forty-three men and three officers for a total of fifty-three people.

But recovering scores of comrades was just a start for the PBY squadrons. Later in the same campaign, another U.S. Navy destroyer was sunk by enemy torpedoes while steaming independently. The men were sighted by a VPB-34 PBY, which was low on fuel, just returning from a long patrol. But there was no other help in sight, and the imperative to “leave no man behind” overtook the crew’s concerns for their own safety. The PBY landed and pulled 115 men out of the water, putting them inside the plane, on the struts, on top of the wing, on the turtle back, everywhere someone could get a handhold. Unable to take off with all that weight, the PBY taxied until contact could be made with an American ship, which promptly took the survivors off their hands.30

Not long after that event, another VPB-34 Cat made an equally dramatic rescue, this time of a fellow PBY crew. On a routine patrol, Lt. Jules Busker spotted a PBY sitting in the open ocean and flew over to get a closer look. As he passed over the plane, he saw men in the water signaling frantically. The PBY had torn open its hull upon landing, and it was sinking fast. Braving the large swells that threatened his sister aircrew, Busker nevertheless decided to attempt a landing and executed a perfect full-stall landing without damaging his plane.

Busker taxied to the men in the water and pulled aboard fifteen people as the flooding Cat sank out of sight. With a total of twenty-nine people on board, Busker decided to compensate for the additional fifteen men (about 3,500 pounds of additional weight) by draining off a thousand gallons of gas, weighing about 6,000 pounds. Then with the throttles at full bore, he began his takeoff. Riding up one side of a swell and down the backside, it was a roller-coaster ride over swell after swell as speed was increased. As they neared flying speed, the last swell catapulted the PBY into the air. The copilot, Lt. j.g. Bill Syring, hammered the throttles against the stops in desperation, and some cool finesse on the flight controls by Jules Busker convinced the Cat to fly when everything in the PBY’s flight manual said it could not. The aircraft staggered along on the edge of a building stall, with excruciating deliberation, gaining a tiny cushion of extra speed, and finally was able to climb away. The pilots lifted an amount of precious cargo the designers never dreamed could be carried. How did Ball and Essary do it? It can’t be done, so don’t try to figure it out.31

The challenge of landing a Dumbo in anything but relatively calm seas made the exploits of the Catalina crews all the more noteworthy The chances of making an open- sea landing and getting away with it were typically pretty slim. For example, VPB-24 lost seven planes in six months trying to land in moderate seas. There were many challenges to contend with. First, if there were swells running, it was almost impossible to keep one of the wing floats from catching the crest of a wave and tearing it off, or buckling the wing. Second, if you hit a swell head on, the bow wheel doors (on the PBY-5A only, the PBY-5 did not have landing gear) would break in, and the impact of the wave could split the hull open, even in a full-stall landing.

While the record of VPB-24 was somewhere around fifty-four rescues, there would have been more if they had been flying helicopters. As one experienced PBY pilot put it,


There is nothing more sickening than to see a guy shot down, make it into the sea, get out O.K. and into a raft, and cover him all the remaining daylight hours, knowing it is impossible to land. With thirty knots blowing and the consequent heavy seas, if you did try to land you would only be risking the lives of seven men to save one. For years you wake up from a dream where you see him wave to you as it gets dark, and the next day you go back and find nothing. It wasn’t easy facing the boys from the F4U group either when you [didn’t] make the rescue.32



On December 12, 1944, an Australian P-40 pilot was badly wounded and down on the beach in Galela Bay, Halmahera (halfway between Celebes and New Guinea, close south of the more well-known island of Morotai, due south of Mindanao). Lieutenant Junior Grade Allen of VP-71 tried to approach for landing in the semi-open roadstead, but was driven off by artillery and small-arms fire. Even if he could have landed, he could not have put ashore a landing party through the surf under fire. It would have been suicidal. He made repeated passes to strafe the woods, and reported artillery positions to accompanying fighters for them to strafe. He assisted in guiding surface boats to the scene. But the artillery and sniper fire could not be suppressed. The rescue was called off when the wounded man was seen floating in the surf, face down.33

On Christmas Day, 1944, Royal New Zealand Air Force Flight Leader M. T. Vanderpump ditched about a mile offshore in Atalikllkun Bay. An onshore breeze was pushing him towards the Japanese-held island. Lieutenant Junior Grade Jack Thurman of VPB-33 arrived on the scene and saw no enemy troops. Thurman landed on gentle swell and taxied to within fifty yards of the New Zealander, where he cut the port engine and eased up to his raft. Thurman’s crew began to help Vanderpump aboard the Cat.

At that moment, a hidden shore battery opened fire on the motionless PBY. The first two rounds fell together just fifty yards beyond the PBY. With the first rounds that close, the Americans were in serious danger. It looked very bad for the Cat and crew. But the Japanese had forgotten about the squadron mates of Flight Leader Vanderpump. They were circling over his raft, watching the proceedings with proprietary interest. When they saw the shell splashes, they scanned the shoreline and spotted the guns. Roaring down in their F4Us with guns blazing, they shredded a quarter mile of beach area and drove the Japanese gunners from their posts. Thurman wasted no time turning the big Cat and raced across the smooth waters to get airborne before the Japanese could return to their guns. This mutual support represented an international exchange of Christmas gifts to the delight of both “families.” The Americans gave a flight leader back to his family, and the Kiwi F4Us provided withering suppressive fire for their American cousins.

The heroic exploits of Catalina crews continued into the final year of the war as the Allied advance got closer and closer to the Japanese home islands. Occasionally, a PBY pilot returned to tell his harrowing tale directly to a war correspondent. Lieutenant Commander Fred Mamer related the following tale to Marine Corps war correspondent Tech. Sgt. David Stick:


My crew was assigned the Dumbo mission with the third strike on Koror Town, Koror Island, Palau Group, on March 4, 1945. We took off in a PBY-5A, at 1335, following the Corsair striking group.

We circled the field once and then started north over the outer western reef directly west of the target area, but when we reached that point the attack had not yet begun. I figured that the presence of a Dumbo plane orbiting over the reef just off Koror town would give away the strike, so I continued north along the reef until the flak appeared over the target area. Evidently there was no element of surprise during this third strike, for the antiaircraft bursts appeared while the first wave was in its approach. At this time we turned back toward Koror Town inside of the reef to better observe any plane that might ditch.

Over VHF [radio] we heard someone saying that one of the pilots bailed out over the target. Just then we saw a parachute open and float down to the water, just off the beach in the center of the harbor front. I remember saying to Lieutenant Landers [navy Lt. j.g. Maurice Landers of Casper, Wyoming], my first pilot, over the interphone, “There’s one who’s a goner, for sure.”

We were heading toward the area just off Arakabesan [an island adjoining Koror] when the Corsairs came out calling, “Dumbo, did you see the man go in just off the beach?”

I answered that I did, wondering at the time if they expected me to go into a place like that to pick him up. Just then the Corsairs came up again on VHF, saying, “Hello Dumbo, all fighters will form a Lufberry circle over you and cover you with strafing during rescue.”

I called back: “How about going in and sizing up that small-caliber flak from the beach. When we’re on the water, we’ll be in easy range of it.”

So the fighters went in and took a look, calling back that they thought we could get away with it. I was sure that we wouldn’t have a damned chance to get in there and out again. “What about the wife and daughter, mine and a couple of my crew’s?” These thoughts went through my mind as I circled trying to make my decision and planning my approach if I should go in.

Landers said over the interphone: “Aren’t we the lucky ones? What a position to have a guy go down.”

And I knew what he meant. I had to make a decision whether to risk the lives of nine men in order to save one. After what seemed hours, I finally called the Corsairs, saying: “This is Dumbo. I’m going in. Do your damndest to keep them busy.”

Just then, directly ahead of us, broke a black burst of flak and just over Brown’s [marine 1st Lt. Walter Brown of Bradenton, Florida, the downed pilot] position. That first antiaircraft burst gave me a start as the concussion thumped the side of the plane, and I remember looking over at Landers and seeing considerable sweat standing out on his face. I probably had some, too. About then I asked the Corsairs if they thought I had any chance at all of getting in and out again. The only answer that came back was the continual urging.

So I circled, put the floats down, and with the fighters doing a beautiful job of covering the beach and strafing, started on my approach. I was at about three hundred feet, paralleling the northwest side of Arakabesan, about three hundred to four hundred yards off the beach. Antiaircraft was going all around us. I remember shouting over VHF: “This is Dumbo. Stop that stuff on Arakabesan.”

And they did, for it dropped off. About then we took a burst of flak below and just ahead and another directly under the hull. It sounded as if someone thumped the hull and threw large rocks at the bottom. I was sure we were holed, so I pulled out, signaled the flight engineer, Aviation Machinist Mate Second Class [AMM2] Edward Heffner, to put up the floats, and got out of there. I told the fighters to hold their ammunition while we checked the hull for holes. The crew looked over the bottom and unbelievably found no sign of damage, so I circled to get in position for another approach. With all stations reported ready, I told the fighters to start in, and began my second approach.

This time the Corsairs were really on the job, and the small-caliber fire from the beach was much lighter. But the flak from the heavy positions on Battery Hill [Japanese antiaircraft concentration on Koror] and the top of Arakabesan was very intense and breaking all around us. I guess I was too busy to worry much about it. My approach was about ninety degrees to my landing course—to keep from going directly over ack-ack positions. I made a flipper turn of three hundred feet, cut my engines, and headed for the water. The surface conditions were normal harbor conditions with a choppy sea, which allowed me to choose most any type of landing. I commenced a normal landing, but, realizing that I was just a little too far back from Brown, I let her bounce and pulled up into a full stall, dropping her in about fifty yards from him. She settled nicely; I could start taxiing immediately.

Brown was in sight, directly ahead, just west of the dye marker he had released in the water. He was in his Mae West on his back, splashing as hard as he could. I taxied up to him, keeping him on my port side so I could see him. As we went by, the crew in [the] after station threw him a life ring on the end of a line. Brown caught it, but due to his having been wounded, he had difficulty holding on. Because of his position in relation to the beach reef, I couldn’t taxi to him directly into the wind.

After we had him on the end of the line, I couldn’t prevent the plane from weather cocking (swinging around) into the fifteen-to-twenty-knot wind. I couldn’t use sea anchors for fear of fouling Brown in them and dragging him under water. The weather cocking effect of the wind pulled the tail of the plane across Brown so that he was on the starboard side with the line to him going under the hull. He finally had to release the line.

Shells were hitting just short of us and just beyond us from the installations on Battery Hill and Arakabesan. One threw water over the starboard wing, but I decided as long as we had stuck our necks out that far, we might as well make another try at getting Brown. So I turned to port, taxiing directly through a patch on the water where a shell had exploded a moment before. I could see the traces on the water and could smell the black powder smoke. We made another good run on Brown, but the same situation developed as on the first try. Brown finally let go again as he went under the stern, too weak to hang on.

About this time, Landers asked me if I wanted him to go to [the] after station to see if he could help. I gave him the okay, and he left the cockpit. On the way back he told Ensign Russell [Ensign Phillip E. Russell of Glencoe, Illinois], our second pilot, to hop up into the cockpit.

I said to myself: “Goddamit, I’ve got to get him this next try or we’ll have to get out of here.” It was just getting too hot to stay any longer. One shell exploded so close that a sheet of water hit my starboard engine, and I thought for a moment it was going to conk out, but Heffner, in the flight engineer’s station in the tower, did a good job of keeping her running. Having failed on two attempts at using a line, I decided to turn to starboard toward the beach reef and come up on Brown close enough aboard my port side that the men in the blister could grab him by hand. This involved some danger to Brown because the port prop would pass directly over him, but I figured we had to take that chance. I knew if I misjudged and hit the reef, that it would slice our hull open and sink us. But we made it.

As soon as the plane was past the downwind line, I cut back my engines and let her weathercock slowly into the wind, bringing up alongside Brown at the slowest speed possible with both engines running. I brought the plane so close to him that he was bumping it as we moved by. He had the presence of mind to duck under water as the prop passed over him, coming up again right at the blister. Landers caught him by the life jacket, and he and Burrough swung him into the plane head-first.

Looking back, I saw his legs going into the blister, and I shouted to Russell to pour the coal to her; we got fifty-some inches [manifold pressure] out of those engines as we started the takeoff run. I was about seventy degrees out of the wind in order to clear the reefs, but we had no trouble on takeoff. As soon as the engines turned up, I knew we were okay unless the flak got a lucky hit on us. A moment later we were off and on our way home.34



Even the enemy chronicled the daring exploits of the Catalina crews to bring their comrades back alive. A statement by one Japanese navy fighter pilot, Cmdr. Masatake Okumiya, put a punctuation mark on the bravery of the PBY crews when he noted,


After every mission, the Americans sent out flying boats to the areas in which their planes had fought, searching for and rescuing crews surviving aboard life rafts. Although their duties were extremely hazardous, the crews of these flying boats performed their missions gallantly, and there arose few occasions during the war when groups of men so consistently exposed themselves to multiple dangers. Our pilots regarded them as [being] unusually courageous.35




CHAPTER 12

[image: Image]

Army Actions in the Southwest Pacific

The Army Air Forces did not get a rescue squadron to the Pacific theater until two and a half years after the U.S. entrance into the war. In July 1944, the initial army emergency rescue squadron to get to the Pacific theater, the 2nd ERS, was deployed to the Southwest Pacific Area with the Fifth Air Force, with flights being quickly distributed to Hollandia, Oro Bay, Milne Bay, and farthest west, at Biak island, north of the neck between the head and the shoulder of the New Guinea “turkey.” As leapfrog landings uncovered or captured sites farther west toward the Philippines, the flights moved up, shifting to Middleburg Island, a stone’s throw off the coast at Sansapor on the crest of the Vogelkop, the turkey’s head. Then they moved on to Morotai, an island off the bigger Japanese-occupied island of Halmahera, west of the Vogelkop, halfway to Manado on the northern tip of Celebes island.

In September 1944, the 3rd ERS arrived and bumped the 2nd ERS out of the Fifth Air Force and over to the new Thirteenth Air Force, which took over the Southwest Pacific Area (New Guinea, Palau, Morotai, southern Philippines), while the battle-hardened Fifth Air Force was assigned to the invasion of the Philippines. We will catch up with the 3rd ERS and the Fifth Air Force later, after looking at the 2nd ERS operations in the Southwest Pacific Area.

The 2nd ERS supported operations against Japanese forces cut off to wither on the vine on Halmahera, Manado, Ceram, and Borneo, including a major base at Tarakan. The 2nd suffered most of its combat losses in the form of sitting ducks destroyed in those retaliatory air raids. The squadron’s inventory included nine OA-10 flying boats, two Douglas C-47s, and one Beech C-45. The B-17s with the air-deployable motorized lifeboats began to arrive in the spring of 1945 at the same time the 2nd ERS returned to the Philippines, basing out of Puerto Princessa, Palawan, site of an infamous POW massacre in 1944.1 In the course of their relatively short lifetime, the “Snafu Snatchers” of the 2nd ERS rescued or evacuated 724 men, including seven rescues under fire.2

First Lieutenant Jarvis T. “Yag” Yagla, pilot of Daylight Special, was orbiting near Morotai island on September 16, 1944, standing by for distress calls while the navy pounded Halmahera. In mid-afternoon he was sent to Lolabata, Halmahera, where two Hellcats were reported down. Upon approaching the first pilot, Lieutenant Yagla noted navy PT boats approaching the survivor, so he continued to the second “snafu,” down in the sea, one mile off Lolabata.3 He saw that the pilot was being targeted by shore batteries, which were not able to locate him effectively as he bobbed up and down, in and out of view, in the high chop. Yagla went right in, successfully landing in the rough seas without damaging his plane.4 As he taxied to pick up the survivor, one dual-purpose gun shell exploded a hundred feet astern of his aircraft. He pressed ahead, quickly grabbed the survivor, and departed in haste, the shore batteries never letting up. The crew, the bird, and the snafu all escaped the hostile fire without injury.5

Yagla returned to the PT boats to ensure they had successfully rescued the first downed pilot. The boats were taking heavy fire from the Japanese. Yag attempted to cover them and suppress the fire against them, but was himself driven off by the heavy fire. But the distraction he provided was of some value, since the PT boats were able to complete their rescue.

In order to provide the best possible opportunity to ensure that their forces picked up downed aviators before they could be snatched by the Japanese, the Allies established the concept of the “rescue line.” It consisted of rescue craft spaced along the flight path of a tactical operation. Boats as well as planes and submarines were distributed along the path. Knowledge of enemy fighter strength, ocean currents, prevailing winds, water depth, and weather expected was essential to determining the number of rescue craft needed, the fighter escort required, rescue submarine stations, and rescue aircraft locations.6

An example of rescue-line coverage for a combat mission was the strike on Balikpapan, Borneo, on October 10, 1944. In this particular case, only planes and a submarine were used. The number of Army Air Forces fighters available meant no fighters could be spared for protective cover of the rescue aircraft or the submarine. The submarine was stationed fifteen miles off shore, as close as water depth and the estimate of enemy fighter opposition prudently allowed. Behind the submarine, two OA-10s orbited in the forward half of the rescue line, and two others covered the middle and rear portions. Three planes were on alert to handle unexpected eventualities. All bomber and fighter personnel who reached the water alive were rescued; twenty-four by plane and sixteen by submarine. This represented the highest degree of success and efficiency of any bombing rescue operation of the war.

On October 22, 1944, Daylight One Three, commanded by 1st Lt. Frank Rauschkolb, departed Middledburg Island to cover strikes along the northern coast of Ceram, the third point of a triangle with Vogelkop and Halmahera. At 1445, Rauschkolb’s radioman received a call that an A-20 had gone down in the entrance of Amboina Bay at the west end of the island. Proceeding quickly to that area, his crewman reported sighting mirror flashes approximately two miles south of Alang, on the southwestern tip of Amboina island. As Rauschkolb approached, a closer look revealed a survivor, Capt. W. L. Davidson, 775th Attack Squadron, floating in the middle of an oil slick. Rauschkolb was out on a limb by himself because his fighter cover had already departed due to lack of fuel, but, determined not to leave a comrade behind, he executed a landing close to Davidson.

At 1605, with Davidson aboard, Rauschkolb started his takeoff roll, but splashes in the water around them drew their attention to the Japanese fighter who had rolled in on them. At full throttle, Rauschkolb turned for a nearby cloud bank, but the fighter came around for another pass. As his gunners returned fire, Rauschkolb turned into the diving fighter, throwing off its aim for that pass, and banked back toward the clouds. The fighter got in one more pass before the big patrol plane gained the cloud bank, but the fighter could not make the kill. The crew was happy to remain in the cloud bank for the next hour. Finally, with fuel becoming critical, Rauschkolb had no choice but to break out and make a run for it. When they came out, the fighter was gone, whether due to lack of fuel or patience. Rauschkolb set course for his base, arriving at 1930 with an estimated ten-minute supply of fuel. His total time in the air was twelve hours and fifteen minutes.7

Four days later, a similar game of hide-and-seek with a Japanese fighter forced Lt. Fredrick Hoss to evade the enemy until he no longer had fuel to get back to base. He landed in the open sea thirty minutes northwest of Morotai and safety. Eight of the crew, including Hoss, were lost, with two surviving to be eventually rescued. The eight were lost to enemy action as sure as if they had been shot out of the sky.8

Two months later, on January 5, 1945, Frank Rauschkolb took off on another routine mission. Athough the squadron had successfully conducted thirty-five rescue missions, Rauschkolb had made no rescues, although he had flown many patrols. Rendezvousing with his fighter escort, he received a radio call from a damaged B-25 advising they were ditching about twenty miles off Tifore Island. Before he could respond, he got a second call that another B-25 was down one mile off Manado, Celebes. En route, they were joined by a B-25 which led them to the snafu off Manado. Lieutenant Rauschkolb landed in very rough seas and effected the rescue of the six members of the downed B-25 crew. While stopped and hauling the six men aboard, they began to take fire from shore batteries. Fifty rounds landed around his aircraft in the nine minutes it took to retrieve all the downed airmen, with the last round the closest, falling within fifteen feet of the left wing.

Two of the six survivors were seriously injured: one suffered injuries to his legs, the other to his face and arms and was also in shock. Both injured men were administered restoratives and emergency treatment and made as comfortable as possible. They had to endure their injuries while the OA-10 continued to the second rescue scene.

Safely airborne, Lieutenant Rauschkolb made contact with the other crew near Tifore Island and forty-five minutes later sighted them treading water in life vests. He landed and took three survivors aboard, taxied to another survivor and picked him up as well, but was unable to locate the last member of the crew. With ten passengers aboard, Rauschkolb jettisoned five hundred pounds of equipment to get down to maximum allowable takeoff weight. After a long takeoff run, he was able to get airborne and headed for home. Rauschkolb landed at Mar Strip, Sansapor, where the field hospital was located, at 1800 and unloaded the survivors into a waiting ambulance. The mission had taken eleven hours.9

Over the next two months, the squadron logged one mission under fire and thirteen unopposed rescue missions. On that rescue mission under fire, 1st Lt. Robert Rohlfing rescued RAAF Wing Cmdr. Geoffrey Atherton, snatching him from almost certain death while mortar rounds churned the water where his P-40 went down. The squadron claimed Atherton’s rescue to be a new record for the fastest water rescue at that time.10

By now, First Lieutenant Rauschkolb had picked up the nickname “Raunchy,” and the squadron had become comfortable with the emerging army-wide rescue call sign “Playmate.” On March 4, Raunchy’s Playmate Four Two departed Morotai to cover a B-25 strike on Zamboanga. Immediately upon arrival at Malanipa Island, his orbit point, he received a radio message that B-25s had been shot down over the target. The air was full of distress calls and directions to the survivors. Lieutenant Rauschkolb headed for the target and sighted a crew in a raft about one mile off shore, inside the reef guarding the beach. As he circled to land near the raft, Rauschkolb observed several Japanese barges firing at him. He called for the B-25s to strafe the barges and keep them off until he could rescue the surviving crew. He landed and taxied to the raft through a hail of machine gun and mortar fire and took the five men in the raft aboard, the sixth member of their crew having gone down with the ship.11

The Catalina crew could see a second crew stranded on a reef five hundred yards offshore, and Rauschkolb taxied over to them, it being faster and safer (a relative term given that they were under machine-gun fire) to taxi over than to take off and come around for a second landing. As Playmate 42 approached the reef, shore batteries opened up on the taxiing Cat, but he continued on to place his aircraft adjacent to the white water and retrieved the six men who swam out to the big Cat. In the face of machine-gun fire, mortar fire, and shore batteries that were ranging closer, Rauschkolb discovered that he had an even more severe problem. Working the engines energetically while on the water had caused one of them to overheat dangerously, and it had to be shut down. Now they had no choice but to taxi; they couldn’t fly.

Rauschkolb taxied out a passage through the reef to get out of range of the hostile fire. Finally, the hot engine cooled enough to operate again, but the seas were too rough for takeoff. While he considered his options, the crew got word of another B-25 down about fifteen miles away, just off Malanipa Island near the southern tip of Zamboanga Peninsula. Rauschkolb set course for Malanipa, receiving course corrections from two B-25s standing by their downed friends. But the Catalina was taking a beating, shipping water through flare tubes in the tunnel hatch, flooding the rear compartment. Rauschkolb’s crew members, as well as the survivors, bailed vigorously to keep the flooding down. The third downed crew was finally sighted and taken aboard.

Now there were twenty-five men aboard Playmate 42, but they were in calmer waters in the lee of Malanipa, so Rauschkolb considered attempting a takeoff. While they had burned a goodly amount of fuel, they were still too heavy. Rauschkolb ordered plane captain Tech. Sgt. Robert Jones to jettison four hundred gallons of fuel, reducing the amphibian’s weight by almost a ton and a half. That wasn’t enough to completely offset the weight of seventeen extra men, but that’s all they could dump and still have enough to get back to the nearest friendly base, if they could succeed in coaxing the plane into the air.

Raunchy and his copilot, Capt. Willis Helmantoper, taxied to the calmest water they could find off Malanipa, turned into the wind, and began the takeoff run with twenty-five men aboard and a badly leaking hull. Miraculously airborne, by grace and by golly, they headed for home, five hours away. The two circling B-25s made a pass waggling their wings and likewise headed for home. The rescue “ship” arrived at Morotai, where the survivors were transferred to the 155th Station Hospital.

The survival of seventeen out of eighteen crewmembers was a tribute to the training of the B-25 crews in ditching procedures. The crewmember who was lost had successfully egressed the ditched plane and appeared to be unhurt. However, he suddenly disappeared below the waves. Presumably, he was killed by enemy fire from shore as he was floating in the water. Rauschkolb and his crew displayed the highest courage and skill in effecting the rescue of these three bomber crews, fulfilling the highest traditions of the rescue service. First Lieutenant Frank Rauschkolb was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for this mission.12

Flight Lieutenant Walter R. Mills, RAAF, on exchange duty with the 2nd Emergency Rescue Squadron, commanding Playmate 41, departed Morotai for the southeast coast of Borneo on March 31, 1945. En route, he was diverted south to Ceram by a message that a Beaufighter crew was down just off the Japanese airstrip at Liang on the northeast coast of Amboina island, off the western tip of Ceram. Mills listened to the chatter of his countrymen fighting to save their squadron mates. The Japanese made repeated attempts to capture the two downed airmen but were driven back by the Beaufighters. One Beaufighter had an engine shot up during the battle but limped away and back to his base without putting two more Allied airmen in the water.

Mills arrived on scene, saw the Beaufighters wheeling and diving on the beach line, and sighted the two men in their dinghy three hundred yards offshore from Weal Village. Continuing in, as he passed over the raft, five shore batteries opened heavy antiaircraft fire. Despite the intense fire which had already shown its mettle by downing one agile Beaufighter and damaging another, knocking it out of the fight, Mills lined up his unarmored, lumbering, twin-engine patrol amphibian, and without hesitation, came in very low and landed near the survivors. As soon as he landed, the heavy guns inexplicably ceased firing. Mills surmised that the Catalina might be below the minimum elevation of the guns where they were sited. His relief was short-lived, however, as the shore battery fire was replaced with heavy rifle and machine-gun fire. The survivors abandoned their raft, swam quickly to the big amphibian, and were hurriedly taken aboard.

During the pickup, the heavy fire continued, and the blister .50-caliber machine gun and the twin .30-caliber turret in the nose returned fire. Beaufighters continued in for repeated passes of strafing as fast as they could get back around after rolling off target. The furious strafing had no noticeable effect. Playmate 41 was taking hits in several places.

Unarmored, the crew was terribly exposed, and it was not long before one of the gunners, Flight Officer Hastie, also RAAF, was shot in the lower abdomen and went down. Surgical technician Sgt. Arvie O. Mayberry administered first aid, and then morphine.

Flight Lieutenant Mills took off at full engine power. As he climbed out after lifting off, the heavy guns resumed firing, but without effect. Mills set course for Morotai, racing the clock for the life of Sergeant Hastie, whose condition was critical. It was a long two and a half hours to Morotai and the waiting ambulance for the short ride to the 155th General Hospital, where Hastie was immediately given a transfusion and taken to surgery. His condition was critical, but he survived.13

The 2nd Emergency Rescue Squadron moved forward to Palawan Island, the Philippines, as soon as it could be secured after the February invasion of that island. Stationed at Puerto Princessa, about halfway down the long, thin island, they were closer to enemy bases and other targets.

Late in the afternoon of April 7, 1945, antiaircraft fire disabled a B-25 of the 42nd Bomb Group over Tarakan, Borneo. In a matter of seconds the flaming airplane was in the water. Overhead, another B-25 circled. Its crew watched the crash-landing and saw six dots emerge from the smoking wreck as the bomber rapidly sank. Two yellow rubber dinghies materialized among them. The telegraph key chattered the alarm. Minutes later, a Playmate homeward bound from Balikpapan replied to the Mayday and diverted to see what could be done. The circling B-25’s signal lamp blinked to the drifting airmen, “Playmate coming, stay off shore.”14

It was dark when the Playmate finally arrived. The crew peered down into the inky blackness, but they saw nothing. The men in the dinghies heard the drone of the engines above them. They were expecting a Playmate, but it might have been a Zeke, or a Rufe, or a Betty, and they were perilously close to the Japanese positions ashore and knew it. No lights were shown, and the sound of the engines faded into the night. Except for the lapping of the waves and the sighing of the wind, there was silence, until the rains came. Six wet, shivering, hungry, tired, and miserable men were bunched together, waiting for the dawn. Surely, the Japanese knew they were in the harbor, but, strangely, no motor launches came out after them. Maybe it was the storm; maybe it was zero visibility; maybe who knows?

It was 0400 hours when the storm abated. Searchlights swept the sky, colored signal lights flashed, but still no one came. As the rain stopped, a large pier loomed in the darkness 150 feet away. With strength born of desperation, the men paddled frantically against the wind and current. They all transferred into one dinghy so that the other might be cut loose in order to reduce the drag. They struggled for two hours, and then played out, exhausted. At daybreak, to their great dismay, they saw they were but a few hundred yards from the Japanese positions. They could see enemy soldiers on shore and expected to be immediately taken prisoner. However, as the sun rose higher and higher, they could see the Japanese soldiers watching them and concluded that they were being left out there as bait for the rescue ship, which everybody knew would be coming.15

And they were right; the rescue ship was coming. First Lieutenant Robert Davis, commanding Playmate 37, approached Tarakan with two P-38 escorts. One of the P-38s sighted the dinghy just five hundred yards from the harbor pier and led the OA-10 to the survivors.

In the dinghy, a head lifted, turned to the north. In a moment the airman was on his knees, shouting, “Here it comes, right on schedule! Boy, ain’t it beautiful!” There were tears, cheers, and laughter as ten more eyes searched the horizon. “There, over there!” he yelled, and his finger pointed skyward. On shore, twenty 40mm guns also pointed skyward, alerted to the approach of the army flying boat by radar.

A wave of wild cheering went up from the dinghy as the lumbering aircraft came into the harbor, but it was short lived. The massed Japanese artillery opened an ear-splitting barrage. Chunks flew from the wing and tail of the aircraft. It reeled drunkenly for a moment, and then its bow dropped.

“They got her,” muttered six broken hearts. Then, miracle of miracles, the wounded plane’s bow lifted, she leveled off, and the wing floats swung down! She was coming in; she was smashed to hell, but she was coming in! The Japanese, who had stopped firing when the plane plunged to the deck, once again went into action, blackening the air with flak bursts and pouring streams of red tracers skyward as the awkward flying boat kept right on coming!

All hell broke loose aboard Playmate 37 as she crossed the southern tip of Tarakan at a thousand feet, and the Japanese opened up on the rescue ship directly above them. The first salvo struck home, rocking the big plane severely and throwing it temporarily out of control. A large 40mm hole was blown in the starboard wing, another 40mm shell exploded in the waist compartment where the blisters guns were locked and loaded. Lieutenant Davis immediately took violent evasive action, diving to the deck and leveling off at one hundred feet. First Lieutenant Craig, the navigator, surveyed the damage around him and informed Lieutenant Davis that the ship was still air- and seaworthy and that Sgt. August V. Roznovsky had been wounded in the face and Sgt. Fred B. Bernard had taken a flak wound to the chest and legs. Both men were wounded while at their gun stations in the blister. Lieutenant Craig, with the help of the wounded Roznovsky, carried Sergeant Bernard to the crew compartment, where Roznovsky, the crew surgical technician, despite his own wounds, dressed his crewmate’s wounds.

The flying boat was skimming the water now. In a matter of seconds she would touch down. With a wrenching screech, a hot bolt tore through the aft station, smashing the hatch inches from the navigator’s head. The big boat touched down. A great geyser of water streamed through the broken hatch, knocking the navigator to the catwalk. In a moment he was back on his feet again, heaving line in hand.

As soon as they were on the water, the co-pilot, RAAF Flight Officer John Leonard, scrambled forward to the bow hatch preparing another heaving line. The engineer, Sgt. Dan Troyer, dropped out of the tower and checked the hull, and the radio operator tapped out the news, while the pilot brought the dinghy close aboard down the left side, shutting down the port engine as the raft neared.

The flying boat bore down upon the dinghy with its cargo of hysterically happy men, their arms outstretched for the line that was thrown from the bow. It was a good heave, and twelve eager hands clamped on simultaneously. No sooner had the dinghy drifted under the now idle port engine, than the huge propeller started to turn again. No less eagerly, the occupants of the dinghy caught the line from the blister, and the navigator hauled the dinghy alongside. A whooping, shouting mass of soaking humanity came tumbling through the hatch, tearing clothes, barking shins, sliding head first to the gun platform, but delirious with joy. As the last man got into the hatch, the OA-10 began to pick up speed. Machine-gun fire whipped the water about her white as she charged forward. Another 40mm shell smashed into the tail assembly, severing the elevator trim tab and damaging the vertical stabilizer.16

Suddenly a muffled cry, scarcely audible above the roar of the engine, came from the sea below the hatch. Four hands clung desperately to the slippery edge of the hatch, as two struggling bodies flapped and slapped in the foam. The navigator seized a wet wrist, but couldn’t hold it. In desperation he leaned over the side and clutched the man’s pistol belt, and with one heart-busting heave, stoked by adrenalin, pulled the man onto the gun platform. He turned back to the second man, but someone in the blister, he didn’t notice who, was already pulling for all he was worth. Craig grabbed on and, together, they hauled the last man aboard. The navigator looked at his Samaritan, dazed, trembling, blood-drenched. It was Roznovsky, the wounded surgical tech.

As the OA-10 broke from the water, the starboard wing dragging, part of the elevator was shot away. The heavy “P-boat” clawed for altitude as a final, angry burst of tracer hemstitched the rudder. But she was off! In spite of the extensive damage, takeoff was somehow successful, and the Catalina headed for the nearest base, Zamboanga.

The rescue required only three minutes, but the Japanese scored repeated hits in that short time. Once airborne, Sergeant Roznovsky collapsed from loss of blood and was carried into the crew quarters, where Lieutenant Craig dressed his wounds and administered morphine to him. The radio operator, Cpl. Edward C. Baumgartner, remained steadfast at his duty station throughout the encounter and transmitted urgent signals in the blind (with no known receiver) to Palawan, despite the fact the Japanese had jammed all Morse Code frequencies. The news of the rescue was still unknown to the base. With every frequency jammed by the enemy, there wasn’t much Baumgartner could do. After ten minutes in the air, all excitement had subsided. The rescued crew sat about, swathed in blankets, smoking cigarettes, grinning at the world in general. The crew settled down to their routine tasks, only vaguely disturbed by the sporadic departure of bits of the wing from the whole.17

First Lieutenant Robert Davis continued to nurse his wounded bird towards Zamboanga, but his crew soon brought him alarming news. Although every means had been tried in an effort to stop Roznovsky’s bleeding, their amateur efforts were not working. He was losing blood far too rapidly. The navigator checked his charts and selected a divert base, which is forty-five minutes closer than their own. Davis quickly consulted with his navigator and selected a divert field forty-five minutes closer than their own home base. The air cleared of Japanese jamming just long enough for the radio operator to contact the divert field, tell them the general story, and call for ambulances.

Two ambulances and two Marine Corps doctors waited at the end of the runway as the big amphibian came to rest. In less time than it takes to tell, the wounded were speeding toward the base hospitals, blood plasma needles sticking in their arms. The base engineering officer came out to assess the damage—professional curiosity. He counted the holes and gaps where pieces should have been and poked his finger into a bullet hole in the gas tank. He scanned the tattered wing and noted one large hole in the starboard wing, one broken wing spar and several ribs, a broken elevator cable, smashed blister, broken elevator trim tab, damaged vertical stabilizer, and 163 other bullet and flak holes. He pursed his lips and shook his head. Old “83” (Serial Number 44-33883) never flew again, but the thirteen who were aboard her did.18

On June 13, 1945, an army emergency rescue squadron B-17H searched for seven and a half hours for a lost B-24 and finally found it just as it was turning for home base. The Boeing B-17H was a rescue conversion of a B-17G. The major addition to the aircraft was the capability to carry an A1 lifeboat under the forward fuselage. The lifeboat was designed for airborne drops. Once a downed airman was spotted, the rescue aircraft released the A1 lifeboat, which descended to the water by means of three parachutes. The droppable lifeboat was a self-righting, self-bailing, motorized type of boat that was equipped with full emergency provisions. Dye markers were dropped to mark the survivors, smoke bombs were dropped to measure the wind direction, and then the lifeboat was dropped within forty feet of the survivors’ rafts. A note was then dropped giving the survivors their position, and the course and distance to safety. A few hours later, navy motor torpedo boats rendezvoused with the lifeboat and completed the rescue.19

This noncombat rescue illustrates the complementary abilities that amphibians and air-deployable lifeboats brought to the challenge of rescuing downed airmen. The OA-10 could land and pick up survivors, but was in increasing danger of mortal damage as the seas it attempted to land in became rougher and rougher. And while the B-17 could not make a water landing and pick up survivors, in rough seas it could stand in for the OA-10 and increase the survivability of the downed aircrew by providing them with a well-provisioned, sturdy boat far more robust than any raft they might carry in their own aircraft.

The combat search and rescue exploits of navy and army air force pilots in the Pacific theater, a theater predominantly ocean, was tailor-made for the only real rescue capability of World War II. Rescue was fundamentally over water in nature, there not being a viable means of over-land rescue. This imperative to get “feet wet” to have any chance of rescue was a virtual genetic coding imprinted on succeeding generations of airmen which would serve them well in future combat in Korea and Southeast Asia.
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