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FOREWORD



In September 1982, Ron Drez arrived twenty minutes late to my seminar, where we would meet for the first time. The seminar was on the Eisenhower Administration and life in general in the 1950s. As he was leaving at the end of the class, he stopped to apologize to me for his tardiness. He explained he was a businessman and had to complete his work for the day. I said, “You are a businessman and you’re going for a Master’s degree in History?” He said yes. I said he could be late any time.


There was a spark in that meeting. Instantly, we knew that a deep friendship had begun. We were so different yet so alike. Ron was forty-two years old. I was forty-six. He was a former marine company commander in Vietnam. I had been opposed to the war. He was Tulane, I was University of Wisconsin.


What we shared was more important. We were fascinated by history. We wanted to know what happened, and try to figure out why. We had a respect for the men of World War II that impelled us to talk to them, read memoirs or books, talk to members of the unit, and gather and preserve their experiences.


That is what we do. That also started at our next meeting. Ron said he wanted to write about the life of Jack Nicklaus as his Master’s thesis topic. I waved that away and steered him toward his experiences during the Vietnam War, then handed him some documents I’d just received about Khe Sanh and told him that there was his thesis—what happened at Khe Sanh.


He did the work. He turned out a solid result. I was so pleased and impressed that I hired him as Assistant Director of the Eisenhower Center. It was part-time, in pay at least, but almost full time with Ron. He went to reunions all over the country of World War II units, whatever service. He explained who he was, why he was there, and when the word got out that a rifle company commander from Vietnam wanted to interview them about their war, the men descended on Ron. He was interviewing veterans of D-Day in Normandy. All on tape. We would have student workers to transcribe the tapes and the interview would go to the Eisenhower Center Archives. I drew from that archive much of the material I used in my own book on D-Day, while Ron edited a script with the perfect title, Voices of D-Day. It was published by Louisiana State University Press, to flattering reviews and continuing sales. It is often cited and frequently quoted.


In the seven years after the D-Day anniversary, Ron has broadened his reach. He began interviewing Vietnam War veterans, especially those from Khe Sanh. And then he got going with World War II veterans on their war—what it was like, how it felt for them. All of those interviews are in the Archives. What he gives us here is the best of them.


For Drez and myself, our friendship has grown. In 1989 Ron and his wife, Judy, came to Normandy and my wife Moira and I guided them around for a week. Also in 1989 Ron and I taught a course on the Vietnam War. He had fought in it. I had worked to shut it down. He lectured the first hour, I did the second. His subject was the war, how it was fought, why it was lost. Mine was the politics of the war, how it fit into the policies of the Cold War, and how it almost tore America apart at home. The auditorium was full, with students sitting in the aisles or standing at the back. Not one of them ever moved, at least in my memory. It was mesmerizing, for them and for us. I learned, Ron learned. It was one of my best teaching experiences, ever. At the end, to sustained standing applause, the Marine and the Professor embraced.


In the years since that occasion, Ron has started leading tours of battlefields in Europe and America, covering World War II and the Civil War. The participants in the tours cannot find the words to express how much they like him: He knows so much, is so enthusiastic, speaks with quiet authority but offers loud opinions, never tires, is eager to share what he knows with you, wants to learn. These qualities are also evident in his writing. In this field, I’m the teacher, he is the pupil. I’ve taught him something about pace, timing, organization, sticking to chronology, being always aware of his readers. He has added to what he has learned from the Professor and what he learned in Vietnam as a Marine in combat.


It is a fine gift Ron has. He can comment on or describe the individual’s experience and achievement in World War II from the perspective of who he is and what he has done—and he can do so eloquently, through his prose. He has a sense of the dramatic and an ability to make his readers feel that they are there. Twenty-five Yards of War is a great book.


—Stephen E. Ambrose















PREFACE



The idea for this book was a natural follow-up to the successful Normandy Project conducted by the Eisenhower Center at the University of New Orleans under the guidance of Dr. Stephen Ambrose, Distinguished Professor of History. In that project, which started in 1983 and lasted for ten years, it was my happy task to “get the stories” of the men who had landed at Normandy on June 6, 1944. We knew the stories of the generals and admirals and the high-ranking officers, but Ambrose wanted the stories of the men who had fought their own “twenty-five yards of war.” As his assistant director I traveled the length and breadth of this country to gather testimonies of men who had fought at Normandy. Over the years we collected more than fourteen hundred memoirs and interviews. Since I was a combat veteran myself, the men were at ease with me and that facilitated the collection. The culmination of that ten-year research was the publication of Ambrose’s book D-Day June 6, 1944: The Climactic Battle of World War II, and my own book Voices of D-Day: The Story of the Allied Invasion Told by Those Who Were There. Both books were released just before the dramatic Fiftieth Anniversary celebrations in England and France in June 1994.


D-Day was the talk of the year and any veteran who could get to Normandy was there to witness the once-in-a-lifetime celebration. Interest was again resurrected in 1998 with the release of the movie Saving Private Ryan by Steven Spielberg. Dr. Stephen Ambrose served as a consultant on the film, and both of our books were credited as references in the writing of the novel of the same name by Max Allan Collins.


This new interest in World War II led the Delta Queen Steamboat Company, headquartered in New Orleans, to contract with me to lead a speaker’s program for World War II–theme cruises up and down the great rivers of the United States. From the summer of 1995 until the summer of 1997, the company presented ten such cruises.


Because of my long research during the Normandy Project, I had many contacts and along the way I met many more veterans who shared their experiences with me and the passengers of the Mississippi Queen. The speakers were not only veterans of Normandy, but represented all services and battles in this very big war and were a wonderful cross section of the generation who had served in the war with quiet valor. They presented to their enthralled audiences the stories of their own experiences in the European and Pacific theaters.


I was suddenly aware that this was a unique opportunity. I wanted very much to record these men’s experiences for future generations. I was also aware that many veterans who had not fought at Normandy felt more than a little slighted that so much was made over June 6, 1944. Here was an opportunity to showcase other battles.


The question of how to bring these stories to the reader was a difficult one. I did not want to present an entire history of the war or even a detailed account of the various actions in which these men fought, fearing their own experiences would get lost in a forest of words. Still, the reader would need sufficient background to place the situation, time, and geography firmly.


I decided to provide only a brief historical background and basic information of objectives and tactics of the particular action (a luxury not afforded the participants) to allow the reader to come along for the ride and be a silent witness. The reader would learn of the mission as the veteran lived it, watching the planning and execution from the unit level. There would be no bird’s-eye view as a commanding general might have, far away with a large map posted on the wall plotting positions.


The reader would know the veteran by name and would climb into the cockpit or landing craft or submarine with him. The events would be presented in separate chapters in the order in which they happened. So the idea matured, and research and interview revealed wonderful stories.


The men in these stories have become my friends. Each one took the time to relate to me his memories, and it is to them, and to all warriors, that I dedicate this book. Here are twelve men in action in this gigantic war. Their common bond? Valor against the odds.


One is the recipient of the Medal of Honor and all have personal decorations. Another waited almost forty years for his valor to be recognized. But medals are not the measure of valor—courage and sacrifice are. All are ordinary men who faced adversity with courage in extraordinary times.













WARRIORS



Who are warriors? Perhaps it is better to ask what are warriors? And what is it about them that can, on the one hand, lead a grateful nation to figuratively genuflect in their presence or, on the other hand, cause a disappointed nation to treat them as second-class citizens or scapegoats of a failed political policy? What is it about them that inspires poets to immortalize them, and kings and presidents to speak in reverence of them, while, on many occasions, the people who benefit most from their life-threatening sacrifices treat them with indifference if not open hostility? The answer lies in the very fact that warriors are servants.


They are servants in a very special sense of the word, for the service they perform is like no other. They are called upon to bear unswerving allegiance to the nation in carrying out its political agenda; to risk life and limb with little explanation; to protect their fellow citizens with no promise of acceptance or gratitude; and to surrender part of their own rights and freedoms so the people they protect can better enjoy their own. And this service is predestined to be forgotten despite all resolves not to forget. And for what reward?


Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman said it best when he spoke about the manner of man who could perform the feats of a warrior when the best reward he could hope for “was to be shot dead on the battlefield, and have his name mis-spelled in the newspaper!” A warrior risks his life—and often loses it—for little pay, primitive living conditions, boredom, days of sheer torment and terror, separation from home and family, an early grave, or, perhaps worse, an old age surrounded with memories and stories few people are interested in hearing. “The first quality of a soldier is constancy in enduring hardship,” said Napoleon Bonaparte. “Courage is only second!”


Yet, since the beginning, this certain breed of man has stepped forward and crossed the line from protected to protector; from citizen to servant; from civilian to military. And each new generation of this breed feels a certain camaraderie with all those who have gone before. Each new generation of soldiers, sailors, airmen, marines, legionnaires, or rangers, rediscovers the common bond that forever links it to its predecessors; and having rediscovered it, these new warriors scribble and etch this discovery on walls, helmets, and armor.


The words aren’t always the same, but the meaning is. Some of the words are: “You haven’t lived till you’ve almost died,” and “Freedom has a special meaning the protected will never know.” “Snafu” has its own special meaning to a soldier, as do the phrases “uncommon valor,” and “conspicuous gallantry.” Frustration has identified itself in other words, such as, “We are the unwilling, led by the unqualified, to do the unnecessary, for the ungrateful.”


And what of that experience unique to combat veterans who, with constricted throats and hollow stares, have received the terse, sobering, three-word order, “Hold until relieved.” It is rarely followed by an explanation, nor is there need for one. At such times, performance is less of a dedication to nation than a statement of personal fortitude and integrity and of duty to fellow comrades-in-arms.




Soldiers we are attacking. Advance as long as you can.


When you can no longer advance, hold your position.


When you can no longer hold it, die.


—GEN. JOFFRE, First Battle of the Marne, WWI




So strong is the bond of common experience among comrades-in-arms that it is not unthinkable to imagine a hereafter in which there would be common recognition. A certain nod between a Roman soldier from the Tenth Legion at Masada and a marine from the jungles of Guadalcanal; or a trooper from Rommel’s Afrika Korps and a veteran from Longstreet’s First Corps—all walking in the kingdom of the God that they knew was on their side.


And when the battles approach, instead of shrinking from their realities as might be expected, warriors hone their talents, develop a certain trust among their fellow comrades, make their peace with God, and then itch to go—to get it on—hoping that someone in charge will end the interminable waiting. And it is not the promise of certain victory that makes them anxious. To the contrary, it is often in the face of overwhelming odds that they strain at the leash—for to not join battle perpetuates the torture of waiting.


Nor are these remarkable servants stripped of courage in hopeless situations. In fact it appears that the more hopeless the situation, the higher the level of awareness of professional discipline. To the uninformed and ignorant, what often appears as a death wish or craving for destruction is, in fact, a resolve about the situation. That resolve, along with faith in one’s comrades and a final prayer to God, precedes the step-up to a plane of human experience few achieve. It is at this level of trust and abandon that we find the defenders of the Alamo, Dien Bien Phu, Rorke’s Drift, Bastogne, Wake Island, Corregidor, Camerone, and a list of other impossible, hopeless places too long to recount.


It is at this level of resolve that a young lieutenant, when informed that his meager force of one hundred faced a force of six thousand attacking Zulus, could blithely comment, as did Lt. Gonville Bromhead in the Battle of Rorke’s Drift, the Zulu Wars, “Is that all? We can manage that lot very well for a few seconds.”


And yet, except for a few of their leaders, the warriors remain nameless, faceless, and as time goes by, forgotten. Their eyewitness accounts of the battles in which they fought, their own particular “twenty-five yards of war,” are eventually lost—sealed forever in the silence of the grave.


Twenty-five Yards of War is about warriors in ten climactic battles in the biggest war ever fought. These are accounts of extraordinary courage by ordinary men who, while facing overwhelming odds, abandoned themselves to the call of duty and met the enemy when survival was unlikely. This book represents an effort to remember and honor those stories and to capture the essence of their heroic experiences.


It is fitting then that to honor warriors facing overwhelming odds, a former comrade-in-arms should deliver an invocation. The words are similar to those used by countless other warriors before countless other battles, but no one has ever captured the spirit better.




O Lord, we are about to join battle with vastly superior numbers of enemy, and, Heavenly Father, we would like you to be on our side and help us; but if you can’t do it, for Christ’s sake don’t go over to them; but lie low, and keep dark, and you’ll see the damnest fight you ever saw in all your born days. Amen.


—COL. JACK HAYS, Texas Rangers, Mexican War

















ONE



THE HALSEY-DOOLITTLE RAID


APRIL 18, 1942


SGT. ROBERT C. BOURGEOIS



Robert Bourgeois was born on September 28, 1917, in the small south Louisiana town of LeCompte, near Alexandria. He attended a little school, typical of rural America in the 1920s. A school bus picked up students from the far reaches of the district and delivered them to the tiniest of schools. There were no strangers. When the Depression came, small-town America was hit hard and when he was ten, Robert’s family was forced to migrate, hoping for employment in New Orleans.


Young Bob finished grammar school and then went to high school and to Delgado Trade School and finished in mechanical drafting and electric and acetylene welding, talents that would prove essential. When he was twenty-two he sought to make his future in the world, but in 1939, with the country still suffering the aftermath of the Great Depression, he was uncertain where to begin. Friends in the Navy encouraged him to seek employment with the government, which at the very least offered a retirement program. The promise of retirement and security were powerful incentives to a generation of Americans who had seen the soup lines and people selling apples on the street corner to survive. No one had been spared the ordeal of seeing some family member out of work. Bourgeois’s friends told him that no matter how bad things got, if he retired from the service, each month he would have something coming in, and there were some great privileges for when he got old or sick. This all sounded good to young Bourgeois. Service people always seemed to be okay when everyone else was just scraping to get by. They weren’t rich, but neither were they wondering about their next paycheck or their next meal.


In October 1939, Bourgeois decided to go down to the Air Corps recruiter, raise his right hand, and sign up. They gave him a physical, and the next thing he knew he was at Barksdale Field in Shreveport for basic training. Bourgeois was given an aptitude test, during which he told the interviewers that he was a qualified welder, which in turn got him assigned to the welding shop and later to the mechanical drafting department. He developed skills right in the machine shop making parts for aircraft. He also played baseball on the Barksdale team and earned a permanently crooked finger for his athletic efforts.


After Barksdale, Bourgeois was sent to Denver to attend the Bombsight Maintenance and Automatic Pilot training school. It was a top-secret assignment. In 1941, after finishing pilot training, he was assigned to Pendleton, Oregon—getting married along the way—and began training on the B-25 bomber. Bourgeois had been in training to fly the aircraft when, on December 7, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. In the aftermath of the surprise attack, personnel were frantically thrown together to make crews and Bourgeois was “anointed” a bombardier, though he’d never dropped a bomb in his life. Nevertheless, he was a logical choice for the position because he knew the equipment and had been training bombardiers how to use the top-secret bombsight.


The United States had entered the war. In those first few days of the war when rumor, fear, and uncertainty haunted America, the new crews were assigned patrol missions off the West Coast. Bourgeois and his crew took off and flew up the Columbia River gorge to Portland. He remembered the breathtaking view of the mountainous terrain and how hard it was, in this peaceful setting, to believe that the country was at war.


That illusion was quickly shattered when a sister B-25, flying a patrol around the mouth of the Columbia River, sank the first Japanese submarine of the war. Bourgeois and his crew were assigned farther north to patrol around Seattle. They patrolled Puget Sound as America geared up for war and the people of Seattle first experienced the new phenomenon of the “blackout.” The patrolling B-25 crews watched as Seattle went dark after sunset.


Bourgeois had been on patrol duty for about a week when word came that the squadron would be transferred, not back to Denver but to the opposite end of the United States. They would leave the Columbia River and go to another Columbia, this one was in South Carolina, which had a new air base. Turned out the “base” was only a runway with no hangars, and they all lived in tents.


Less than a month after Pearl Harbor, in an office far removed from Bob Bourgeois and his B-25 squadron’s tent city in South Carolina, Gen. Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, chief of the Army Air Forces, was greeted by the president of the United States in his study in the White House. He sat with the assembled group, which included Gen. George C. Marshall, chief of staff of the Army, and Adm. Ernest J. King, chief of staff of the Navy. Also present was a special advisor to the president and the secretaries of War and of the Navy.


President Franklin Roosevelt talked of Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s arrival the next day and Gen. Marshall briefed those gathered on the global situation. Roosevelt then discussed the situations in Africa and in Europe, but it was when he turned the conversation to the Far East and to Japan that he was most forceful. He leaned forward and focused on the five men in the room. He repeated over and over his desire to strike back at Japan at the earliest possible moment. He told of the need for some sort of offensive attack to bolster American morale, which was suffering more and more each day. By the time the meeting ended, Gen. Arnold understood the urgency of the president’s order.1 On January 28, Roosevelt again pressed his military chiefs concerning progress on a plan to strike Japan.2 He was now even more anxious as the Japanese continued to rack up one impressive victory after another.


Pearl Harbor had not been simply an isolated attack in a disjointed strategy: Japan followed with a series of devastating hammerstrokes. On that same “day of infamy,” Japanese Imperial Forces began land and sea campaigns against Hong Kong and bombed Guam, Midway, and Wake Island. Less than twenty-four hours after Pearl Harbor, the Japanese caught Gen. Douglas MacArthur with his pants down and his planes parked in neat, close rows on the airfield at Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines. The planes were destroyed where they were parked.


Three days later, the news was no better. The British battleships Repulse and Prince of Wales were sunk in the Gulf of Siam and Japanese forces landed on Luzon.


The bad news arrived in sickening waves upon a stunned American population. During the next week there was one tiny glimmer of hope as valiant marine defenders repulsed an overwhelming Japanese force seeking to capture Wake Island. Thirsting for good news, Americans followed the gallant defense of Wake as day after day the outnumbered defenders thwarted the Japanese. The promise of a relief force raised hope.


But Wake Island was only a small oasis in a desert of gloom. On December 15, the British withdrew from Malaya and Burma, and on the nineteenth, the Japanese landed on Hong Kong and forced surrender on Christmas Day. But by Christmas, Wake Island had also succumbed. On December 23, Americans’ tiny glimmer of hope had been snuffed out.3 The proposed relief of the island had been called off. By the end of 1941, meaningful resistance to the Japanese attack in the Philippines was at an end and MacArthur departed, leaving fifteen thousand Americans behind. Those Americans and sixty-five thousand Filipinos assembled at Bataan to fight on with the hopes that some relief force could save them.


As 1942 began, the Japanese forces continued their undaunted march of conquest, invading Burma, pressing on in Bataan, and capturing Singapore. In a few months’ time, the entire Pacific Ocean area west of a line drawn from Alaska to Hawaii and southwesterly to Australia was under Japanese control.


Back home, Gen. Arnold studied a daring plan to strike Japan in fulfillment of President Roosevelt’s anxious order. It consisted of the possibility of launching aircraft from the deck of a carrier for a strike against Tokyo. The Japanese knew that the range of carrier-borne aircraft was about 300 miles, so they would position their defensive rings at that radius and a carrier force would be detected and most likely destroyed. To risk one of only four carriers in the U.S. fleet in a suicidal attack would be foolhardy. With most of the fleet at the bottom of Pearl Harbor, those carriers were all that stood between the United States and the Japanese Imperial Fleet.


But this plan was not devised to be suicidal. It did not call for typical carrier aircraft to launch. The plan called for medium Army bombers, which had a much greater range, to launch from a distance outside the Japanese protective rings and outside the range of Japan’s land-based aircraft. This would decrease the exposure to the carrier. There was no thought of recovering the bombers since they could not return and land on the carrier. They were too big, had a nose wheel, and were not equipped for carrier landings, and even if they somehow could land, they could not fit on the elevators to be lowered to the hangar deck to clear for the next plane. Once launched, the bombers would have to seek safe harbor on land. Landing in the Soviet Union was out of the question since it had signed a nonaggression pact with Japan. That left China the only friendly land nearby—but China was infested with Japanese troops. There was no other choice, however, so the bombers would have to land in China and be given to forces there.4


At the beginning of March 1942, Sgt. Bourgeois was working on some equipment in his tent at the airfield in Columbia. In his tent was the vault containing the top-secret bombsight. He was bent over his bench working on a servo unit for the automatic pilot when he was interrupted. He looked up to see his squadron commander stride in accompanied by “a little short guy” with a leather jacket. The squadron commander told Sgt. Bourgeois that he wanted him to meet Jimmy Doolittle, indicating the “short guy.” Bourgeois shook hands with the lieutenant colonel and the commander announced that Col. Doolittle was looking for some boys to go on a little trip with him and that they’d be gone for a few weeks and then come back home. He said it as casually as if the colonel were planning a fishing trip and when they caught their limit, they’d be back to continue the war.


As Bourgeois listened, the commander said that Doolittle needed someone to take care of the automatic pilots and the bombsights. Bourgeois nodded, and then Col. Doolittle spoke. He said that this trip was strictly a volunteer thing, but that added caveat did not deter the young Louisianian. Bourgeois shrugged and said, “Okay, I’ll go.” Doolittle accepted him and as they walked out he told the sergeant that they’d be leaving in a couple of days and would be going to Eglin Field in Florida.


Bourgeois was then assigned as the bombardier to aircraft 40-2247, which was always called 2247, and it was then that he met the rest of his crew: pilot Lt. Edgar McElroy, copilot Lt. Richard Knobloch, navigator Lt. Clayton Campbell, and engineer-gunner Sgt. Adam Williams. The newly formed crew left for Florida two days later, becoming part of the B-25 Special Project.


On March 3, Col. Doolittle addressed his new group of approximately 140 volunteers, assembled before him at Eglin Field. Bourgeois listened as the colonel informed them that this project would be dangerous and demanded absolute secrecy. He told them, “Don’t talk to anybody. If someone wants to know what you are doing, tell them you don’t know what you’re doing.” Bob Bourgeois thought that would be easy because he surely didn’t know what the hell he was doing. Doolittle invited anyone who had any doubts about the mission to leave now and said no one would think the less of him. No one left.


The crews were placed in a virtual quarantine. No one was permitted near them except the few civilians who were working close by. They trained at auxiliary fields around Eglin, away from the main traffic. Their main practice area was little more than a macadam strip.


After Doolittle’s talk, the crews saw little of him. He was gone most of the time conferring with Gen. Arnold and spending time in Minneapolis where they were trying to solve leaking fuel tank problems. Newly designed self-sealing tanks weren’t working, and Doolittle was exploring possibilities to increase fuel capacity. The bombers for Doolittle’s mission would be modified to add a 265-gallon tank that would fit into the bomb bay, leaving just enough room for four 500-pound bombs underneath. There would also be a collapsible rubber tank placed in the crawl space separating the front and rear compartments. Other special modifications were made as the bomber crews continued to train at Eglin.5


There was one other great modification. It was not made in Minneapolis but right at Eglin Field. The Norden bombsight, a new, state-of-the art bombsight, was considered too valuable to risk being captured, and so a rudimentary sight was invented and constructed for the cost of twenty cents. It consisted of a sighting bar and a protractor. Knowing the altitude and air speed, the bombardier could set the angle of the sighting bar so when the target lined up, the bombs could be released.


One day a naval officer, Lt. (j.g.) Hank Miller, showed up among the volunteer crews. He had recently graduated from the Naval Academy in Annapolis and was assigned as a flight instructor at Pensacola. Miller began talking to the crews about a procedure called “jump takeoff.” This procedure called for the pilot to rev the engine to maximum rpms while holding the bomber back on the brakes. When the engine was screaming at maximum power and the aircraft straining to be freed, the brakes were released and the bomber lurched forward in a modified, jackrabbit takeoff. To the Army pilots this was not the way to fly an airplane. At flight school Bob Bourgeois had been told, “You can’t do such a thing. You need to fly this aircraft off the ground with about a mile of runway.”


But it could be done and, after some practice, on a runway marked to show distances, some of the B-25s were getting airborne in 500 to 600 feet. Of course, these aircraft were light. There was no gasoline or bomb-load weight. But Miller had made some calculations and he concluded that if an empty bomber could get off in that short distance, then a loaded aircraft, with full flaps, might be able to get airborne also if there was a 25 to 30 knot wind blowing across the wings. Many of the bomber crews were skeptical of Miller’s assessments. They could not envision this big bomber with a gross weight of 27,000 pounds, getting off in 500 feet with a ground speed of 50 miles per hour. What Miller and the crew didn’t know was that the target weight of the loaded aircraft would not be 27,000 pounds, but a whopping 31,000 pounds, 2,000 pounds over the maximum designed load.6


The B-25 was a big airplane. It had a wingspan of almost 68 feet and was over 53 feet long. In addition to practicing short takeoffs, the crews practiced bombing runs over the Gulf of Mexico. On any given day, the crew of 2247, with Sgt. Bourgeois in the nose of the bomber, made bombing runs on little oil slicks on the water on which Bourgeois would drop little blue sandbags.


“I got real proficient in dropping those damn things,” he said. “I was hitting those slicks from fifteen hundred feet in the air. I didn’t need the sight. I could line up the target on my shoelaces and hit it.”


In addition to bombing practice, each crew received about twenty-five hours of navigation, gunnery, and formation flying. Additional training was cut short because of the need to further modify the aircraft for increased fuel capacity. The lower gun turret was removed and a 60-gallon gas tank was installed in its place; ten 5-gallon gas cans were added to the carry-on cargo to be stowed in the rear compartment. This extra gasoline would be manually poured into the new turret tank to top it off as the gasoline was consumed in flight. The final configuration of the B-25 brought the gasoline capacity up to 1,141 gallons. This was almost 500 additional gallons over the standard configuration.7


The mechanics responsible for the inner workings of the B-25 had worked like Swiss watchmakers and had tuned the engines and carburetors to perfection, idling back for the least fuel consumption possible. Factory representatives worked side by side with the mechanics in order to tune the engines to run on the stingiest supply of gasoline: The 1,100 gallons of gasoline would have to take the aircraft more than 2,000 miles.


On March 23, the crews filled their bombers with fuel and received a short talk from Col. Doolittle, who still did not reveal their mission. He told them to man their aircraft and fly west to McClellan Field near Sacramento, California. On this route from Eglin the crew would be flying the same distance as if they had taken off from 500 miles east of Japan, then flown over Tokyo and on to the mainland of China.


As the aircraft flew westward, Sgt. Bourgeois was having a good time flying 25 to 30 feet off the ground across the state of Texas. As the big bombers buzzed the farms, Bourgeois laughed and said, “I could see white chickens flying over the fences. I think every chicken must have left the barnyard.” The need to fly low over the countryside was just part of the training and the crews did not know why they had to do it. They were told to fly low, so they flew low. No questions asked. In fact, as the planes approached San Francisco, one of the aircraft flew under the Golden Gate Bridge.


The flight had also been a test of the distance monitored against fuel consumption, and the specially tuned carburetors seemed to be working perfectly. The crew landed at McClellan for final inspections and to have the propellers replaced with special pitches to ensure maximum fuel efficiency. It was here that the strangest modification was made: Capt. David Jones saw two black broomsticks placed in the tail to look like 50-caliber shotguns. The real guns weighed too much, so the broomsticks were used in the hopes of scaring off Japanese interceptors from flying behind the plane and making a rear attack.


On April Fool’s Day, the B-25s were ordered to fly to the Naval Air Station at Alameda. When Sgt. Bourgeois and his crew arrived in Alameda, they got their first view of a large aircraft carrier sitting at the dock. As soon as they landed they were greeted by the Navy’s little mechanical donkeys that hooked on to each bomber’s nose gear and began pulling the aircraft to the dock. The crew then saw the name of the ship for the first time: on the side, in big letters, was Hornet.


“This must be the son-of-a-bugger that we’re going to get on,” Bourgeois said, and he was proved right as a big crane reached out and effortlessly picked his bomber up and set it on deck. There were some quizzical looks from some of Hornet’s crew concerning the loading of the big land-based bombers, but soon sixteen were loaded and two were left on the dock. All eighteen crews, however, boarded the ship. The two extra crews were just that, extra. They were there as standbys in case some crew members got sick or were incapacitated, but they would not fly the mission otherwise. The loading took place in the early afternoon, and afterward Hornet moved out of the berth and anchored in the middle of the bay in full view of the whole world.


“We sat out in the middle of the bay all afternoon with all these cars going by,” said Bourgeois. “They must have wondered, where the hell are these guys going? And we still didn’t know anything.


“We sailed the next day and went past Alcatraz and under the Golden Gate Bridge. I’ll never forget that; it was beautiful.


“We were a day out in the Pacific when the captain came over the PA and addressed us all. He said that he knew that all of us were wondering where we were going and what we were going to do, and that was when he announced, ‘We’re going to Tokyo.’”


What had seemed far-fetched was now a reality. Bob Bourgeois remembered it.


“It was like a football game when the score is three to three and there are only a couple of seconds left, and some guy kicks a fieldgoal, and then everything is bedlam. That was the way we and the Navy boys were. There had been all kind of fighting and squabbling between the different branches of the services before. Now we had none of that. There was nothing but cooperation. They were cheering us on.”


To Sgt. Bourgeois and the rest of the B-25 crews all the training suddenly made sense: the short takeoff, the low flight over the countryside, the finely tuned carburetors, the special extra gas tank modifications, the carry-on gasoline, the absolute secrecy. It all made sense now. They were going to bomb Tokyo.


The ship headed for Japan accompanied by two cruisers, an oiler, and four destroyers. Five days later, on April 7, Adm. William “Bull” Halsey, on board the carrier Enterprise with two more cruisers and four additional destroyers, left Hawaii and rendezvoused. Halsey and his force would provide a screening force for Hornet as she and her task force steamed toward Japan and the launch area 400 to 500 miles off shore.8


Here were sixteen ships from a crippled U.S. Fleet, including two precious carriers, defying the odds and exposing themselves to possible disaster. What a plum it would be for the Imperial Japanese Fleet to bag this task force. To bag Halsey and his men and send Hornet and Enterprise to the bottom would be the brightest trophy of their collection.


Adding to the danger, Hornet’s fighter planes were blocked from access to the flight deck by the sixteen B-25s sitting there like nesting birds. Should the task force be discovered and attacked by enemy planes, one could only imagine the terrible sight of the ship’s crew and the bomber crews pushing the bombers over the side in a frantic effort to get the fighters on deck and into the air to protect the carrier and the rest of the force. The B-25s were an obstacle to Hornet’s self-preservation.


After the announcement on board the ship’s PA that Tokyo was their destination, Col. Doolittle assembled the crews in the mess hall and gave them details. He told them that their targets would be in Tokyo, Yokohama, Nagoya, Osaka, and Kobe. He told them that the Navy would get them to within 500 miles of the Japanese mainland. His would be the first plane off in the early evening, two hours prior to the rest of the force, and would carry incendiary bombs. He would arrive over Tokyo at night and would light the city up for the main strike. After the strike, the force would fly to China and would land on some small fields, refuel, and take off to fly to Chungking.


On the second day out of San Francisco, Bob Bourgeois and the entire crew of 2247, now known as Crew 13, because their aircraft was lashed down and in position to take off in the thirteenth slot, was called to be briefed on their mission. They were briefed by Hornet’s intelligence officer, Lcdr. Stephen Jurika, who had the unique distinction of having graduated from the University of Tokyo. He told them that he had frequented the Russian Embassy for some vodka sessions and that the personnel there had given him quite a few pictures of Tokyo. As he laid these out before Crew 13, Bourgeois whistled under his breath. He had never seen so many war plants in all his life. There were smokestacks blowing smoke in great industrial billows everywhere. Jurika then revealed their target.


“We were told that we had been assigned this naval base,” Bourgeois said. “We were told that it was very important that we get it and that the base was right on Tokyo Bay and was about twenty-five miles south of Yokohama. We were told that knocking it out would help the war effort a great deal.”


Bourgeois thought that Lcdr. Jurika was extremely thorough. As he briefed the crew he showed the men positions where various ships were berthed or docked. All through the voyage, as the ships plowed closer to their destination, Jurika constantly updated the locations of ships and targets.


After the briefing Crew 13, along with the rest of the crews, worked their way out to the flight deck. Each crewman carefully paced that awfully short distance from the first B-25 to the end of Hornet’s deck and then stared down into the rolling sea. No matter how they paced it off, it was only 467 feet from the start to the end of the deck. They shook their heads knowing that, in all their practices, they had never gotten off in 467 feet.


The aircraft looked huge sitting on the deck with its left wing hanging over the edge of the carrier and its right wing jammed against the ship’s island, the superstructure located midships on the starboard side of the flight deck. There was no room for error. The Navy had painted two white lines all the way down the deck to the bow. The idea was that those lines were meant to guide the aircraft. If the pilot kept his left wheel on the left line and his nose wheel on the right line, he’d be fine.


On April 9, as the task forces headed west, there was more bad news. American forces on Bataan had surrendered. Most Americans had never heard the name Bataan. Later, as details of events there unfolded, they would associate it with a horrible death march and, like Pearl Harbor, its name would be remembered in infamy.


Ten days out of San Francisco Hornet’s task force plowed through stormy seas with high winds and reduced visibility. Bourgeois watched the tanker Cimarron conduct the delicate maneuver of inching close to Hornet and extending fuel hoses to fill the carrier’s tanks. The two vessels plowed on side by side creating a thrashing sea between their two hulls while the tanker pumped its fuel into the big ship. When it was finished, Cimarron retracted its hoses and departed to the east, leaving the task force to go on.


As the launch date, April 18, approached, the crews constantly checked and rechecked the planes. They’d been over everything a thousand times. Each crew lined up on deck and had their pictures taken to record this daring moment in history that, for better or worse, would be something to remember.


By April 17, shipboard life had become routine, though Bourgeois never could get used to beans for breakfast. Every day seemed the same. It was the day before their big day and if he had thought there would be something special, like a last meal, he was wrong.


“I’d never eaten beans for breakfast in my life,” he complained. “The Navy had pork and beans for breakfast, and I said, What the hell kind of chow hall is this?”


Even though the additional Army crew had crowded the Navy personnel, the Navy tried to make their guests as comfortable as possible forfeiting their own bunks down below.


“They also had ice-cream parlors. It was like a city,” Bourgeois recalled. Capt. David M. Jones, the pilot of Crew 5, recalled that there were many amenities but the strangest was a billiards table—billiards being an odd choice on a rolling and pitching ship. “However, it made a first-class craps table.”9


On April 17, the bombs were loaded on 2247. In recent days, Lcdr. Jurika had defined their target in more detail. They were to hit the dock area at Yokosuka, the largest naval base in Japan, and their target was, more specifically, an aircraft carrier that was in dry dock. The mission called for them to be armed with three high-explosive 500-pound bombs and one 500-pound incendiary cluster. The target was really a double target—the carrier and the dry dock.


“The incendiary cluster was specially made,” Bourgeois said. “It contained 128 hexagon-shaped pellets about fifteen inches long with an explosive charge in the middle. The explosive charge dispersed these pellets and they were capable of burning through a three-quarter-inch piece of steel.


“Some targets, especially those over Tokyo, were very susceptible to fire. Lots of paper and wood.” The bombers assigned those targets would carry more incendiary bombs. After the planes were armed there was nothing left to do but wait.


“It was the night before,” Bourgeois said, “and we had planned for Doolittle to leave the next day in the early evening, and we were going to follow, flying low to keep the radar from picking us up.”


Sgt. Bourgeois went to bed with that thought in mind, hoping to get a good night’s sleep for what would obviously be a busy day. As he retired, the seas kicked up and the wind increased to 30 knots.


At 0330 he was shocked to consciousness by the ear-splitting sound from the ship’s Klaxon calling everyone to battle stations. Throughout the dark quarters, crews sprang to life and grabbed their clothes, equipment, and B-4 bags. They scrambled for the aircraft on deck, which were being lashed by gale-force winds as the sea sent torrents of spray over the bow. It was a false alarm, though, and forty-five minutes later the “all clear” sounded.


Crew 13 checked the guns, manually pulled the props through 360 degrees to ensure correct ignition and firing sequence of the engine, stowed their gear, and made last-minute checks. By 0730 all was ready and the crews had eaten and were standing by in scattered areas of the ship, still expecting the takeoff to occur at dusk. Fifteen minutes later an announcement from the loudspeaker shattered their plans.


“All hands man your battle stations!” The Navy personnel went into action manning guns and taking up other positions. Bob Bourgeois was on deck, and from his position by the aircraft, he watched cruiser Nashville lunging forward in the heavy seas. At 0805 she suddenly opened fire. To the young sergeant it seemed that she was red on one side. The word spread like wildfire. Japanese boats had been sighted, and the task force had been discovered. The bombers had to get off even though they were still 200 miles from the launch point. The ship was threatened and the Navy needed the deck to defend her.


Now the ship’s horn bellowed out, “Army crews, man your planes and prepare for immediate takeoff!” From various positions around the ship, the bomber crews scrambled into their aircraft and, in the howling wind, wheel chocks were removed from under the first plane, and it was pushed and shoved until the left wheel and the nose wheel were on the white lines leading down the pitching deck and off the end.


Doolittle was in this plane, and he was taking off in the morning instead of at dusk. The B-25 vibrated as its engines started. The right wing tip seemed as if it would surely scrape the ship’s island and the left wing hung over the side like a great albatross too big for its perch.


All eyes on board ship and in the other fifteen B-25s sitting behind him were glued on Doolittle. They watched as the engines revved-up to full power and the aircraft strained against the brakes.


A flagman on the end of the carrier also drew everyone’s attention. He was first silhouetted against the skyline, and then against the horizon, and finally against the boiling ocean as Hornet rose and sank from one wave to the next. He rotated his checkered flag in great circles signaling the pilot to increase power. The engines screamed higher and higher. When he was finally satisfied that the aircraft was at full power he watched as the carrier plunged into the trough of a wave so her deck was tilted downward. It was at that moment that he whipped his flag forward, signaling the pilot to release the brakes. The big bomber lurched forward and seemed in slow motion as it gathered speed. Hornet’s deck was now on the upstroke as she climbed the next wave.


In the aircraft, the pilot knew the takeoff procedure cold. It had been practiced on land many times, but this time it was for real—on a pitching deck with the distance to the water growing shorter by the second. Release brakes; wait three seconds; pull the yoke back into the chest and wait. When and if the nose came whooshing up, push the yoke forward and try to trim the aircraft. In this case, if the nose didn’t come up, the bomber’s destination was the sea.10


Down the deck ran Doolittle’s plane. Up rose Hornet’s deck, reaching for the sky as she crested the next wave. Doolittle’s bomber vaulted into the air, lifted by a combination of the springboarding deck and the 30-knot wind. At 0815, he was airborne, with room to spare.


Confidence among the remaining fifteen crews soared. Crews 2 through 6 took off in the next eighteen minutes. Bourgeois watched as each plane seemed to take off vertically, “hanging on the engines,” and then leveled out. The wind was now so strong that the seventh aircraft took some of the pitch out of its flaps since the plane was being buffeted badly. The pilot feared the wind would push his bomber overboard. With their flaps at a decreased angle, Crew 7 headed down the deck.


From his place back in the line, Sgt. Bourgeois watched the run. At the end of the deck, instead of jumping into the air like those that had gone before him, the seventh bomber dipped below the carrier’s deck and the retracting wheels touched the top of a wave before receding into the wheel well. The aircraft then gained altitude and was off to join the rest of the airborne force.


A solitary figure raced across the deck among the waiting aircraft and stopped at 2247. It was Lcdr. Jurika, who even at this late time brought Sgt. Bourgeois’s crew the latest intelligence about where ships were located in Tokyo Bay.


Suddenly it was Crew 13’s turn. They would be the thirteenth aircraft to run down the pitching deck. Bourgeois was not superstitious; he had no doubts. He’d seen the rest of them go. He was part of history. The two backup crews had offered all that was in their pockets to replace anyone for this mission, but there had been no takers among the eighty raiders.


Aircraft 2247 raced down the deck, forty-five minutes after Doolittle’s plane. Bourgeois watched as they became airborne with more than 100 feet of deck to spare. Their greatest worry—to get off in less than 500 feet—was unfounded. It had been easy.


“We’d hoped for a strong wind to help us,” Bourgeois said. “We didn’t expect a hurricane!”


They circled 360 degrees and flew back over the ship and down the exact line that the carrier was traveling. Out on deck a Navy man held a blackboard skyward so they could read it. It said 300 degrees. Since the aircraft only had B-type compasses, which could be very unreliable, this last flyover confirmed their direction. They joined Crews 11 and 12 and headed for Tokyo.


It was a strange flight. The three aircraft flew 25 feet off the ocean to avoid radar detection. The white-capped waves whipped past the plane giving a sense of increased speed and reminding Bourgeois of the white chickens frantically flying over the fences in Texas.


Everyone was aware that the raid would now take place in broad daylight instead of at night, as had been planned. The plan was 180 degrees out of sync. The flight out of Tokyo, if successful, would place the crews over China at night with the unenviable task of making a night landing at the remote airstrip at Chuchow, which had no runway lights. But all that was in the future—for now the focus was getting to Tokyo.


For several hours the three-plane formation flew west. The crew members could sometimes wave to each other. Some snacked, some talked, and in 2247, the crew listened to Tokyo Rose over the radio. She taunted her American listeners with her lilting voice. Her theme was how beautiful it was to live in the land of the cherry blossoms where all the Japanese were free from the dangers of bombing and how wonderful it was to feel such safety.


As they flew on, Tokyo Rose brought her usual variety of music and propaganda. Suddenly, about an hour before Crew 13 was scheduled to make landfall in Japan, they knew that Jimmy Doolittle had arrived. Tokyo Rose told them.


Her voice, which had been so peaceful and content, was now frantic as she announced, “We’re being bombed!” After a few panic-stricken minutes, she went off the air.


It was noon as the flight reached the Japanese coast and the three planes broke off from each other. Crews 11 and 12 headed for Yokohama while Crew 13 plotted a course toward Yokosuka and the dry dock. But, as they crossed the coast, nothing looked familiar and, after some map study, they concluded that they were too far north. Feeling their way along, they flew over a Japanese airfield at 25 feet. The field had 150 aircraft on it, half of them cranked up on the end of the runway. Realizing their error, they did a quick about-face and headed back to the coast, drawing fire from the antiaircraft guns along the Japanese coast.


Bourgeois thought the impacting rounds looked like hailstones falling on the water as the pilot barely avoided the fire. Flying low along the Japanese coast, he could see the people working in the rice paddies. It was midday with not a cloud in the sky. It was absolutely beautiful weather. What a change from the stormy weather during takeoff from Hornet. It was spring in the land of the rising sun.


Now the crew was on track. They quickly identified Yokohama and turned south. As they approached Yokosuka, Bourgeois, from his bombardier’s position, could identify all the boats—just where Lcdr. Jurika had told him they would be.


The bomber climbed to 1,500 feet and Sgt. Bourgeois opened the bomb bay doors out over Tokyo Bay. He was used to looking at 15-to 20-foot targets when he had practiced bombing in the Gulf of Mexico and he would hit those targets “smack-dab” in the center. Now he was looking at a target so big, “a blind man couldn’t miss it,” he said: an aircraft carrier in dry dock.


The B-25 flew its target line. As it came closer and closer to the big ship, Sgt. Bourgeois had his thumb on the release. He dropped the three 500-pounders, then dropped the incendiary bomb. He couldn’t see the results from his position in the nose as the bomber zoomed over, but the copilot turned and watched as the bombs impacted. A huge ship-loading crane flew skyward and fell, shattering into pieces. The dry dock, with aircraft carrier, shook and toppled onto its side and the incendiary bomb cluster scattered its 128 shards on the oil-storage tanks and the machine shop area, creating a roaring inferno.


Bourgeois closed the bomb doors and Lt. McElroy, the pilot, swung the plane to the left to head southwest toward China just as if he were heading back to Eglin Field following a successful drop of Bourgeois’s little blue bags on the slicks in the Gulf of Mexico. This extraordinary bombing mission was conducted with such routine efficiency that the copilot, Lt. Knobloch, munched on a sandwich throughout.11


They flew along the Japanese coast for an hour, constantly checking for enemy aircraft, seeing none. But then they ran into a Japanese naval task force. Bourgeois estimated twenty-five ships, in two columns. The pilot avoided antiaircraft fire by flying straight down the middle of the formation, reasoning that neither column would fire lest they hit the other. He was right. Not one shot was fired at the bomber as it skimmed the water.


After flying through the task force, 2247 headed for China. Now that the attack was over, the crew faced the discouraging facts. Prior to the mission, they had been briefed by weather experts that the prevailing winds that they would encounter on the way to China would be in their faces: wind on the nose would decrease their ground speed and that meant increased fuel consumption. They had already flown more than 200 extra miles because of the early takeoff. The pilot had leaned the engines so that every so often they coughed and sputtered, thirsty for fuel. Only then was the richer mixture grudgingly given, followed shortly by a renewed attempt to lean them back in an effort to keep fuel consumption at a bare minimum.


Aircraft 2247 flew along for hours, its engines stretching every drop of fuel, but to the west, the weather was deteriorating. The beautiful spring skies over Tokyo turned black and ugly and rain fell in torrents. The crew could see nothing, but in those dark storm clouds was a miracle: The prevailing wind that had buffeted the nose turned into a 30-knot tailwind boosting the bomber along. Again the engines were leaned until they coughed.


The plan had been to land at Chuchow in daylight, refuel with smuggled fuel from Chinese partisans, and take off again for Chung-king, where they would eventually meet up and deliver the planes to Gen. Claire Chennault and his famous Flying Tigers. To aid the bombers, two Chinese signalmen equipped with a hand generator were to fly to Chuchow and tap out a Morse code signal, “5-7” over and over, that would guide the raiders toward the airstrip, which they would find visually and land on. That was fine in the daytime. This was night in a storm. The best they could hope for was to receive the signal and fly close to the sight. No one ventured a guess how to find the strip at night.


As they flew, the only instrument to aid navigation was their hand-held B-type compass. They could not take a reading on the stars, because there were no stars. The storm had blotted out the sky.


They flew at 6,000 feet, hoping they were on a course over the South China Sea and not over land where high mountain peaks thrust into the sky. They had no idea where they were. No one talked about what they all knew. They just flew on in the dark of the storm in zero-visibility weather. As the hours passed, they could only listen for the Morse signal from the ground. They were never to hear it: The aircraft carrying the Chinese signalmen became a casualty of the same storm buffeting 2247. It crashed, killing its crew.


Despite the fact that they were in a difficult position, there was no panic. They had been flying in the zero weather for about five hours; it had been eleven hours since takeoff. The scant conversation that did take place concerning their predicament was laced with gallows humor. Knobloch munched more sandwiches, remarking, “May as well die happy.”


From his bombardier’s position in the nose of the aircraft, Bourgeois chimed in over the intercom, “I hope Columbus was right that if you go far west, you get to the… east.” From the tail section, in his gun turret position, Williams liked that thought and said, “Maybe we’ll come down in England.” On and on they flew.12


Thirteen hours after they roared off Hornet’s deck the moment they hoped would not come came.


“The first time we really knew we were in trouble,” Bourgeois said, “was when we actually ran out of gas. The red light came on the left engine and we kept running along until it quit. Mac [Lt. McElroy] feathered it while we still had power.”


The fuel gauge for the right engine showed a little fuel, so 2247 flew on, on one engine. McElroy finally broke the silence.


“Well boys,” he said, “we’ve got two chances. We can stay in here and we can all die, or we can try and get out and see what happens.”


No one said anything, and 2247 continued along until the right engine started sputtering. McElroy ordered the hatch cover to be pulled. Bourgeois had a chest-type chute on and was in the tunnel up front in the bombardier’s position, so he crawled back. Sgt. Williams crawled over the top from the aft section, not wanting to be the only one to go out of the aft hatch. The five men stared down, at the black hole in the floor.


Sgt. Williams started up a conversation to prolong the inevitable jump. He realized the momentousness of the day’s events and did not want to see the mission end this way. But the sputtering engine and threats from the crew forced him to disappear down the black hole. Bourgeois followed him out.


The bombardier fell into the black void, which was wet and cold. He tried to remember his bail-out instructions from training as he plunged into the blackness. They were easy: count to ten to prevent the shroud lines from being entangled in the aircraft and to let your body slow down, pull the rip cord, and brace for the opening shock. By that time your body would have slowed somewhat and the aircraft would be well ahead.


In his hurry to open the chute, Bourgeois made an abbreviated count, “Five, ten,” and pulled, and since his body was still traveling at the speed of the aircraft, the opening shock almost jerked him into a knot. He floated down in the silence of the night and stared down, looking for the telltale phosphorescence of the water in the South China Sea. He knew that this day would surely end with him as supper for a shark or a barracuda. He could see nothing.


It didn’t seem fair: a heroic flight from the deck of Hornet ending with a crunch in the mouth of a shark. Then, suddenly, he made a very soft landing.


“I landed in crap,” Bourgeois remembered. “I had been told that all these Orientals used human waste as fertilizer in their fields and I found out that was right. Boy, did I stink.”


After gathering his wits, he grabbed his chute and tried to walk out of the rice paddy from the thigh-deep muck. He popped the quick disconnect on the chute so the wind wouldn’t billow the silk and pull him down and drown him.


As he got to the embankment, he was able to survey his situation and found that he was in a low paddy with other paddies all around rising like steps up the side of a mountain. All along, the crew had thought they were flying over the water, and he now wondered just how close they had come to smashing into one of those upthrusting peaks. He thanked the good Lord for watching over them.


It was close to 10:30 at night and he was cold and disoriented and all he could think to do was to sit down, so he sat in the rain for an hour.


Finally Bourgeois decided to move and tucked his chute under his arm and walked a little distance and rested again. After a rest he walked a little more and in a flash of lightning, he saw a thatched hut. He didn’t see any people, but a dog started barking.


The dog wouldn’t stop and Bourgeois figured that this would wake everybody up and he might really be in trouble, so he again sat down in the rain. This time he stayed put for six hours, until daybreak. The only thing he could think about during that miserable night was his good, warm bed back in southern Louisiana.


As day broke, he picked a direction and started walking and walked into a poppy field, all in bloom, where a man was picking poppies. Bourgeois’s mind raced to remember his training and the only thing that came to mind was the tip he had been given on the way to distinguish Chinese from Japanese: “We were told that the Chinese would smile at you if you smiled at them. The Japanese would not.”


He reached down into his trouser leg and retrieved his .45 and loaded and cocked it. “Here I go,” he said, “I hope this sucker smiles.”


He walked in laughing it up and the farmer laughed back. He made signs like he was hungry and, after much arm-waving, the farmer made a motion to follow him. He took Bourgeois to a little village. There were a few huts with mud floors and boards for beds; hogs lived in the rooms with the people.


Bourgeois was taken to the elders, who were boiling rice in a can. He watched as they added what looked like whole pogy fish to the mixture—eyes and all. The sergeant was the first white man they had seen and they offered him some of their food, which Bourgeois politely refused.


“I was hungry,” Bourgeois said, “but I wasn’t that hungry.”


He then tried to draw pictures in the mud. He drew an American flag, but got nowhere until one of the elders suddenly got it and then smiled broadly, knowing the strange man standing before him wasn’t a bad guy.


Bourgeois gave the villagers his silk parachute and his first-aid kit, which brought more smiles until a runner came and announced that Bourgeois would have to be hidden. Someone was coming up the trail. Inside a hut, he sat on the bed, which was a board on two sawhorses, and listened to what sounded like a huge argument outside. Suddenly the door opened and Lt. Clayton Campbell, the navigator, was pushed inside. He’d found the same village.


The joy of meeting Campbell was cut short when the villagers told them they had to leave because a Japanese patrol was close by looking for them. There was no question what they meant as the Chinese spoke excitedly while making “bang-bang” sounds while pointing to the two Americans. The Chinese escorted them along a primitive trail between rice paddies and ran across a Chinese man who had on a Japanese uniform coat that he had taken off a dead Japanese soldier. It still had medals on it.


This was a strange traveling party. A Chinese farmer guide, two lost Americans, and another Chinese in a Japanese uniform. They walked for miles, following their guide and with no idea where they were or where they were going. They only knew that the Japanese were around and search patrols must be looking for them.


The next day, their guide led them to a village and, to their happy surprise, they were reunited with McElroy and Knobloch. Later that day Sgt. Williams was brought to them. Crew 13 was reunited. The Chinese celebrated the reunion by offering their guests hot towels to refresh themselves, but before they could get too comfortable, their hosts told them that they had to move again and they trekked off to another village. Along the way, Lt. Knobloch snapped the most improbable picture of his mates, all with silly umbrellas, and their guide and the man with the Japanese uniform.


For the first time, Crew 13 knew where they were. They were 100 miles west of Chuchow. They were dumbfounded. Not only had they made up the 200 miles lost because of the premature launch, but they had actually overflown the proposed landing site by 100 miles. The providential tailwind had made up the distance.


The Americans continued their odyssey. The Chinese brought them “horses” that were about the size of large dogs. Bourgeois could have put the animal across his shoulders, and the feet of the big Americans dragged the ground when they mounted the animals. Knobloch chose to walk to the next village, where they stayed the night.


The following day, sedan chairs, carried by two men, were brought. The flyers were placed in the chairs and the curtains drawn to hide them. Off they went again, toted by small men, who changed shifts often. Along the way unsuspecting farmers were forced into service to act as bearers to carry the big Americans. They arrived at a big city of more than three hundred thousand people, and they found out this was Poyang. They’d traveled 40 miles by foot, horse, and sedan chair.


As they rested in a hut, Bourgeois had terrible stomach cramps and figured he needed a latrine. His best arm and hand signals made no sense to his guide. He tried stooping down and grunting, and then made all kinds of panicked motions—and finally the guide understood and took him outside. The sergeant was horrified to see a huge crowd of Chinese people surrounding an open-air privy of the sort he remembered from his boyhood days in Louisiana. Disdaining modesty in favor of his irresistible urge, Bourgeois sat in the center of his witnesses. As soon as he was finished, a man ran up and claimed the “honey bucket” and its contents for his garden.


The Americans were then greeted with a tumultuous welcome as they paraded in the streets. There were fireworks and flowers and waving and banners for miles and miles. A makeshift band, which had stayed up all night to play, rendered their version of the “Star-Spangled Banner.” “They missed a lot of damn notes,” Bourgeois said, “but you knew what it was, and there wasn’t a dry eye among the five of us.”


As night came, the group was off again, staying one step ahead of the Japanese. This time they were taken to a mission, which opened its iron gates and allowed them in. There was a priest who told them that they couldn’t stay long because of the Japanese. The mission cared for 200 orphaned girls, who, the next morning, offered flowers and sang for them.


Again the sedan chairs brought them to Lake Poyang and across to another mission and finally to the railroad station at the town of Ying Tan, only 100 miles from their original destination, Chuchow. The train trip took all night and the next day, traveling at about four miles an hour. Fittingly, as it came into view of the Chuchow station, the train jumped the track and Crew 13 completed their journey on foot. A bus took them to Doolittle and eight other crews who had made it there before them. It was April 26—eight days since they had taken off from Hornet and bombed Tokyo.


EPILOGUE



The assembled raiders were eventually taken to Hengyang and then to Chungking, where Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-shek fêted the crews. Doolittle was whisked off to Washington, where he was made brigadier general and awarded the Medal of Honor.


The raid raised the morale of the people of the United States and convinced them that the Japanese were not invincible. In Japan the surprise was complete. For the Japanese, the fact that American aircraft had been able to threaten the capital city and the emperor himself was a serious blow to their honor. After the war, it became known that the attack provoked Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, the commander-in-chief of the Combined Japanese Fleets, to order the push on to Midway in the hopes of flushing out the American carriers. Yamamoto craved a showdown with the “weak” Americans.13 Whether that urgency was the result of sound strategical thinking or the desire to extract vengeance for a humiliating attack will never be known. Yamamoto was killed on the first anniversary of the Tokyo raid when his aircraft was intercepted by Army fighters and shot down over Bougainville.


Such was the shock of the Doolittle raid to the Japanese leaders that it spawned one of the more bizarre weapons of the entire war—the balloon bomb. In an effort to retaliate against the homeland of the United States, Japan embarked on a weapons project whose goal was to carry destruction to the North American continent. Massive balloons, 30 feet in diameter and filled with hydrogen gas, were constructed of layered paper or rubberized cloth and attached to antipersonnel and incendiary bombs. These huge balloons were launched into the westerly jet stream with the hope that they would be carried 6,000 miles to the West Coast of the United States.


Schoolgirls worked pasting and gluing panels the size of a stretcher that were then pieced together. It took six hundred of these panels to make one balloon, and they began launching them in November 1944. By April 1945, more than nine thousand had been launched, with little success. Some balloons reached the continent and started some forest fires, but most were easily shot down by coastal defending aircraft. The most damaging incident was the discovery of a balloon bomb on the ground in Oregon by a woman and five children, who were killed when it exploded.14


But the raid was not without costs. One crew, because of a badly modified carburetor, consumed too much fuel and had to land in Russia, where they were interned. Of the rest, all but two of the crews evaded the Japanese search patrols. Crew 6 crash-landed, killing two of its members; the other three were captured. Crew 16 bailed out and was captured. Of the eight captives from the two crews, three were executed and one died as a result of harsh treatment. The other four spent forty months in captivity in the hands of the Japanese. Speaking about the members of his crew, Lt. George Barr, the navigator of Crew 16, summed up the inhumanity of their treatment: “There were forty months of hell waiting for Hite, DeShazer, and me,” he said. “Spatz and Farrow were spared that. They were executed.”15


The greatest price was paid by the Chinese people, who received the full force of the vengeance of the Imperial Japanese Army. In their bloodlust to track down the raiders and regain their honor, the Japanese killed more than 250,000 Chinese. Many of the items that the grateful Americans had given their saviors, such as parachutes and cigarette lighters, became smoking guns that condemned their new owners. Entire villages were wiped out. The orphan mission that hosted Crew 13 was flattened by the Japanese Air Force the day after the Americans departed.


Many of the raiders, like Sgt. Bourgeois, stayed on and fought in the Burma-China-India theater. For his action in the raid, Sgt. Bourgeois was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.
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