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Think not only of their passing, remember the glory of their spirit.


—Inscription on the wall of the Normandy American Cemetery Chapel

















PROLOGUE



FROM 22,000 FEET ABOVE THE ENGLISH CHANNEL, GERMAN-OCCUPIED France appeared remarkably serene on the morning of July 14, 1943. Out the left waist gun position of his B-17 Flying Fortress, Staff Sergeant Joe Cornwall could trace the coast of Normandy as far north as Dieppe, the thin white ribbon of breaking surf clearly discernable from the sun-dappled greens and browns of farm fields farther inland. Buffeted by the forty-below-zero winds that poured in through both of the bomber’s waist windows and cold despite his heavy, sheepskin-lined flying clothes, thick gloves, and leather helmet, the twenty-eight-year-old airman readjusted his oxygen mask and daydreamed briefly of how warm it must be on the sandy beaches four miles below.


Gazing upward, Cornwall took in a less tranquil but equally stirring sight. Barely fifty feet off the Fortress’s left wing, two other B-17s droned along in formation, one slightly ahead and higher, the other somewhat lower, offset and in trail. And though he could not see them from his position, the gunner knew that two additional bombers were right where they were supposed to be—one directly forward of and slightly above his aircraft, and the other ahead and off to the right. Together, the five Fortresses—a sixth had turned back to England with mechanical problems—constituted the low squadron of the U.S. Army Air Forces’ 94th Bomb Group. Out fellow gunner Frank Santangelo’s right waist window, Cornwall could see the six B-17s of the unit’s lead squadron, highlighted by the bright morning sunlight. Farther up and directly to the right were the eight bombers that constituted the group’s high squadron; there should have been a ninth, but the lead machine had also been forced to return to base.


Nor was the 94th alone in the sky that morning, because stacked upward and to the right of the group’s formation were the thirty-six other B-17s of the 95th, 96th, and 100th Bomb Groups. Together the fifty-five Fortresses comprised the 4th Bombardment Wing, and the four contrails that streamed from each machine looked, Joe thought, like long, slender skeins of wispy cotton candy—though his tinted goggles turned the white vapor trails an ethereal, golden yellow. Above and to either side of the bomber stream dozens of nimble Spitfire fighters of the Royal Air Force (RAF) spun their own interwoven webs of condensation as they ranged back and forth, their pilots alert for the first sign of German interceptors.


The enemy fighters would almost certainly not descend until after low fuel reserves forced the Spits to turn for home, but the ragged blossoms of dirty black-gray smoke that had just begun to appear ahead of the ponderous Fortresses clearly indicated the Germans were aware of the aerial armada’s progress. While the antiaircraft fire was still relatively light and inaccurate—in their dry postmission reports the 94th’s intelligence officers classified such barrages as “meager”—every man in the bomber stream knew that would certainly change the nearer the formation got to its target. That objective—the commercial airport–turned–Luftwaffe base at Le Bourget, outside Paris—was heavily defended by flak batteries, and Cornwall briefly mused about how ironic it would be to get shot down during a raid on the place where Charles Lindbergh had received a hero’s welcome after his solo flight across the Atlantic sixteen years earlier. Even more ironic, the young gunner thought, would be to die bombing France on this particular day—the 154th anniversary of a key event in the now subjugated nation’s history: Bastille Day.


SOME FORTY MILES TO THE SOUTHEAST OF THE AMERICAN BOMBER STREAM, Major Egon Mayer was just lifting his Focke-Wulf Fw 190 off from the Luftwaffe airfield at Beaumont-le-Roger. The twenty-six-year-old was one of Germany’s most successful fighter pilots, and as of that morning had sixty-eight confirmed aerial victories—the majority of them RAF Spitfires downed over France or the Channel. But the start of American daylight bombing raids in the fall of 1942 had brought about a gradual change in the nature of Mayer’s victims, from nimble fighters to what Luftwaffe pilots called Viermots, the four-engine B-17s and B-24 Liberators of the fledgling U.S. VIII Bomber Command.


The change in prey had also necessitated a change in tactics for the German pilots tasked with intercepting the heavy bombers. The American formations could throw out a deadly stream of defensive fire in all directions, and the attacks that worked so well against fighters—a relatively slow, overtaking approach from the side or rear that allowed a concentration of hits on the enemy’s control surfaces and cockpit—were vastly more dangerous and notably less successful when attempted against a Viermot bristling with machine guns. Mayer himself had helped develop a new way to engage the American heavies—a high-speed, head-on attack that took advantage of the relatively weak nose armament of early model B-17s and B-24s and concentrated the attacker’s fire on the bomber’s cockpit. The tactic demanded a high degree of skill and considerable courage on the part of the attacker; with the fighter and its target closing at a combined speed of nearly 500 mph, even the slightest miscalculation on the Luftwaffe pilot’s part could spell disaster for him as well as his quarry. But when executed correctly the head-on attack could be devastatingly effective, as Mayer proved the first time the new technique was used in combat. During a U.S. raid on the German submarine pens at Saint-Nazaire, France, on November 23, 1942, he shot down two Fortresses and a Liberator in less than thirty minutes.


By the summer of 1943 Mayer was not only among the Luftwaffe’s highest-scoring fighter pilots, he was the commander of one of the service’s most renowned units—Jagdgeschwader (Fighter Wing) 2. Bearing the honorific title “Richthofen” after Germany’s leading World War I ace, JG 2 was the first line of defense against the Allies’ increasingly vigorous strategic-bombardment campaign. The unit’s three groups of heavily armed and highly lethal Messerschmitt Bf 109 and Fw 190 fighters—some 120 aircraft in all—were in action almost every day, rising from airfields across western France to engage the bomber streams. And Mayer, a pilot arguably as skilled and certainly as determined as the man for whom JG 2 was named, flew as many missions as his administrative duties allowed.


On this Bastille Day, as always, Mayer was leading from the front, the other aircraft of his headquarters flight already in tight formation on either wing as he raised his fighter’s nose and clawed for altitude. He and his comrades would have to be thousands of feet above and several miles ahead of the American bombers for the head-on tactic to work as planned. And Mayer was determined that it would, for he intended to mark France’s special day in his own ironic fashion—with the funeral pyres of burning Viermots littering the idyllic countryside of Basse-Normandie.


WHILE EGON MAYER AND HIS COMRADES WERE BENT ON DESTRUCTION THAT Bastille Day, a family in the heart of Paris was prepared to risk everything to aid those Allied aviators whose aircraft might fall victim to the German fighters. In an irony Mayer himself might well have appreciated, the downed airmen would find refuge on the grounds of a national monument that is home to what is arguably the most revered tomb in the French capital.


Set on some thirty acres just south of the River Seine in Paris’s fashionable 7th arrondissement, the seventeenth-century Hôtel des Invalides was built by order of King Louis XIV as a hospital and retirement home for military veterans. Over the decades the sprawling complex’s former Chapelle royale became the final resting place for scores of France’s most honored military and political leaders, their compact tombs and memorial stones dotting the narrow-walled corridors radiating outward from the former church’s rotunda. And it is there that Napoléon Bonaparte—general, emperor, and the sanctuary’s most famous occupant—passes eternity in a massive granite and marble sarcophagus set beneath a lofty golden dome.


While Invalides and Napoléon’s Tomb have long been among Paris’s most famed and often-visited landmarks, in that difficult and dangerous summer of 1943 the complex was also home to the Morin family—Georges and his wife, Denise, both forty-five, and their twenty-two-year-old daughter, Yvette. The family occupied a small, two-bedroom apartment on the grounds because both parents worked within the complex.


Georges was a senior official in l’Office nationale des mutilés et réformés (National Office for the Wounded and Discharged), an Invalides-based government organization tasked with, among other things, caring for men who, like himself, had been left disabled by their service in World War I. His time in the trenches had left Georges with a false eye, a permanent limp, and an intense hatred for all things German. The latter was an emotion shared by Denise, a slight woman whose stature and outward calm belied the intensity of her love for Georges and her devotion to Invalides, where she oversaw the safety and maintenance of the statuary and other works of art scattered among the complex’s many buildings and across its open spaces. And though Yvette worked outside Invalides as a secretary, she aided her parents when she could. That assistance was made easier by the fact that the severe housing shortage in Paris caused by an influx of refugees and by the presence of thousands of occupying German troops ensured that she returned home each evening to the cramped family home in time for dinner.


Except, that is, on the nights when the petite, vivacious, and striking young Frenchwoman joined other twenty-something Parisians to socialize in impromptu gatherings organized by the “Zazou” movement—like-minded young people who sought to express their individuality and distaste for the strict traditionalism of France’s collaborationist Vichy regime through a devotion to “swing” music, frenetic dance competitions, and often flamboyant clothes. Yvette’s brilliant green eyes, engaging smile, and the mass of brunette hair she wore in an avant-garde style ensured that she was always a welcome participant.


Georges, Denise, and Yvette Morin jokingly referred to themselves as the “caretakers” of Invalides, but it was an apt description—both in terms of the labor they undertook and as an expression of the dedication they brought to their varied tasks. As essential as they knew their work to be, however, caring for the famous complex was not their most important responsibility that summer.


By all appearances the family was a typical working-class Parisian family trying to make the best of life under Nazi rule. But the Morins had a secret—one that if revealed to the wrong person would put them all before a German firing squad or aboard a train bound for the living hell of a concentration camp. They were all members of a resistance organization that specialized in helping downed Allied aviators and others evade capture and return to England. While similar networks existed throughout France, the “caretakers” of Invalides literally carried the keys to what was arguably one of the safest hiding places in the country—a sprawling complex within which those on the run could shelter while their escapes were being arranged. And in one of those great ironies of war, the evaders’ security was enhanced by the fact that they were literally hiding among the enemy. More than half of Invalides had been taken over by the hated “Boche” as administrative offices and barracks, and German troops guarded every public entrance to the complex around the clock. Once smuggled in through concealed passages known only to the Morins and a few of their fellow résistants, the evaders were among the safest people in Paris—the Germans never thought to search what they assumed was a completely secure facility.


Invalides was a sanctuary that would soon prove particularly important to some of the B-17 crewmen who were about to encounter Egon Mayer and his fellow hunters on the way to Le Bourget that July 14. For the men of the inbound 94th Bomb Group were about to have a very bad day—one that would result in death for some, imprisonment for others, and harrowing escapes for a lucky few. In the monumental heart of a city full of implacable and relentless enemies—Gestapo agents and their French collaborationist allies determined to flush out the downed airmen and eliminate those who aided and protected them—young Americans on the run would find shelter, encouragement, and assistance on the difficult and dangerous road to freedom.


And, inexplicably, in the occupied City of Light in that dark summer of 1943, one aviator would not only find safety, he would find an unexpected love.















Chapter 1



A GUY NAMED JOE


JOE CORNWALL’S PRESENCE IN THE DANGEROUS SKIES ABOVE OCCUPIED France on Bastille Day 1943 was the direct result of a decision he’d made two and a half years earlier. On November 27, 1940—fourteen months after the outbreak of World War II and two months after the enactment of the Selective Training and Service Act launched the first peacetime draft in American history—the young man walked into a recruiting station in Tacoma, Washington, and enlisted in the U.S. Army Air Corps.1


Then a few months shy of his twenty-sixth birthday, Joe’s decision to join up was in large part a pragmatic one. He was in good health, unmarried, and certain to get drafted, and he was convinced that the United States would soon become an active participant in the war that had been convulsing Europe since September 1939. He hoped that by volunteering he would have some say in how he’d spend what promised to be at least a few years in uniform, and assumed that flying would be a better way to go to war than walking. He’d always been interested in aviation, but had neither the education nor the desire to be a pilot, navigator, or bombardier. And while Joe was mechanically adept and good with machines, the possibility of spending years in oil-stained coveralls tinkering with balky aircraft engines in some drafty hangar struck him as both boring and decidedly less than heroic. The recruiter suggested that Joe might do well as an aerial gunner—a job title that hinted at a high-flying and adventurous way to do one’s patriotic duty, but still promised a good meal and a warm bed at the end of the day instead of cold rations and a soggy blanket in a remote foxhole surrounded by Germans. It seemed a logical choice, and Joe happily signed on the dotted line.


But while enlisting in the Air Corps was an act both patriotic and practical, it was also something much more personal and necessary for Joe Cornwall. It was a means of escape.


JOSEPH ELLISON CORNWALL WAS BORN JULY 5, 1915, IN ELLENSBURG, Washington, a growing community in the Kittitas Valley just east of the rugged Cascade Range. The third child and second son of Frank and Grace Cornwall, Joe came into the world a few weeks earlier than expected, though without any complications. His safe arrival undoubtedly pleased his parents, but it did little to bridge the ever-widening gaps in their five-year marriage.


Just nineteen at the time of Joe’s birth, Grace Elizabeth Cornwall had not had an easy life. A native of East Kittitas, a small farming community some six miles southeast of Ellensburg, Grace and her younger brother, Alexander, had been raised by their mother, Mary Jane Campbell. Her husband, Marion S. Campbell, had only been an occasional presence in the family home, and by the time Grace celebrated her tenth birthday her father was little more than a hazy memory. As a single mother trying to run a farm and make a living in what was still very much a male-dominated society, the redoubtable Mary Jane—known since childhood as Mollie—took to signing all important papers as “M.S. Campbell.” This small subterfuge was undoubtedly meant to persuade people that her absent husband, Marion, was still part of the family.2


Running the small family farm in East Kittitas required more effort than a single mother and two children could handle by themselves, so in 1908 Mollie hired two local young people to help out. Twenty-one-year old Clara Pewees did the cooking and other household chores, while twenty-two-year-old Frank Cornwall helped Mollie in the fields and handled any other necessary heavy chores. Though born in Canada, Frank had come to Washington as a child with his extended family, and the Cornwall clan was widely known and greatly respected in the Kittitas Valley.


Unfortunately, Frank Cornwall seems to have overstepped the bounds of his employment. On Friday, July 1, 1910, the twenty-four-year-old took out a marriage license at the Kittitas County courthouse. Five days later in a civil ceremony held in the same building, Frank married Grace, whose age on the license was given as eighteen. She was, in fact, not yet fifteen. While it is entirely possible that the marriage was a love match, some five months after the wedding Grace was admitted to the Ellensburg hospital for what, in retrospect, appears to have been treatment for a miscarriage.


Whatever the origins of their union, Frank and Grace Cornwall stayed together and over the following five years had a daughter, Elva, and Francis, their first son. By the time of Joe’s birth in 1915 his parents’ marriage was on rough ground, and it continued to deteriorate during the first few years of his life. For reasons that remain unclear, in 1919 Grace sent her two older children to live with their grandmother, Mollie, who by that time was farming a plot of land in East Wenatchee, some forty miles northeast of Ellensburg. Joe stayed with his parents until their divorce in 1920, and thereafter lived with his mother, grandmother, and siblings in Wenatchee—but with occasional visits to his father’s new home in Yakima. Frank Cornwall eventually remarried and had a son, Earl Ray Cornwall, and by 1930 Joe and his older brother Francis—by then also known as Frank—were living with their father, stepmother, and stepbrother in Yakima. Both older sons attended Yakima High School, and by the time Joe graduated in 1934 he’d earned a reputation as something of a ladies’ man. Five feet eight inches tall, solidly built, with brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and an infectious sense of humor, Joe never had trouble securing a date for the school dances.


After high school Joe spent six years working at odd jobs around Washington. It seems he was looking for adventure as well as income, for his work included time on both a logging crew and on a Seattle-based fishing boat. The latter position gave him the occasional opportunity to visit his mother, who in early 1939 had moved to Juneau, Alaska, to manage the hair salon in one of the territorial capital’s hotels. By early 1940 Joe had left the adventurous life behind and was working on his grandmother Mollie’s farm in Wenatchee. It appears he sought out the solitude of farm life to help heal a broken heart, though the details of the relationship are lost to history. Mollie, now in her early sixties, was just glad to have her grandson’s help. The two got along well, and when not tending to the crops or mending equipment Joe would listen to war news on the radio or hunt quail in the nearby grasslands.


Frank Cornwall had taught each of his sons to wing shoot when they were young, and by Joe’s early teens his eye-hand coordination was excellent and he could handle a shotgun as though it were an extension of his arm. Without conscious thought he could estimate a fast-moving game bird’s speed, direction of flight, and relative distance, effortlessly leading his target and pulling the trigger at the exact moment needed to put bird shot and his elusive quarry in the same small piece of sky at the same moment. Joe rarely missed, and just as rarely gave any thought to how unusual his talent was. But on hearing about the young man’s wing-shooting experience, the Air Corps recruiter in Tacoma undoubtedly knew he was dealing with a born aerial gunner.


Joe underwent initial basic recruit training at McChord Field, south of Tacoma, after which he was assigned to the station’s 44th Air Base Group. Somewhat to his own surprise, the young man discovered that he enjoyed the structure and predictability of Air Corps life. The camaraderie and feeling that he was a member of an elite organization were especially important to him, and his occasional familiarization flights on the Douglas B-18 medium bombers that undertook coastal patrols out of McChord whetted his appetite for more time in the air.


In late May 1941 a vacancy finally opened in the school that would transform Joe’s lifelong wing-shooting hobby into a deadly wartime skill, and on June 1 he boarded a train in Seattle, bound for Colorado.


IN 1938 LOWRY ARMY AIRFIELD HAD BEEN ESTABLISHED ON THE GROUNDS of a former tuberculosis hospital in Aurora, and by the summer of 1941 the base was home to the Denver Branch of the Air Corps Technical School.3 That institution consisted of two departments; one trained still and motion-picture photographers, while the other produced armament specialists. Joe reported to the latter school on June 3, 1941, because the aptitude tests he’d taken during basic training indicated that he would excel as what the Air Corps termed a “career gunner.” While individuals so designated would man guns during combat missions, they received additional technical training that enabled them to also serve as airplane mechanics, radio operators, or armorers. Joe was slotted into the third track, and spent five months learning all there was to know about the offensive and defensive systems employed on each type of bombardment aircraft in the Army inventory. The training began with the operation and maintenance of .30- and .50-caliber machine guns and 20mm and 37mm aircraft cannons. Instruction then moved on to fuzing and maintaining aerial bombs, loading and unloading them on aircraft, and maintaining and repairing bomb racks, bomb bays, and power-operated gun turrets.


Joe completed his course on November 28, 1941, and was awarded the Military Occupational Specialty code 911, Airplane Armorer. As proud as he was of his accomplishment, he was eager to move on to what he considered to be the more important part of his training—the aerial gunnery course. The instruction was given at several bases around the United States, and Joe was initially scheduled to join the first class to be trained at the newly opened Las Vegas Army Airfield. The December 7, 1941, Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor put his plans on hold; in the wake of America’s declaration of war against the Axis powers, the majority of Lowry’s Armament Department instructors were hastily transferred to combat units. Joe and other top graduates of the armorer’s course were of necessity selected to stay on as instructors—for a period that was initially described to them as “indefinite.”


Being held at Lowry was a frustrating development for Joe and his classmates. They were eager to get into the war they all assumed America would win in short order. But the needs of the service came first, which in Joe’s case meant that he spent nearly a year as an instructor at the technical school, watching his students graduate and move on while he himself seemed destined to spend the entire war in Colorado.


Joe’s enforced stay at Lowry did have one positive aspect, however. Though the exact timing isn’t clear, at some point Joe met Clara Kathryn Gypin, a twenty-seven-year-old mother of two young boys. Her husband, thirty-five-year-old Jesse Gypin Sr., was an Army sergeant undergoing treatment for tuberculosis at Fitzsimons Army Hospital in Aurora, just over three miles from Lowry Field. Though Clara had followed her husband to Colorado from their previous duty station at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, their marriage had been in trouble for some time. When Joe met Clara she was in the process of divorcing Jesse Gypin, and she and Joe soon formed a close relationship. Though certainly emotionally involved, they—like many couples during the war—were necessarily pragmatic and did not make long-term plans. They both knew that Joe could be sent overseas at any moment, and Joe made no secret of his desire to “get into the fight.” Clara understood Joe’s point of view—she had already been an Army wife and knew that well-trained soldiers all want to put their skills to the ultimate test—but she also had two sons to think about and did not want to marry someone who might well be dead within months of the wedding.


In the end, the fate of their relationship was decided for them, for in late October 1942 newly promoted Staff Sergeant Joe Cornwall finally received orders directing him to report to Las Vegas. Given that nearly all graduates of the Flexible Gunnery School were immediately sent to combat units overseas, the couple reluctantly decided to put their relationship on indefinite hold, pending Joe’s return from wherever the Army Air Forces ultimately sent him. In a gesture of support for a woman who obviously meant very much to him, before leaving Colorado and without telling Clara, Joe did something that was quite common for deploying service members in those early years of World War II—he changed the beneficiary on his GI life insurance. Until that time the sole beneficiary had been his mother, for 100 percent of the $1,500 payout should Joe die while on active duty. On the revised form he stipulated that Clara should receive 25 percent, and as Clara’s permanent address he gave that of her mother’s home near San Antonio, Texas. Changing his life insurance form was a heartfelt gesture on Joe’s part, but one that would soon result in widespread confusion and even erroneous newspaper stories.


A few days before the end of October Joe and Clara said goodbye at the Denver train station, unaware that both would undergo life-changing experiences before they saw each other again.


HOWEVER JOE MAY HAVE FELT ABOUT THE WAY HE AND CLARA PARTED company, over the six weeks he spent at the Flexible Gunnery School in Las Vegas he had a variety of other things to occupy his thoughts. In many ways the school struck Joe as a shortened and more simplified version of the armorer’s course—except, that is, for the actual hands-on firing of .30- and .50-caliber machine guns both on the ground and in the air. The young man’s shooting skills had not deserted him, and upon graduating near the top of his class in mid-November he proudly wore the silver wings of an aerial gunner.4


The whole purpose of Joe’s extensive training, of course, was to enable him to ultimately join the war effort overseas. He took the next step in that journey on November 28 in downtown Las Vegas, when he boarded a train for the overnight trip to Utah. His destination was the Combat Crew Replacement Pool at Salt Lake City Army Air Base. As its name suggests, the facility was where newly trained aviators—both officers and enlisted men—were brought together and formed into crews, primarily for B-17 Flying Fortress and B-24 Liberator bombers. Pilots and flight engineers arrived already trained in one of the aircraft types, but the remaining crew members—navigators, bombardiers, radio operators, and gunners—could be assigned to either machine. Joe’s training as an armorer-gunner had prepared him to operate and maintain the differing types of gun turrets and bombing equipment used on both of the Army Air Forces’ heavy bomber types, but having flown on several B-17s during his training at Lowry and Las Vegas, he preferred the elegant and famously sturdy Fortress to its slab-sided and purportedly less robust counterpart.


There was nothing very sophisticated about the way the men were assigned to a crew. On Monday, November 30—the day after his arrival at Salt Lake AAB—Joe joined almost a thousand other aviators in a large, hangar-like building, where those present were divided into groups based on their occupational specialties. Pilots, copilots, and enlisted flight engineer/top turret gunners type-rated in the B-17 stood at one end of the room, those rated in the B-24 at the other. Members of the replacement pool staff then simply went down the line of other occupational specialty groups, alternately assigning the men in them to either a B-17 or B-24 crew. Joe was mildly disappointed when he was pointed toward the Liberator group. As he walked up, an enlisted clerk asked his name and service number, noted both on a clipboard, then motioned Joe to join a knot of men standing beneath a small, handwritten sign bearing the word “Purdy.”


It was a name, of course, and it belonged to First Lieutenant Edward A. Purdy, a strapping twenty-six-year-old from Colorado who was the new crew’s pilot. After shaking hands with Joe, he turned and introduced the gunner to the four other aviators who would compose the bomber’s “front-office staff.” Three of the four were officers: Second Lieutenant Carroll T. Harris Jr., twenty-one, the copilot; First Lieutenant Charles W. Lichtenberger, twenty-five, the navigator; and First Lieutenant Edward B. Jones, twenty-seven, the bombardier. The fourth man, twenty-six-year-old Technical Sergeant Russell E. Crisp, was the flight engineer and top turret gunner. The five remaining crew members joined Purdy and the others over the next few minutes—Technical Sergeant Charles M. Sprague, twenty-six, radio operator/gunner; Staff Sergeant John W. Smith, twenty, the diminutive ball turret gunner; Staff Sergeant Lawrence H. Templeton, twenty-seven, tail gunner; and Technical Sergeant Francis J. Santangelo, twenty-two, right waist gunner. Joe’s position on the crew would be armorer and left waist gunner.


Over the following four days the newly assembled Purdy crew undertook several training flights in various B-24s, the first steps in developing the cohesion and trust that would bind them together as a team. They had not yet heard which unit they were to be assigned to, but rumor had it that the Liberator’s ability to fly longer distances than the Fortress made the B-24 the bomber of choice in the vast Pacific. Joe and his crewmates therefore assumed that when they received their assignment they would be heading west to one of the major ports in California or Washington, there to take ship for Australia.


When their orders arrived on Friday, December 4, however, the men found out just how wrong their assumptions had been. The Purdy crew was ordered to Biggs Army Airfield, at Fort Bliss, Texas, where it would join the still-forming 331st Bombardment Squadron. The unit was one of four squadrons that would constitute the 94th Bombardment Group (Heavy), which the rumor mill said was headed to Great Britain to join the Eighth Air Force in the nascent bombing campaign against Germany and German targets in Occupied Europe. While the change in war theaters was a surprise to Ed Purdy and his crew, it was nothing compared with the lightning bolt that was contained in the second paragraph of the movement order. Despite having trained as a B-24 crew, the men were being assigned to a B-17 group and would have to convert to the Fortress following their arrival in Texas. While the news significantly upset pilots Purdy and Harris—both of whom had spent months learning to fly the Liberator—and flight engineer Crisp, who’d spent just as long studying the B-24’s mechanical and power plant systems inside and out, Joe was rather pleased that he’d be able to go to war in a Fortress.


Early on Saturday, December 5, Ed Purdy and the nine other members of his crew boarded a train bound for El Paso. Whether the men liked it or not, they were about to become members of the 94th Bomb Group.


THE ORGANIZATION THAT JOE AND HIS CREWMATES WERE ABOUT TO JOIN had been activated on June 15, 1942, at MacDill Field in Tampa, Florida, with forty-year-old Colonel John G. Moore as the organization’s first commander.


“Dinty” Moore, as he was inevitably and respectfully known, was a West Point graduate who’d received his wings in 1928 and had gone on to operational tours in pursuit, attack, and reconnaissance units.5 His assignment as the 94th’s top officer was an acknowledgment of both his flying skills and his organizational acumen. While the former would be of immense value later in the group’s operational life, it was the latter talent that was most in demand in the early days. Moore’s undeniably daunting task was to turn a completely “paper” unit into a functioning military organization capable of taking thirty-six B-17 Flying Fortresses into combat over Occupied Europe, and to achieve the required “operational readiness” with all possible dispatch. The unit’s transformation would require many things—the acquisition of personnel and aircraft; the long hours of exhausting and often dangerous training required to meld men and machines into an effective fighting force; and the inevitable need to compete for essential resources and materiel with scores of other USAAF units that were all undertaking their own metamorphoses. Fortunately for Moore, he was ably assisted in his mission by a staff of ten subordinate officers, ranging in rank from second lieutenant to major.


Central Florida may have been the 94th Bomb Group’s birthplace, but the unit’s adolescence was spent far to the west, initially in the equally sunny but far less humid landscape of southern Arizona. By mid-October 1942 Moore and his growing staff had been ordered to Davis-Monthan Field, outside Tucson, where their bare-bones unit began to be fleshed out with the additional officers who would hold leadership positions in its four constituent bombardment squadrons—the 331st, 332nd, 333rd, and 410th. The ten members of each combat crew—who would actually man the group’s Fortresses—also began arriving at this point. Those trained from the start to fly Fortresses had already attended the five-week B-17 Combat Crew School at Hendricks Field, Florida, and then been sent to the replacement pool in Salt Lake City.


Although it would be the combat crews who would eventually take the war to the enemy, they would only be able to accomplish that mission with the help of hundreds of nonflying personnel. Mechanics, armorers, flight surgeons, medics, military police, cooks, and a range of other specialists would make up the bulk of the 94th, and they, too, began joining the unit in Tucson. By the time the 94th moved to Biggs Field on November 1, it had received about two-thirds of the 2,400 personnel required by its Table of Organization and Equipment.6


What the 94th didn’t have at that point, however, was sufficient aircraft.


The urgent need to deploy heavy bomber groups to Europe—and to replace aircraft lost in action there, in North Africa, and, to a lesser extent, in the Pacific—meant that most units still in training in the United States had to make do with fewer and generally older aircraft. This meant that stateside Flying Fortress units were usually equipped with B-17E models, the variant that had flown the early bombing missions from the United Kingdom in the summer and fall of 1942; the newer and more capable B-17F variants were only issued to the groups as they were preparing for overseas movement. In practical terms, this meant that even two weeks after arriving in Texas the 94th had just one Fortress for each squadron. And while the situation gradually improved, it wasn’t until after the group’s transfer to Pueblo Army Airfield, Colorado, in early January 1943 that it had acquired enough aircraft to begin flying three- and four-squadron training missions. These included both local-area flights and long-distance trips to bombing ranges in Arizona and California. Fortunately for Ed Purdy, Carroll Harris, and Russ Crisp, the transition from B-24 to B-17 was both easier and more enjoyable than they had expected it to be.


By February the 94th had progressed far enough in its training that USAAF planners deemed the unit ready for deployment to the United Kingdom. The group would travel in two echelons—the ground personnel by ship, and the combat crews by air along what was referred to as the northern ferry route.7 The former left New York harbor aboard the passenger liner–turned-troopship Queen Elizabeth on May 5, and after arrival in Scotland six days later boarded trains for the journey to the 94th’s first home in the British Isles, the former Royal Air Force base at Earls Colne in Essex.


For the aircrews, the trip across the Atlantic was somewhat less direct. On March 2 they undertook the first leg of the journey by train—to Smoky Hill Army Air Base in Salina, Kansas. Dozens of factory-fresh B-17F Fortresses awaited the aviators on the cold, windswept field, and among the first orders of business was for the pilot of each crew to select the aircraft he and his men would take to Britain and then into combat. The selection process was far from scientific: The serial numbers of the nine aircraft allocated to each squadron were written down on slips of paper and tossed together in an upturned hat. The squadron commander then held the hat as each pilot in turn pulled out a single slip; the serial number on the paper indicated the aircraft that the pilot and crew were assigned to.


Over the next few days the aviators got to know their new mounts, a process that involved one or two test flights to determine that the bombers were mechanically ready for the long overseas flight and that all of their subsystems worked as required. Since the final stages of the ferry route would cross areas where encounters with the enemy were possible, the breaking-in process included extensive testing of each Fortress’s powered gun turrets and individual handheld machine guns. The crews also used the shakedown period to apply a mutually agreed upon nickname to the side of their aircraft’s nose. These monikers ran the gamut from prosaic to witty to obscene, and were usually accompanied by a fitting illustration—most of which were painted on the aircraft by local airfield staffers who’d found a lucrative outlet for their artistic talents.


In the case of the Purdy crew, the choice of a name for their brand-new Fortress was based on the serial number emblazoned in yellow on the bomber’s olive-drab vertical stabilizer—42-29711. In craps, the dice game widely played by American servicemen of that era, the final three numbers of the B-17’s serial signified a “natural” 7 or 11 win on the first roll. Rolling a natural was considered an omen of very good luck—something everyone on the Purdy crew desperately hoped would accompany them throughout their time overseas—so the Fortress was unanimously christened Natural.8 The next order of business, of course, was to have the name and some sort of appropriate artwork applied to the bomber. The crew took up a collection and hired one of Smoky Hill’s most sought-after soldier-artists, a young African-American technical sergeant whose name has unfortunately been lost to history.


The man first painted Natural on the right side of the B-17’s nose. Though done in letters several inches tall, the nickname was dwarfed by the large and colorful artwork the young artist then applied on the same side, just forward of and below the cockpit. Within a two-foot-wide bright yellow circle stooped an African-American man wearing a red-and-white striped shirt, matching socks, black pants, and black shoes. The figure was frozen in the act of rolling a pair of dice, which appeared enlarged at his feet to show that the top face of one bore four black dots and the other three, while the lower side of the first showed five dots and the second, six. We have to wonder, of course, how the young artist felt about the image he was asked to create.9


Within two weeks of arriving in Kansas the 94th’s air echelon was ready to move on, though that turned out to be more of a problem than anyone had anticipated. The individual squadrons left Smoky Hill over a period of two days, but engine problems soon forced many aircraft—including Natural—to land at military airfields and civilian airports along the route. Close inspection of the affected Wright Cyclone power plants showed that the core problem was defective metal in the piston rings. With the long trans-Atlantic flight ahead there was no alternative but to replace all four engines on all of the group’s thirty-six Fortresses, a task that was carried out at the USAAF Air Depot in Mobile, Alabama, over three weeks in late March and early April. As aircraft were repaired they were assembled into flights of three and dispatched up the East Coast to Presque Isle Army Airfield, Maine, the jump-off point for the flight to Britain via Labrador, Greenland, Iceland, and Scotland.


Natural and its crew spent four days in America’s northernmost state, waiting for additional aircraft to arrive from Alabama. Other than an afternoon visit to a pub in Andover, New Brunswick—the nearest town on the other side of the U.S.-Canadian border—Joe Cornwall and his crewmates spent most of their time at Presque Isle either testing and retesting the B-17’s mechanical systems or undergoing refresher training on survival at sea.10 By April 14 enough 94th Bomb Group Fortresses had arrived in Maine to permit a formation of twelve to begin the first leg of the long flight to Britain. The following morning the crews of the dozen bombers attended a lengthy briefing that covered en route weather, navigation issues, and emergency radio frequencies. The aviators also received a detailed intelligence update on sightings of enemy submarines, surface ships, and aircraft along the route—a sobering reality check that was reinforced by the announcement that, in addition to maximum fuel, each aircraft would carry a full combat load of ammunition for its twelve .50-caliber machine guns.11


One after another the Fortresses trundled from the Presque Isle ramp area to the end of the active runway. After a brief, final engine run-up the aircraft took off at one-minute intervals, formed up, and headed northwest on the 650-mile leg to Gander, Newfoundland. As the formation reached its cruise altitude of 18,000 feet the Fortresses were briefly joined by a flight of Hurricane fighters of the Royal Canadian Air Force, their camouflage patterns and large roundels providing a glimpse of the future awaiting the American aviators.


In Natural’s rear fuselage the waist gun windows had been closed off with sliding panels and the small heat outlets turned up full, so Joe Cornwall, Frank Santangelo, John Smith, and Larry Templeton were relatively comfortable despite the below-freezing outside temperature. The men settled in for the flight, trying to get comfortable amid the jumble of footlockers, duffel bags, ammunition boxes, and crates of spare parts that took up every inch of space.


For Joe, the long flight provided ample time to digest a letter he’d received just before takeoff from Presque Isle. Forwarded several times, the quick note from Clara Gypin confirmed something Joe had assumed for some time. She had met someone, she wrote, a man named Clarence Rebuck. He was about to be discharged from the Army for medical reasons, so he wouldn’t be going off to war. He was kind to her and the children, she said, and while she would always care for Joe, she had decided to marry the man—as much for security, she admitted, as out of any great love. Though the news was painful, Joe admitted to himself that it was the right choice for Clara, and he couldn’t fault her for making it.12


Some 3,500 miles and four days later Natural and her eleven companions touched down in Britain, where they were soon joined by the rest of the 94th Bomb Group. Because the B-26–equipped 322nd Bomb Group, which had been operating out of Earls Colne, in Essex, had not yet vacated the base, the 94th’s aircraft were sent elsewhere. The men and aircraft of the 331st and 332nd squadrons gathered at the former RAF field at Bassingbourn, Cambridgeshire, already home to the USAAF’s combat-tested 91st Bomb Group. The equally experienced 305th Bomb Group at Thurleigh, Bedfordshire, welcomed the Fortresses and crews of the 333rd and 410th squadrons.


THOUGH THE AIR CREWS OF THE 94TH’S FOUR SQUADRONS UNDOUBTEDLY considered themselves already well trained and highly proficient by the time they arrived in England, the Eighth Air Force’s experiences thus far in the air war over the Continent had convinced General Ira C. Eaker—the Eighth’s commander—that all incoming personnel needed additional training in high-altitude formation flying, gunnery, and bad-weather operations before being considered combat-ready.13 Beginning near the end of April the 94th crews at both Bassingbourn and Thurleigh began flying high-altitude training missions almost daily, initially in squadrons and then as a complete group.14


The practice flights helped bolster the aviators’ navigation, bombing, and air-to-air gunnery skills, but the main focus was on perfecting the group’s ability to fly the tight “combat box” formation. Developed and refined during the early USAAF bomber missions over Europe, the formation was intended to both increase the group’s defensive firepower and better concentrate its bombs on target. Although the exact configuration and composition varied with the number of aircraft involved, at the time of the 94th’s arrival in England the formation’s basic grouping was the three-aircraft element. This consisted of one Fortress in the lead, with another off its right wing, slightly behind and slightly higher, and the third off the lead’s left wing, slightly behind and slightly lower. Three (and later four) such elements made up a “squadron box,” with the elements also arranged in the staggered arrowhead or diamond pattern. The lead element was also the squadron lead, with a high element flying above, to the right and behind it; a low element below, to the left and behind; and a low-low element almost directly astern of and below the lead element. Three (and later four) squadron boxes would constitute a “group box,” with each squadron arranged in the same lead, high, low, and low-low pattern. And, eventually, three (or four) group boxes would form a “combat wing,” again arranged in the same offset, staggered formation.
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When flown correctly, no two aircraft in any part of the combat box formation flew at exactly the same altitude or directly ahead of or behind another, opening clear fields of fire for the bombers’ gunners and reducing the chances of a midair collision. Although challenging to fly, especially through high-altitude turbulence and concentrations of heavy antiaircraft fire (referred to by the air crews as “flak”), the box was extremely daunting for incoming enemy fighters and allowed a greater percentage of the formation’s bombs to land in the same area.15 From the bomber crews’ point of view, however, the formation had one glaring flaw: the low aircraft in the low squadron or low group were the most exposed to flak and to tail attacks by German fighters seeking to avoid the greater concentration of defensive fire thrown out by the higher and farther-forward aircraft. As a result, the “tail-end Charlie” position in the formation was widely referred to as “Coffin Corner” and “Purple Heart Corner,” the latter after the medal awarded to those wounded in combat.


During the 94th’s sojourn at Bassingbourn and Thurleigh several of the group’s key officers and enlisted men had the opportunity to take part in missions flown by the 91st’s Fortresses, either as observers or as replacements for ill or injured regular crewmen. These flights undoubtedly helped the participants better understand the nature of the air war they and their unit were about to enter, but not all the lessons were purely theoretical. On May 1, twenty-four-year-old Major Maurice Rosener, one of the 94th’s original officers and the commander of the group’s 332nd Bomb Squadron, elected to fly with the 91st on a raid against the German submarine base at Saint-Nazaire, on France’s Brittany coast. The raid did not go well, with poor weather hampering the bombing and German flak and fighters downing seven of the seventy-eight attacking bombers. Rosener was aboard one of the planes that went down, becoming the 94th Bomb Group’s first combat loss.16


As much of a shock as Rosener’s loss was to the men of the 94th, it was soon overshadowed by a much more momentous announcement. On the afternoon of May 12 “Dinty” Moore summoned his squadron commanders and other senior leaders from both Bassingbourn and Thurleigh to a command briefing, held in his borrowed office in the 91st Group’s headquarters. After looking around the room, Moore cleared his throat and announced to the gathered officers that their training was over. The group had been designated combat-ready, he said, and the following morning the unit’s men and aircraft would do what they had come so far to do—the 94th was going to war.


Within hours the news of the group’s premier mission spread quickly around Bassingbourn, though Joe Cornwall and the majority of the 94th’s members would have to wait until the next morning’s pre-mission briefing to learn the details about the intended target. The lack of specifics didn’t particularly bother Joe, however. As he lay on his cot that night in the Quonset hut he shared with eleven other gunners, unable to sleep and smoking one cigarette after another, he had much larger questions swirling through his mind. He had spent two years training for combat, and now he wondered how he would react when he first saw the enemy up close. Would he keep his nerve and do his duty when the time came, or would he lose heart, leaving his friends to face the consequences? Would he live, or would he die?


OWING TO HIS REQUIRED PRESENCE AT A SENIOR COMMANDERS’ MEETING AT Pinetree—the code name given to the Eighth Air Force’s VIII Bomber Command headquarters outside London—“Dinty” Moore would not be leading the 94th’s first combat mission.17 He instead tapped the charismatic commander of the 331st Bomb Squadron, Major Ralph H. Saltsman Jr., to fly lead.


Though just twenty-seven years old, “Salty”—as Saltsman was inevitably known—was already a seasoned aviator. A 1940 graduate of the Air Corps Flying School at Kelly Field, Texas, he had gone on to instruct at the school and attended the U.S. Army War College. He had been a key member of Moore’s early cadre and was instrumental in getting both his own squadron and the entire group staffed, trained, and deployed. In the process Saltsman had proven himself to be an outstanding pilot, an able administrator, and a man who treated both superiors and subordinates with equal regard. He had also been among the first of the 94th’s officers to participate in a combat sortie, flying as an observer with the 91st Bomb Group.


The 94th’s first combat mission saw it joining three other recently arrived groups—the 95th, 96th, and 351st—to form the 4th Provisional Bomb Wing, which would send seventy-two Fortresses to hit two Luftwaffe airfields in the suburbs of Saint-Omer, France, a city fourteen miles southwest of the Belgian border.18 The fields, at Longuenesse and Fort Rouge, were home to elements of the Fw 190–equipped Jagdgeschwader 26, which along with Jagdgeschwader 2 was tasked with the daylight air defense of Northwest Europe.


The operation started well enough on the morning of May 13, with all aircraft taking off on schedule. The linkup with other groups of the 4th Wing also took place without a hitch, and the Fortresses set course for France in clear weather. Things started to fall apart, however, when the formation reached mid-Channel. The lead B-17 of the 96th Bomb Group suffered a major mechanical failure and had to “abort” the mission. That aircraft’s abrupt about-face caused the remainder of the 96th and the entire 351st to become disorganized, and to Saltsman’s chagrin both groups elected to return to base. Not only did their departure reduce the size and defensive firepower of the 4th Wing formation by almost half, it meant the remaining bombers would not be able to attack the airfield at Fort Rouge. Saltsman had no choice but to continue the mission, and led the 94th and 95th Bomb Groups on toward Longuenesse. The Fortresses were over the target by 4:37 P.M., and though the two groups’ bombing accuracy wasn’t all it could have been, the formation encountered no flak or fighters, and all the 94th aircraft returned to Bassingbourn without incident.


While the Longuenesse raid had been relatively straightforward—at least in terms of the 94th’s participation—over the following month the group was forced to come to grips with the realities of the air war over Occupied Europe. Between May 14 and June 11 the 94th flew seven additional strikes, hitting targets in Belgium, Germany, and France. In the process the group encountered heavy flak and determined fighter attacks—and also suffered its first losses: one aircraft during the May 17 mission to bomb sub pens in Lorient and three Fortresses on May 21 over Emden. Sadly, the latter operation led to a personal tragedy for the men of Natural. Russ Crisp, the crew’s flight engineer and top turret gunner, had been tapped as a last-minute replacement for a sick man on another crew, and was killed when the aircraft he was on was shot down over Holland. Crisp’s death was a blow to Natural’s close-knit crew, and despite the fact that the men had acquitted themselves well thus far—Joe Cornwall had even been awarded an Air Medal for shooting down a German fighter on the May 21 mission—the stress common to all combat aviators was starting to take a toll on their nerves. While an occasional weekend pass to London or more frequent visits to local pubs helped allay the men’s anxiety somewhat, they had begun to wonder aloud when it might be their “turn in the barrel.”19


A change of station from Bassingbourn to the now available Earls Colne gave the 94th Group a brief stand-down from operational flying, but on the first raid from the new base—on May 29, to Rennes, France—the 94th lost three more B-17s. Although the mission flown on June 11 against U-boat facilities in Cuxhaven, Germany, resulted in no losses for the group, “Dinty” Moore and his aviators had to face the hard facts. In its first month of combat operations the 94th had lost seven bombers and seventy-three men: a grim statistic for aviators required to fly twenty-five missions before being rotated back to the United States.


And things were about to go from bad to worse, for at noon on June 12 the 94th was alerted for a mission that would turn out to be the greatest single air battle of the war thus far. It would also test the men of Natural almost to the breaking point.


ONE OF THE FIRST MEMBERS OF THE 94TH TO HEAR THE DETAILS OF THE upcoming mission was “Salty” Saltsman, who on the afternoon of June 12 was summoned along with the group’s other squadron commanders to a pre-operational briefing. Held at 4th Bomb Wing Headquarters at Elveden Hall—a stately home in Thetford, some thirty miles north of Earls Colne—the gathering included the leaders of the 95th and 96th Bomb Groups and was hosted by the wing commander, Brigadier General Frederick L. Anderson.20 Also present at the briefing was Brigadier General Nathan Bedford Forrest III—great-grandson of the famous Confederate general of the U.S. Civil War—who had been tapped to lead a new provisional bomb wing. An accomplished pilot who had done much to organize USAAF heavy bombardment training both before and after Pearl Harbor, Forrest would participate in the mission as part of his preparation for wing command.


As outlined to those at the briefing, the next day’s mission was to be a “maximum effort,” meaning that the groups involved were to get as many of their bombers into the air as possible. The targets would be the naval facilities and port complexes at Bremen and Kiel, Germany, with Forrest leading some 150 Fortresses of the 1st Bomb Wing against the latter. The Kiel attack group, designated the 4th Air Division, would consist of the 94th, 95th, and 96th Bomb Groups. They, in turn, would be split into the 401st and 402nd Combat Wings. The first would consist of the bulk of the 94th and a composite group made up of remaining 94th aircraft and about half of the 96th’s Fortresses, and the second would comprise the bulk of the 95th and a composite group of 95th and 96th B-17s. Saltsman would lead both the 94th and the 401st Combat Wing.21


While the squadron and group commanders present at Elveden Hall grasped the importance of the mission, they were concerned by two aspects of the plan. First, though Allied fighters would fly wide-ranging sweeps over western Europe on the day of the raid, neither air division would have fighter escorts. Second, and perhaps more troubling, the attacking bombers were to abandon their normal wing combat boxes for two types of new and as yet untried formations. The 401st Combat Wing and the 402nd’s composite 95th-96th Group would fly the so-called “javelin-down,” in which each group box trailed the lead in descending altitudes. The reason for the change was apparently to increase bombing accuracy, but it was clear to many of those at the briefing that the alteration would reduce the effectiveness of the formation’s defensive fire. An even greater puzzlement was Forrest’s announcement that the bulk of the 95th Group would fly a formation he had devised, in which the second elements of the lead, high, and low squadrons would fly tightly behind the lead elements. Forrest believed the positioning of the aircraft would increase the formation’s defensive fire, though several combat veterans among those at the briefing saw immediately that such a tight grouping would prevent the B-17s in the second elements from employing their guns against frontal attacks. Forrest was apparently unmoved by their opinions, however.22


The mission overview presented to Saltsman and the others at Elveden Hall was fleshed out over the following hours by a series of teletype messages sent from VIII Bomber Command to all of the participating units. While the information in such communiqués often changed over the course of the night preceding the mission—usually due to weather issues over the Continent, or updated intelligence on German defenses—Saltsman noted that this particular mission seemed to be generating a greater-than-normal amount of confusion. When the bomb groups involved received the first warning order at noon on June 12—even before the Elveden Hall meeting—the ordnance load for all aircraft was specified as ten 500-pound general-purpose bombs. Ground crews at the three bases were well into the loading process when, in the late afternoon, a teletype message canceled the use of 500-pounders. The already tired ordnance men were unloading all the B-17s that had already been “bombed up” when, at 9:15 P.M., yet another message arrived at the various group bases reinstating the loading of the 500-pound bombs. Then, at 4:30 A.M. on June 13 a further message instructed armorers to change out the tail fuzes on the bombs to be used in the raid.


Bureaucratic indecision was not the only challenge the 94th Bomb Group had to deal with as it prepared for the Kiel mission. Despite having moved from Bassingbourn to Earls Colne just weeks earlier, the unit had been ordered to relocate once again—to the former B-26 medium bomber base at Rougham, just outside Bury St. Edmunds in Suffolk.23 All of the group’s ground personnel were to make the twenty-mile road trip north to the new base once the aircraft had taken off early on June 13, while the 94th’s B-17s would depart on the mission from Earls Colne but return to Rougham. The impending move added considerably to the preflight confusion, and when the crews reached their aircraft following the morning mission briefing many found that bomb loading hadn’t yet been completed, nor had some of the Fortresses been fully fueled. These problems could only have added to the anxiety many of the aviators likely were feeling after being told during the briefing that they could expect some of the heaviest German fighter opposition they’d yet encountered.24


Despite the glitches that had plagued the 94th’s preparation for the Kiel mission, all fourteen bombers that constituted the group’s contribution to the raid were airborne within less than twenty minutes. Soon after forming up, the bombers were joined by the aircraft of the 94th-96th composite group, and the entire formation—now totaling fifty-six aircraft rather than the planned seventy-six—turned to the northwest to pull in behind the 402nd Combat Wing. By 7:30 A.M. the mass of aircraft had crossed the English coast at the Wash—a vast estuary on the northwest edge of East Anglia—and set a course out over the North Sea. At a point about ninety-five miles north of the Dutch coast, Forrest in the lead aircraft turned the formation to the southeast on a heading for Kiel.


The progress of the American bomber formation had not gone unnoticed, of course. By 8:45 A.M. German controllers had started launching interceptors—Bf 109s from an airfield on the island of Heligoland-Düne in the German Bight, and Fw 190s from Jever, just west of Wilhelmshaven. More than one hundred Luftwaffe fighters began hitting the leading 95th Group before the Fortresses reached the west coast of Schleswig-Holstein, and furious head-on attacks quickly showed the folly of Forrest’s altered formation. His aircraft was among the first to go down, giving Forrest the dubious distinction of being the first American general killed in action in the European Theater. Within moments, nine more Fortresses from the 95th were spiraling earthward.


After decimating the lead group, the German 109s and 190s—now joined by twin-engine Bf 110s, Messerschmitt Me 210s, and Junkers Ju 88s lobbing 20mm cannon rounds from long range—turned their attention to the 94th. Among the first B-17s to suffer the Germans’ wrath was Natural. Flying lead in the second element at 27,500 feet, the Fortress was well short of the target when an Fw 190 bored straight in from directly ahead. The German pilot pumped a stream of 20mm rounds into Natural’s right wing, and one of the explosive rounds detonated against the propeller hub of the inboard right engine, knocking it out and sparking a fire. Shrapnel from the hit ripped through the right side of the cockpit, slightly wounding copilot Carroll Harris and knocking out the B-17’s flight-deck oxygen system. Almost immediately both Harris and Ed Purdy lost consciousness; Natural dropped abruptly out of formation and began rapidly losing altitude as engineer/top turret gunner Technical Sergeant Richard Marquardt—Russ Crisp’s replacement—struggled to put the mask of his portable oxygen bottle over Purdy’s face. By the time he succeeded and the pilot regained consciousness the B-17 had lost more than 3,000 feet of altitude and was on its own, just the type of damaged straggler guaranteed to attract enemy fighters looking for an easy kill.


The sudden loss of altitude had caught the men in the rear of the plane by surprise, first tossing both Joe Cornwall and Frank Santangelo upward against the rough ceiling of the bomber’s fuselage, then dropping them onto the machine’s equally unforgiving floor. Initially convinced Natural was beginning a terminal dive, the two men struggled toward the tail where their parachutes were stored. But when they realized that the aircraft was still on an even keel, rather than in the flat spin that usually marked the beginning of a bomber’s death spiral, both men pulled themselves back along the floor toward their guns. When Purdy regained consciousness and leveled the aircraft out, both waist gunners knew it wouldn’t take long for the enemy fighters to come after the damaged bomber like wolves after an injured deer.


And come the wolves did. Over the next two hours some thirty German fighters took turns savaging Natural, knocking out the mechanism that operated the ball turret, killing a second engine, and punching fist-sized holes through the bomber’s vertical stabilizer and both wings. Joe and the other gunners did their best to drive the hunters off, scoring hits on several of the fighters and sending two into the clouds trailing smoke. Purdy and the semiconscious Harris took the plane progressively lower, eventually leveling off a mere one hundred feet above the choppy North Sea. This prevented the German fighters from attacking the B-17’s now-undefended belly, and made it highly unlikely that an attacker coming in from above would have time to pull out before slamming into the unforgiving ocean. Apparently convinced that the obviously crippled Fortress would eventually crash of its own accord, the German fighters eventually turned for home, leaving Natural limping westward just off the Dutch coast on a course for the 94th’s new base at Rougham. The flight was uneventful—until the B-17 was almost in sight of the English coastline. Two twin-engine Bf 110s suddenly appeared out of the clouds and, carefully dropping in directly astern of the bomber, began hurling 20mm cannon rounds at the Fortress’s tail. A few of the explosive shells found their target, further holing the rudder and horizontal stabilizers, but accurate return fire from tail gunner Larry Templeton eventually drove the marauders away.


Through excellent airmanship and sheer strength of will, Purdy was able to keep Natural in the air despite its injuries. His approach into Rougham was hindered by the fact that he couldn’t lower the Fortress’s flaps, and when he extended the landing gear Joe Cornwall informed him that the left tire was flat. This caused the B-17 to swerve to the left when it touched the runway, but Purdy quickly straightened Natural out and it rolled to a halt. As soon as the aircraft stopped moving an ambulance pulled up alongside in response to the red flare Marquardt had fired as the plane had turned onto its final approach. Medics carefully lowered the injured Harris through the lower fuselage hatch just forward of the cockpit, allowed him to climb into the ambulance on his own, and then raced off to the base hospital.


Natural had made it home—unlike twenty-two other Fortresses dispatched to Kiel, nine of them from the 94th—but a quick survey of their damaged aircraft convinced the remaining crew members that she would likely never fly again.25 Purdy and his men knew just how lucky they had been, but they also realized that as soon as they’d been assigned a replacement aircraft they’d go back on the flight roster. In the meantime, they would explore the countryside around their new home in search of ways to relax.


For Joe and his best friend, twenty-seven-year-old Staff Sergeant Richard S. Davitt—a top turret gunner on another 331st Bomb Squadron Fortress—the quest for relaxation led to a humorous and ironic encounter. After attending the usual postmission debriefing the two men secured permission to go into Bury St. Edmunds, their intention being to seek out a pub that had been recommended to them. The Sword in Hand was on Southgate Street, barely a mile and a half from the airfield. Rather than walk the distance, the tired airmen “borrowed” a bicycle left unattended near the Quonset hut in which both gunners slept, and set off with Joe pedaling and Davitt riding on the handlebars.


As the two airmen entered Bury St. Edmunds a U.S. Army military policeman sitting in a jeep motioned them to a halt.


“You’ll have to get off the handlebars and walk,” the MP said to Davitt.


Puzzled, the gunner responded, “Why?”


“It’s too dangerous,” was the response.


The two young men, who earlier that day had participated in the greatest air battle yet fought by Americans in the skies over Europe, looked at the man in disbelief and then dissolved in helpless laughter.26


Almost exactly one month later both gunners would find themselves in a far less humorous situation—shot down, on the run from the Gestapo, and being hidden almost in plain site by a dedicated French family in the city that was the administrative heart of Germany’s occupation of France.


Paris.
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