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I dedicate this book to my children and grandchildren and to future generations of Americans who seek an understanding of their history.
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FOREWORD

When I was a kid in grammar school, I remember for the Armistice Day assembly they would drag in some poor old guys from the Spanish-American War to tell us about what they had experienced. Now I’m the old guy doing the telling.

The war is World War II. At twenty-five years of age, I was the only pilot who flew on both atomic missions—over Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I piloted the B-29 carrying the instruments to Hiroshima on the right wing of the Enola Gay. I watched as the Enola Gay’s bomb bay doors snapped opened and the 9,000-pound uranium bomb was released. As the bomb fell free, I thought, “It’s too late now. There are no strings or cables attached. We can’t get it back, whether it works or not. But if it works, it just might end the war.” None of us, I remember, was entirely sure of what that bomb would do—to its target or to us.

Three days later, I commanded my first combat mission, to Nagasaki, this time carrying a live 10,300-pound plutonium bomb, a weapon that had never been tested free falling from an airplane before it was loaded into the bomb bay of the Bock’s Car on the evening of August 8, 1945. The Japanese military surrendered six days later, and World War II came to an end.

It was as simple and as complicated as that.

We had a job to do, a war to end. I never questioned President Truman’s decision to use every weapon at his disposal to end the bloody conflict—nor do I now. Nor did most people then, who lived through the escalating terror of that now-distant war in the Pacific. I remember press interviews after the war where reporters asked me, “What were the missions like?” “What problems did you run into during flight?” “How does it feel for the war to be over?” I was never asked whether I believed the bomb should have been dropped.

But that was over fifty years ago. For those fifty years I remained mostly silent about the war and President Truman’s decision to use atomic weapons. In part this was because of my deep respect for and deference to General Paul Tibbets. I believed that as the leader of the 509th Composite Group, he should be spokesman for our crews and our missions. Nor did I want to take singular credit for events that were successful because of the efforts of thousands of people. Also, as I reflect upon the relative obscurity of the Bock’s Car’s crew since the war ended, I believe that the deeply ingrained culture of secrecy that surrounded our missions every waking minute has remained instinctively with me—and with my crew. To this day, when our group gathers for its annual reunions, we never talk about the bomb.

Speaking out about our missions never struck me as an urgency. I did not doubt for a moment that the historical facts spoke for themselves. Who could question that the forces who had brought the war upon us were evil? Who could doubt that our actions vanquished foes who were guilty of unspeakable brutalities against humanity in the name of conquest, foes who refused to surrender even after unprecedented destruction was rained upon them from the skies in the unrelenting B-29 fire-bombing missions over Japanese cities?

Such persons emerged in the summer of 1994.

With the fiftieth anniversary of the war’s end approaching, I found myself feeling outraged and betrayed when not only our national museum, the Smithsonian Institution, but some American historians as well attempted to change the history of the war in the Pacific. Suddenly I was hearing that Americans had been the aggressors and the Japanese had been the victims. The exhibit of the Enola Gay originally proposed by the Smithsonian—an exhibit that would be viewed by millions of Americans who would undoubtedly accept it as a factual representation of the war—was for me the final insult to the truth. To quote from the script of that planned exhibit: “For most Americans, this war . . . was a war of vengeance. For most Japanese, it was a war to defend their unique culture against Western imperialism.”

I had occasion to read not only the original script of that planned exhibit but several of the rewrites that followed. They grossly minimized casualty estimates for an invasion of the Japanese mainland, one of the factors that had driven President Truman’s decision to drop the bombs. They placed greater emphasis on alleged Allied racism against the Asians than, for example, on the hundreds of navy men who had been entombed in the USS Arizona at the bottom of Pearl Harbor. Some of those men were trapped for days before they died. Forty-nine photographs were to be exhibited showing the suffering Japanese victims of the war, and only three photographs of wounded Americans. This selection of exhibits was puzzling, given that the history of the war in the Pacific was also synonymous with Corregidor, Bataan, Iwo Jima, Okinawa, and Saipan. It was a history of Japanese prisoner of war camps—sites of unspeakable inhumanities—of kamikazes, and of the infamous medical experiments conducted by Japanese doctors on live prisoners of war. Were Americans, one might ask upon learning all the facts, compelled to be brutalized until the Japanese were ready to say, We’ll stop?

One day, those of us who fought the war—who were eyewitnesses to it—will no longer be here to set the record straight. What, then, will future generations be told about America’s role in the war in the Pacific? Who will be left to give an accurate firsthand account?

The question is troubling: why would present-day historians choose to minimize the sacrifices made by so many for all of us and call into question the motives of the United States in using atomic bombs to end the war? Is it to make the greater point that nuclear weapons are a menace to the world? They clearly are. But that truism does not excuse “reworking” the war in the Pacific to accommodate and advance anyone’s political philosophy. It does not justify bad scholarship’s creating pseudohistory.

I began to focus my outrage by speaking out against any revision of events as they actually happened in the context of the war. I decided to write this book. I’ve been asked, “Why now?” “What’s your purpose?”

My purpose in writing this book is not to chronicle an aging veteran’s memories about what a younger generation may see as ancient history. Nor is it to recite the horrors of World War II in the Pacific as a means of denigrating the Japanese people. To the contrary, Japan has been a stable and valued ally of the United States since the end of World War II. I believe it is in our national interest to maintain that alliance and to strengthen the economic and military ties that bind us together. But, while doing so, it is equally important to recognize that Japan and the world are better places today because Japanese fascism failed to conquer Asia, and that in victory, the United States was benevolent and not vengeful.

I certainly do not offer this book as a celebration of the use of nuclear weapons. It is my fervent hope that there will never be another atomic mission. The bombs we dropped in 1945 were primitive in comparison to nuclear weapons today. As the man who commanded the last atomic mission, I pray that I retain that singular distinction.

I am memorializing my story because I have learned that we who lived the events of history have an obligation to preserve and report upon the facts. The soul of a nation—its essence—is its history. It is that collective memory which defines what every generation thinks about itself and its country. It is a memory not to be tampered with, or recklessly revised, rewritten, or changed.

Fifty years ago we fought the empire of Japan, whose Imperial army and navy wrought suffering and death wherever they tread. Since that time—for more than half a century—the Japanese have ignored their culpability, brutality, and ultimate responsibility for the events that flowed from their conduct during World War II. An entire generation of Japanese are ignorant of their history in this regard. If we forget history, if we attempt to rewrite or distort history, we only contribute to the Japanese amnesia—to the detriment of both our nations and the world.

Unlike Germany, which acknowledged its responsibility for World War II and for the atrocities it committed during the war, Japan, with the aid of some American historians, persists in the fiction that it was the victim of circumstances. This mindset forecloses any genuine prospect that the deep wounds suffered by both nations and by Japan’s Asian neighbors can be healed. Only the truth heals.

I thus offer this book, not only to future generations of schoolchildren who will gather in assembly to learn about World War II, but also to the greater assembly. It is my eyewitness account. I hope it may add some meaning and context to the events that defined World War II.

Maj. Gen. Charles W. Sweeney, U.S.A.F. (Ret.)

June 1996
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ONE

THE BOMB SAT in its cradle in the assembly hut, six inches off the concrete floor at its lowest point, sixty-six inches at its highest. Ensign Don Mastick walked into the hut and saw Arthur Machen straddling the rear end of the 10,300-pound plutonium weapon, working feverishly to file down a hole in the bomb’s tail assembly, which was suspended in front of him from a block and tackle.

“Hey, cowboy, what the hell are you doing?” Mastick hollered to the bomb assembly technician.

Sweat poured down Machen’s forehead, even though he was in the only air-conditioned building in the Pacific. He was racing against time, and filing through the .2-inch-thick aluminum plate was proving to be excruciatingly difficult. The Bock’s Car, the B-29 that would carry this weapon to the target in its bomb bay, was scheduled to take off in a few hours.

The tension and exertion were taking their toll on the young scientists and technicians of Project Alberta who anxiously watched Machen’s progress. They were the representatives on Tinian Island from the Manhattan Project who were responsible for the assembly, arming, and loading of the weapon on board the Bock’s Car. Any delay might cause the mission to be scrubbed, a prospect they did not want to entertain. Too many lives hung in the balance.

“Son of a bitch,” whispered Machen as he wiped away the sweat, trying to keep his eyes clear. He didn’t hear Mastick.

Earlier in the day, the delicate internal mechanism of the Fat Man had been carefully set into the bomb casing and the two spherical halves had been bolted together. Work had progressed slowly and methodically on this complicated nuclear weapon, which contained fifty-three hundred pounds of Composition B and Baratol, high-grade explosives, laid out in a precise configuration around an eleven-pound sphere of plutonium. This quantity of high explosives made Fat Man the most powerful bomb in the Pacific theater, even without the plutonium. A single spark could detonate the explosives, and in a flash, destroy the entire compound in which the assembly building sat.

The tail assembly—“the California parachute”—which would allow the bomb to drop on a predictable and stable trajectory, was about to be attached to the bomb’s skin as the final step before transport of the bomb to the loading pit on the flight line. But as Machen had moved the tail section to jigger it into place, he was stunned to see that the upper hole on the tail didn’t match its counterpart on the casing. They weren’t aligned! Although the holes were off by only a fraction, maybe a hundredth of an inch, it was enough to keep the bolt from going through.

Maybe it was a mechanic’s error. Or maybe the heat and humidity on Tinian had caused the metal to warp. But whatever the reason, after two billion dollars’ worth of research by the best minds in the world, years of top secret military planning, and the combined efforts of hundreds of thousands of people, at the eleventh hour a technician was relying on a $1.98 rat-tail file and brute force to finish assembling the first plutonium bomb that would be dropped from an airplane.

This was to be the first of many surprises and near misses that would plague my mission to Nagasaki and test the dedication and skills of my flight crew and me.

I hadn’t gotten much sleep since our return from Hiroshima on August 6. Colonel Paul Tibbets had told me on that evening that I would command the second atomic mission, on August 9, if a second drop was necessary. With barely enough time to recover from and reflect upon the Hiroshima mission, my crew would be flying another atomic strike in less than three days. It would be my first combat mission command.

I sat alone on a hilltop overlooking the massive runways on the northern tip of Tinian. The sky overhead was ink-black. Not a star was in sight. In a few hours we would be taking off from these runways. The men from Project Alberta were completing the final assembly of the Fat Man. This would be no concrete-filled “pumpkin” of the sort we had practice-dropped from our B-29s over the salt flats of Utah for the past several months. Our cargo would be live, with an expected explosive yield calculated to be equivalent to at least 46 million pounds of TNT.

This bomb would be the first weapons system ever used by the United States that had not been extensively field tested. Only one other plutonium bomb had ever been detonated, and that had been a static test in the middle of the desert in the Southwest with the bomb sitting secure on a tower, connected by wires to a command center several miles away near Alamogordo. In a few hours, we were going to drop a similar weapon from an airplane, where it would free-fall from 30,000 feet—with no wires attached. Although the scientists had ingeniously designed the physics package to fit within the confines of a bomb ten feet long and five feet across, none of them was sure exactly what the bomb would do. They expected it would be more powerful than the uranium bomb, the Little Boy, dropped over Hiroshima. But that was about it. How much more powerful? They weren’t sure. Some thought it was possible our airplane would be blown out of the sky. Others speculated that a chain reaction that could destroy the world might be triggered. A few weren’t even certain it would work.

I began going over in my mind every step of Colonel Tibbets’s mission to Hiroshima. It had gone like clockwork. Perfect weather—not a cloud in the sky. Perfect execution—no fighter intercepts or antiaircraft fire at the target. Bomb away within seventeen seconds of the scheduled release—and a bull’s-eye on the target. Then a flawless return to Tinian. It was up to me to live up to his expectations for this crucial second mission. He had chosen me to carry it out. I had to succeed.

“We must make the Japanese believe we can keep them coming every few days until they surrender,” the colonel had told me. In truth, there was no third bomb behind us ready to go.

There had been no word of surrender from the Japanese after the bombing of Hiroshima, so I knew that our hope of quickly ending the war depended on this mission. After witnessing the blast at Hiroshima, I believed Japan would finally surrender. But her military seemed prepared to continue in a glorious and suicidal defense of the mainland. We were getting closer to the invasion of Japan, which was scheduled to begin on November 1, and the prospect of hundreds of thousands more American casualties in an invasion was not just some abstract concept to me—it was a sobering reality.

I focused on the steady flow of B-29s taking off from the runways below into the darkness for their firebombing missions over Japan. The burned-out hulks of the planes that never made it off the ground on earlier missions lay in the shadows of the runways. A lot of good men had died in them.

My mind drifted back to my last trip home in late 1944. By sheer coincidence, my friend Colonel Jim McDonald, with whom I had gone through flight school before the war, was home, too. Jim had just completed twenty-five B-17 missions over Europe with the Eighth Air Force. There were very few B-17 crews who survived the twenty-five-mission rotation. I knew that I would soon be going overseas, and since I had no combat experience, I was anxious to learn what advice my old pal might give me.

We met for dinner at the Parker House, on the corner of Tremont and School streets, on a snowy evening in downtown Boston. Jim was six years older than I. He had been just below the maximum age and I just over the minimum age when we entered flight school in the spring of 1941. Jim had advanced to become a lead pilot in Europe, which meant that he led the formations of bombers into the target. It was a job that required skill, courage, and maturity.

We were seated in the ornate, mahogany-paneled main dining room. Waiters in crisply starched aprons moved about on the thick carpets without a sound. Jim and I reminisced over drinks and sirloin steaks. At one point, I told him I would be going into combat with a bomb group. Secrecy precluded my mentioning anything other than conventional aerial warfare. I asked him what advice he could offer me. Anything special I should know? Any mistakes I should avoid?

He thought for a moment and then answered with a smile, “Promote your men as fast as you can.”

We both laughed. Then he turned serious, leaned in toward me, and in a precise, slow cadence said, “Never go over a target a second time. Never! If they didn’t get you the first time, they’ll get you the second time around with antiaircraft fire or fighters.”

The activity on the runway below pulled me back. I caught sight of a B-29 lumbering down, laden with a full load of high-test aviation fuel and incendiary bombs. It appeared to be struggling to make it into the air. It was overloaded. It did get up for a moment, then hung in the air before plunging into the ocean. A burst of flames erupted in the darkness. The sounds of explosions punctuated the night.

Rescue boats stationed offshore sped instantaneously to the scene. Standby emergency vehicles moved in. There would be little they could do to stop the napalm spilling from the exploding ordnance from fueling the fire.

It was not the first or the last B-29 I would see crash on takeoff at Tinian. These ten Americans would be added to the statistics of the war—a war we had not started and did not want.

“No second runs,” I murmured aloud, as if reciting instructions. But first things first. I’d have to get the plane into the air. In a few hours my crew and I would be rolling down one of these runways with a bomb and extra fuel that would put our airplane thousands of pounds over the manufacturer’s specifications for maximum takeoff weight. With all that weight, we’d barely have enough runway to reach the proper air speed for liftoff.

Further complicating matters, our bomb, because of its complex detonation system, would be armed when it was loaded into our bomb bay, unlike the Little Boy, which had been unarmed on takeoff. The Enola Gay could have hit a brick wall and the bomb probably would not have detonated. For us, a crash on takeoff could vaporize my crew, Tinian, and me. But as I looked down on the runway, I had total confidence that I would get the airplane into the air and on to Kokura, Japan, our primary target.

I stood up to leave. At that moment I had no idea that my crew and I were about to confront a series of problems that would start at the moment of takeoff and continue until our forced emergency landing at an unplanned location ten hours later—any one of which could have doomed us and our mission and hundreds of thousands more in a prolonged war.

It was time to go.
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TWO

THE SINGLE EVENT that changed my life happened on a sunny, cloudless Saturday afternoon in the summer of 1939 in Quincy, Massachusetts.

Like most of my generation, I didn’t give much thought in 1939 to the troubles that were building “over there” in Europe and in Asia. The important pursuits of my life were in the U.S.A., which was secure and stable. For almost half of my twenty years, one man had been president. He was a reassuring presence who had brought us through the Great Depression. For this, he was idolized by my parents and their working-class friends and neighbors. His picture hung over our dining room buffet, next to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, where Mr. Roosevelt watched over our family dinners every Sunday afternoon. One day in the not-too-distant future, my mother would hang another picture on the opposite wall. She would cut it out of the Boston Post, and it would show five marines raising the American flag over Iwo Jima. But for the time being, “America First” was the refrain, which was fine with me. And even if worse came to worst on the Continent, I figured we could always shore up the English and French and let them fight their own war.

My friend Charlie McCauley had other ideas. He was twenty-one, and with the new peacetime draft, it was only a matter of time before he would receive personal greetings from President Roosevelt inviting him to a preinduction physical for the army. But Charlie didn’t want to be a gravel scratcher. “I’m not going into the infantry,” he insisted when we talked about the draft. “I’m going to be an air cadet.”

Toward that goal, Charlie was planning to take his first ride in an airplane on that sunny afternoon in Quincy, and he wanted me to tag along. I sat on my front porch waiting for him to pick me up. Our two-story, wood-shingled house was not unlike most of the houses on our street. In our neighborhood, just ten miles south of Boston, almost everybody knew everybody else. Charlie lived two streets over. His brothers played with my brothers. During the summer, we all congregated on the street to play kick-the-can or to toss bubble gum cards from the curbstone after rubbing them with candle wax for added weight, investing in each toss all the gravity of a World Series game. I was watching just such a championship match across the street when Charlie pulled up in his father’s car.

I hopped down the front steps and got into the passenger seat. Nice automobile. A shiny 1935 gray Plymouth four-door. Charlie had elbow-greased the shine as the price of borrowing the car. I noticed that he seemed a little nervous. “Hey,” I thought, “maybe he’s afraid of actually going up there.”

“You know,” Charlie said as we headed in the direction of Dennison Airport, “you really ought to think about being an air cadet, too. You’ve only got one year left.” Because I was his best buddy, it seemed only right that Charlie would keep pushing me to enlist in the air corps with him.

But my priorities were elsewhere in 1939. The draft was not my immediate concern. It could be another year before I reached draft age, and a lot could happen in a year. Certainly the combined armies of England and France could stop Hitler. I’d read that France had the biggest and best-equipped army in the world. And the sun hadn’t set on the British Empire yet, either. As for Japan, Asia was an even more distant place, six thousand miles away from the United States. How could Japan threaten us? Thus armed with the confidence of a twenty-year-old kid in safe and predictable surroundings, I encouraged my friend to fly. It would be an exciting way to spend his next few years.

I was working on my future, too. Since graduating from high school I had moved up in the wholesale leather business to become a salesman covering western Massachusetts and New York State. For an ambitious young man, it was a great job with limitless opportunities and good commissions. My boss, Jim Kelley, told me I was a born salesman. But I felt, really, I could be a born anything. All I had to do was keep focused on my goals, get along with people, and keep a sense of humor. To earn a bachelor’s degree, I was taking evening business courses at Boston University and Burdett College. For now, I would learn my trade. Later, I would I have my own business. My life was on course.

“What do your parents think about you flying airplanes?” I asked Charlie as we approached the fence marking the outermost corner of the airport. Dennison was a private airport that adjoined the Squantum Naval Air Station. It was only a postage stamp with a half dozen or so open-cockpit airplanes.

“My dad said he doesn’t know anything about flying,” Charlie answered. “He said it looks dangerous to him. My mother is all upset.”

When I’d told my father where Charlie and I were going, he’d just said “Be careful.” Although he had never been in an airplane, I was sure he wouldn’t be afraid of flying. He was confident. Even during the depth of the Depression he always found work. When everyone stopped building in 1929 he had to close his plumbing and heating business, but he managed to pick up odd jobs and do a little contracting until he was able to start up a business again. We weren’t rich, but we weren’t poor, either.

In 1926 we moved from a rented house near downtown Quincy into our own home. I was the second oldest of six children, five boys and one girl. Our home was dominated by Catholicism, patriotism, and belief in hard work and individual responsibility. Education was valued as a privilege. My mother and father encouraged us to be the best our abilities allowed. When I was a student at St. John’s Elementary School, I won the Greater Boston Spelling Bee at Faneuil Hall three years in a row. I remember that my parents were so proud they showed my gold medals with the red, white, and blue ribbons to just about every Irish man and woman in Quincy. I still have and treasure those medals.

My father used our Sunday dinners, when he had a full audience and our undivided attention, to teach us life’s lessons by quoting the Bible or telling us one of Aesop’s fables. My favorite fable was the one where the wind and the sun were watching a man who was walking along wearing a heavy coat. The wind and the sun began arguing over which of them could make the man take the coat off. “I’ll blow it off,” the wind told the sun. But the harder the wind blew, the tighter the man held the coat to him. Then the sun tried. It smiled and shone. Soon the man began taking off his coat. “Now, learn your lesson accordingly,” my father would say.

My father would also tell us about our great-grandfather, Jack Sweeney, who came to America from County Cork in 1850 with the wave of immigrants who were escaping the potato famine. “When young Jack Sweeney arrived in America,” my father would say, “the owners of the giant Lawrence Textile Mill met him at the docks. They were looking for one hundred men to work in the mill. Grandfather worked six days a week, ten, twelve hours a day, for ten dollars.” One winter afternoon Jack Sweeney decided to use his ten-minute break to run across the street for a quick beer. He rushed back to work and began to sweat in his union suit, the heavy woolen underwear he wore to ward off the cold and draftiness of the factory. A few weeks later he died of pneumonia, a young man. “He still owed money to the company store when he died,” my father would say.

The city of Lawrence, Massachusetts, was named after the mill owners. The adjacent city of Lowell was named after the Lowell family, who also owned mills. I was born in Lowell on December 27, 1919, in the house of my maternal grandmother, Mary “Minnie” Murphy. In those days, young Irish brides didn’t go to the hospitals to have their babies. They went home to their mothers’ houses.

My first job, at the age of ten, was as a paper boy. We were all expected to work and contribute to the household. In no time I had a lock on all of the routes in our area and knew many of the families I delivered to. Around that time my father also started letting me go to work with him after school and on Saturdays as his “assistant.” It was fun being with him. On the way to a job he would tell me about his father, Jack Sweeney. “Your grandfather was the best plumber in Massachusetts in his day,” he would remind me. “He installed all of the plumbing and heating at Phillips Exeter Academy for Stone and Webster when the school was being built. Exeter,” he explained, “is where the wealthy families send their sons to prepare for Harvard. He did such an outstanding job there, he was asked to do the same thing for Phillips Andover Academy.” I was pretty impressed.

When I was fifteen I landed a plum job as a caddie at the Wollaston Golf Club. Wollaston was “the club” for the successful and politically connected Irish of the time. Excluded from the exclusive Brahman clubs, the Irish created their own clubs for men of accomplishment. The tribal character of Boston was very much alive then. For me, the tips were great, and I observed valuable lessons about the ways of business and life: being polite and courteous pays dividends; first impressions are lasting; trust is crucial to relationships.

I caddied for Massachusetts governor and former mayor of Boston James Michael Curley. He was a big tipper and a spellbinding raconteur who was always the center of every foursome. I also caddied for the future Francis Cardinal Spellman, a gracious and charming man. These men of prominence were heady company for a fifteen-year-old. The last time I saw Bishop Spellman at Wollaston was in 1935. Ten years later I would meet him again on Tinian Island in the Pacific.

Boston’s leather district was only a thirteen-minute ride from Wollaston by steam commuter train from South Station, so quite a few leather company executives were members of the club. One vice president, Bill Kelley, offered me a job at his company after I finished high school. The problem was that his company, Salomon and Phillips, was headquartered in New York City. When I graduated from North Quincy High at seventeen, my mother wouldn’t let me take the job. “New York is too fast a town for a young boy,” she insisted, despite my pleas. So I didn’t go. Luckily for me, though, about three months later Bill’s brother Jim set up a Boston branch and offered me a job handling a few small accounts in Boston. I was on my way.

Charlie pulled up to the road leading to the Squantum Naval Air Station and turned at the entrance to Dennison Airport. A sign offered a five-minute airplane ride for two dollars. We bought two tickets and headed toward the strip. A few open-cockpit biplanes were parked along one side of the strip. On the other side was a small wooden building where we found the pilot. He was wearing overalls that looked like a flying suit, a leather jacket (civilian), and a fitted leather helmet with goggles raised up on his head.

“Ready to go up?” he asked.

“Sure,” Charlie answered.

We followed the pilot to an airplane that had yellow wings and a blue body. There was a single seat for the pilot in the rear and a seat wide enough for two people in the front.

The pilot asked us, almost as an afterthought, if we had ever been in an airplane before. “Just relax. I’ll take it nice and easy,” he said. “A few turns around the field, out toward the ocean, and then back. Nothing to worry about,” he assured us.

We climbed onto the wing and into the front seat. “Fasten the belt,” a voice called from the rear.

“How high are we going?” Charlie asked.

“About a thousand feet. We’ll do eighty, ninety miles an hour . . .”

“Wow.”

The airplane taxied out to the center of the field and started toward the other end, gaining speed. We lifted off the ground.

As we climbed up into the clear blue sky, a feeling of elation overwhelmed me. I felt the air rushing by. The sense of breaking away from the bounds of the earth filled me with awe. I looked left, then right. I had a wondrous perspective of the earth below. Familiar places were unfolding as a single whole. I could see it all. And we were still climbing into the space above. Effortlessly, the airplane banked gently to the left. My sense of place and being expanded. I was flying.

All too soon I felt the full weight of gravity pulling us back to the ground as the pilot brought the plane to a landing. I stepped onto the strip feeling weightless, feeling like I wanted to get back into the air. I looked up at the sky and knew my life would never be the same.

Charlie McCauley and I studied for four months to prepare for the air cadet entrance exams. English, history, physics, geometry, trigonometry. The physical and academic requirements were rigorous. All through school I had ranked in the top 10 percent of my college preparatory class. I had studied advanced mathematics and taken four years of Latin and French. The academic exams would take eighteen hours over two days. I felt I could handle them. As for the physical exam . . . I was six-feet-one, one hundred and eighty pounds, and I was in pretty good shape.

We arrived at the army base in South Boston in early October 1940 to take the exams, the first of many hurdles that were intended to weed out the majority of young men competing for wings. A lot had happened in a year. Hitler and Stalin had carved up Poland. Russia had invaded Finland. The Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe had swept through France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Norway, Denmark, Hungary, and Romania. England stood alone. The Battle of Britain raged as we read the daily accounts of the bravery of the Royal Air Force in beating back the Luftwaffe. Yet I still didn’t think the United States would get involved, and neither did my friends or family. As I look back, I am amazed at how oblivious we all were.

A month later, I received a letter from the War Department informing me that I had been accepted into the Air Corps Flying Cadet Program and had scored in the top 10 percent. Some 50 percent of those taking the test hadn’t passed, and of those who had, a few failed to meet the physical standards. Charlie McCauley had passed the exam but failed to meet the “sufficient weight” requirement. He was underweight. Since the army allowed one postponement of enrollment, I decided to wait until my pal and I could go together. I requested a postponement to April 1941. Ironically, Charlie never did meet the weight requirement and was eventually commissioned in the Army Signal Corps.

I wasn’t twenty-one yet, so I needed my parents’ signatures to join. My father signed, but my mother would not. I’m not sure whether she worried that we might go to war or whether she was terrified at the thought of my flying an airplane. She knew no one who flew. In fact, hardly anyone she knew had ever been in an airplane. I tried every approach to get her to agree. First I stressed the security of the military. Then I told her I’d have a prestigious position as a pilot—I’d be an officer and a gentleman. She didn’t budge. Finally I told her that I had to fly. If I didn’t, I would never be happy. Without another word, she signed the paper. Then, for the next few weeks, she cried every night at the kitchen table, questioning if she had done the right thing and pleading with me to reconsider.

On a cool April day in 1941, just before noon, my mother and father saw me off at Boston’s Back Bay Station on Dartmouth Street. I was leaving for Tuscaloosa, Alabama. I had never been out of New England. I had bought a worsted wool double-breasted glen plaid suit at Hyman Brothers in Boston for the trip. My mother had picked out a sky-blue silk tie that, she said, matched the color of my eyes. I looked the height of style.

About thirty other cadets-to-be gathered on the platform, clustered in small groups with their families. Precisely at noon an army sergeant barked for us to listen up. The men formed around him in a loose semicircle. As he called our names, we stepped forward and were given a ticket. Surveying the mass of eager faces, he pointed to a man standing toward the rear of the group who seemed to be older than the rest of us.

“What’s your name?” the sergeant demanded.

“Jim McDonald, sir.” Jim was twenty-seven and soon to be my fast friend. Unbeknownst to us all, he would also soon complete almost as many bombing missions as he had years.

The sergeant grimaced. “Well, McDonald, you’re in charge of this group. It’s your job to make sure they all get back on the train at each stop.”

“Yes, sir.”

The sergeant grimaced again. “A piece of advice. Don’t call me or any other noncom ‘sir.’ I’m no officer. I work for a living.” With that he left the platform and disappeared into the recesses of the station. We boarded the train, headed for Alabama and Primary School.

The train stopped in Hartford, New York, Baltimore, and Washington. At each stop we picked up a few more cadets until our group numbered one hundred. Of this group, 50 percent would wash out of the program over the next several months. I felt excited, exhilarated, and fearful that I might fail. I thought nothing could be worse.

On Wednesday, a day and a half after we’d left Boston, we arrived at Van de Graaf Field in Tuscaloosa at nine P.M. A noncom went through the cars and rousted us onto the platform. Portable lights illuminated the area with a yellowish glare. As I stepped off the train, I was overcome by the acrid smell of sulfur coming from a local paper mill and the stifling humidity of the sultry Alabama night. Being dressed in a wool suit didn’t help. But at least I would make a good first impression.

Three officers and several upperclassmen stood along the edge of the platform looking stern. A voice—I couldn’t tell whose—ordered us to form a straight line and drop our bags to our left. A seemingly simple task for such intelligent fellows as us. However, a great deal of bumping and confusion ensued before we could stumble into something resembling a line—and a significant realization. We collectively recognized that we were in for something totally new. From that moment on, we would go everywhere in formation, we would do everything as a unit. Conformity would be expected, independence discouraged. This is the way of the military. It is a way that instills in every soldier the truth that all our lives are dependent on each other—that we are engaged in a serious business with serious consequences.

As instructed, I had brought only the clothes on my back and a change of underwear. Picking up the small overnight bag, I was marched with my unit to the barbers. In a matter of moments I looked remarkably like every other cadet. We were quickly marched to our barracks and tucked away for the night. So far I thought I was doing pretty good. As was my habit, I had no trouble drifting into a deep sleep.

At five A.M. we were startled out of our slumber. “Move, move, move!” reverberated throughout the barracks. There was a heaviness in the air even at that early hour that promised another hot, humid day. Standing in the first light of dawn, I got my bearings. There were four one-story wooden barracks, each accommodating fifty double-bunked cadets, our group and a group of one hundred upperclassmen. Each barracks had only five toilets, with the result that many of us did not get a chance to visit those facilities on that first morning before being herded outside. We learned to solve this problem through cooperation and order—which was the intent of the exercise.

Each barracks appeared to have been newly constructed and was spick-and-span. We were on a civilian field under contract to the army. Because the army had very few experienced pilots, and certainly not enough to train and evaluate cadets at Primary School, our instructors would also be contract civilian pilots. What we were unknowingly part of was a major buildup of the military orchestrated by General George Marshall. He, in contrast to most of his contemporaries, recognized the inevitable.

Unlike military bases and airfields, this civilian airfield had no supply depot. We would be required to purchase our uniforms—two sets of khakis, a hat, socks, underwear, and a pair of shoes—from a local purveyor recommended by the lieutenant in charge, who happened to be a local boy and a cousin of the store’s owner. For the next three days, however, we would drill in our civilian clothes. For me this meant marching around in the hot Alabama sun in a worsted wool double-breasted suit.

As we stood in formation, the sergeant walked slowly down the line. He stopped by me. Leaning in close, in barely a whisper, he asked in a soothing voice, “Isn’t that outfit a bit warm?”

“Yes, sergeant, it is.”

“Take it off!” he bellowed.

I slipped off the jacket and held it. But the sergeant meant I was to get rid of it. The thought of dropping my brand-new jacket onto the dusty field caused me to hesitate. The wrong reaction. After a barrage of invective that froze me in place, the jacket slipped from my grasp.

The sergeant stepped back and surveyed the scene. There I stood, navy blue suspenders holding up my pants.

“Son, are you some kind of jackass or are you just dressed up like one?”

Before I could respond, he barked that I take the suspenders off. Now my beautiful new suit jacket and my stylish suspenders lay in a heap beside me. My transition to military life was getting off to a rocky start. I’d wanted to get noticed—and so I had.

The seemingly endless, monotonous marching began on the airfield ramp in the blazing sun. We were harassed without letup. As I marched, my pants kept falling down. Each time I grabbed them the drill instructor yelled for me to put my hands by my sides. Somehow I managed to keep my hands beside me and still hold up my pants.

I knew we were being tested, that it would be tough. It was part of the ongoing ritual of weeding out those who couldn’t cut it. But I was going to be a pilot.

On Saturday afternoon we purchased our uniforms. When we arrived back at the field, we were issued our flying suits. We would begin flight training Monday morning.

Primary School was the place to find out if a cadet had the aptitude and temperament to be a pilot. Some cadets would wash out immediately. Others might not wash out until after a substantial amount of flight time. We were being evaluated at every stage. Some of the criteria were objective and easy to understand. Some of them were highly subjective on the part of the instructors. They were looking for pilots—for a quality that can’t be quantified or even explained. Some guys had it and others didn’t. Being a pilot is what you are, not what you do.

On Monday morning I reported to my flight instructor as ordered. He and I walked out to an open tandem-cockpit Stearman PT-17. The pilot sat up front, the student in the rear. There were dual controls in the front and rear cockpits. A gosport allowed the pilot to talk to the student, but the student couldn’t speak to the pilot. There was no radio in the airplane, no means of communicating with the ground. Strict adherence to air discipline was required. All airplanes in that area had to maintain defined traffic patterns of precise position and altitude, particularly on takeoff and landing.

My instructor went through the basics in a clipped and mechanical manner. He might have been a civilian, but in his attitude and bearing he was identical to the drill instructors. There were no reassuring words or pleasantries, just the unspoken imperative: Pay attention; your future here, not to mention your life, depends on it. This would be the first time since Charlie’s and my flight at Dennison that I would be airborne.

It was a wild ride, and I loved it—even though I didn’t know whether I was afoot or on horseback, as the expression goes. I had no idea where we were in the air. I just saw trees and fields and hills. The airplane dipped and rose and dived and banked. My reverie was suddenly broken by the instructor’s voice coming through the gosport. “Sweeney,” he commanded, “take us back to the field.”

Take us back to the field? I didn’t know where the hell we were and this guy wanted me to take him back to the field? Not to mention that I had no idea what to do with the controls in front of me.

Again: “Sweeney, don’t you know where you are?”

Then without warning he flipped the airplane upside down. “Look down, you stupid bastard. The field’s right below us.” This was part of the routine. In the beginning they harassed us. Later they would be more soothing, wanting to bring along any cadets they thought had promise. For the next ten weeks the cadets flew in the morning and attended ground school in the afternoon. It was totally up to the instructor how fast to move a cadet along. In my case, advancement came rapidly.

Surrounding the main airstrip, in the neighboring countryside, were four auxiliary airfields—well, not exactly airfields. They were open pastures the government had rented from local farmers. Over these fields I practiced takeoffs and landings, flew traffic patterns, and perfected other basic flying maneuvers—like the Immelman. Named after a German pilot, this maneuver required sudden acceleration, then a turn up over the top so that the plane was upside down, and then a roll out, bringing the airplane quickly right side up again. For the split S, I rolled the plane on its back and took it down through a maneuver that brought me heading in the opposite direction.

Two weeks into my training, the instructor flew to an auxiliary field, where we landed. As was their practice, the pilots never told cadets when their first solo flight would be. For me, that was the day. The instructor stepped out and told me to take the controls up front. I was exhilarated. The idea that I would be on my own didn’t concern me. I concentrated on the task ahead. The instructor carefully explained what I was to do. Take off. Make a series of banking turns around the field in a particular pattern. Make an approach and watch for him.

Sitting at the controls, I aimed the airplane in the proper direction and eased the throttle forward. I reminded myself to focus on the patterns and my airspeed, to watch the throttle setting and my approach speed. I lifted off. I was flying! I went through the designated patterns and made my approach. The instructor waved me off and gave me the signal to do it again. Then he waved me off two more times. He was letting me fly.
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