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For the uncle I never knew, 1st Lt. Robert G. Silva, and all the other flyboys who did not come back
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INTRODUCTION

I grew up believing in heroes. For me, they were always pilots.

It began with U.S. Army Air Forces 1st Lt. Robert G. Silva, my maternal grandmother’s youngest offspring. Bob went missing on March 4, 1944, when his P-51 Mustang named “Hi-Yo Silva”—imitating the Lone Ranger’s command to his steed, Silver, on the popular radio show—dropped out of formation in a heavy overcast above the North Sea. His squadron—353rd Fighter Squadron of the 354th Fighter Group, which finished the war as the top-scoring fighter squadron in Europe—was returning from escorting bombers on the first daylight raid to Berlin.

Born after the war, I spent the fondest days of my youth at my grandmother Daisy’s always-welcoming Victorian home in tree-lined Alameda, California, a small island community in the San Francisco Bay next to Oakland. I was eight or nine years old when I first opened a brown-striped suitcase kept in a closet in the middle bedroom, formerly my grandfather’s room, but after his death a place to store trunks, boxes and the treadle sewing machine at which my grandmother mended, shortened and cuffed. I learned the suitcase was Uncle Bob’s, used in his travels from home while he attended college before joining the Army Air Corps as an aviation cadet in 1942.

Inside the suitcase was a boy’s treasure trove of pilot paraphernalia: leather-rimmed goggles; a soft leather helmet lined with chamois; leather gloves; a silk scarf; silver aviator wings; and two padded boxes, each containing a tiny folded U.S. flag atop a gleaming decoration. One was the Purple Heart, given to a member of the military wounded or killed in action, and the other was an Air Medal, for “heroic or meritorious achievement while participating in aerial flight.” I was particularly taken with the design of the latter. The bronze medallion had a swooping eagle clutching a lightning bolt in each talon.

Through the years I slipped into the middle bedroom and opened the suitcase. In time, I read and reread all the letters my grandmother kept inside—more than a hundred of Bob’s letters home from his earliest days in flight training until his last one, in which he signed off saying he had to get some sleep because he was “expecting another date in the clouds with Jerry tomorrow.” A few days after receiving Bob’s last letter, my grandmother opened the dreaded Western Union wire expressing the secretary of war’s “deep regret your son has been reported missing in action.” That wrinkled and yellowed telegram was also in the suitcase. So was a neatly typed note from Bob’s commanding officer, Col. Jack T. Bradley, dated April 12, 1944. He wrote in response to a letter my grandmother had written to him. “I must apologize for not having written sooner, but under present circumstances time is at a premium. Bob went missing after a Berlin raid and was last seen as the squadron was climbing through the clouds near the French coast,” wrote Bradley, who finished the war as one of the top P-51 aces. “We ran into some terrible weather that day and feel sure that Bob lost control of his ship in the clouds, as did several others. We broke into the clear over the North Sea to find that he was no longer with us. We were at a high altitude and Bob had a good chance of getting out safely. We are hoping to hear he is a prisoner of war. Several men who did not seem to have as good a chance of surviving have been reported captured by the enemy…. If we receive any information at all of Bob, we will forward it to you without delay. However, you may possibly hear before we do. In either case we feel sure that the news will be good news.” The family held on to that hope for fourteen long months, until July 1945—eight weeks after the war in Europe ended—when the War Department officially changed Bob’s status from missing to killed in action, although neither his body nor the wreckage of his plane was ever found.

[image: Uncle Bob wearing a leather flight helmet, goggles, and a scarf, seated in a cockpit.]

Uncle Bob: My first hero pilot.
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My grandmother had four children—including my mother—but it was no secret that Bob, to whom she gave birth in the front bedroom twenty-four years before his death, was special. Relatives and friends shared similar feelings about Bob, who in a short span went from winning swimming and boxing medals in school to flying combat missions over Europe. His was a shining generation, many of whom died before their time in faraway places defending freedom in a global war. But for my family, whose other vets returned from war unscathed, it began and ended with Bob. By all accounts he was our best, most likable and most promising. Everyone could only speculate: What would Bob have done with his life? He was irreplaceable, and his loss unfathomable.

One day when I was in the fifth grade, I created a fantasy about the uncle I never knew. It was one that I would secretly hold for years. The teacher, introducing the topic of world geography, handed out books containing colorful maps. When one reached me, I found the page that I was looking for. I finger-traced a line from Germany to England and saw where the North Sea narrowed between landmasses. It looked to me as if Bob could not have gone down far from a coastline. If he had parachuted from his plane, could he have made it ashore? I figured if he had floated or swam to England he would have been found, but what if he had washed up on the coast of France? I gazed out the bank of windows lining one side of the classroom and daydreamed. What if Uncle Bob had parachuted and made it safely ashore but had lost his memory or been unable to speak? Had he been picked up by friendly locals? Unable to remember his past, had he settled in a small French village after the war? I looked again at the map, studying the possibilities. It became clear what I must do. When I grew up, I would search for my lost uncle. Somewhere, somehow, I’d find him and bring him home to my grandmother, who I never saw speak about her lost son without her eyes brimming with tears. I wanted to find him for myself, too, so I could have the uncle I had never known. That boyhood dream of mine never came true.

Other pilots entered my life. Our next-door neighbor—a naval air reserve pilot—took me up for my first airplane ride at age twelve. Not long after, a Blue Angels pilot at an air show let me sit in his blue-and-gold #3 jet (my lucky number ever since) for a newspaper photo. I was saddened to read years later that the pilot, Cmd. Herb Hunter, was killed landing his crippled plane on an aircraft carrier during the Vietnam War. Then I joined the Navy after a year of college and found another hero pilot on my own carrier, USS Ranger—I was an aerographer in the weather office—who was shot down over Laos in 1965 and held in a jungle POW camp until he escaped six months later. The emaciated but grinning warrior, Ltjg. Dieter Dengler, was flown back to our ship, still operating in the Gulf of Tonkin, and stepped onto the hangar deck surrounded by hundreds of cheering shipmates for a Top Gun–like hero’s welcome.

All of this is by way of explaining that when I first heard about a band of World War II airmen who flew secret missions at perilously low altitudes on moonlit nights over Nazi-occupied France to parachute munitions and spies to the resistance forces in the lead-up to D-Day, it stirred strong emotions in me. At the same time that Allied planes were swarming the skies of Europe to bomb targets in Germany and elsewhere, these flyboys had a much different task. The underground resistance groups needed the tools and expertise to effectively sabotage and ambush German reinforcements that would be expected to rush toward the coast of France to repel the planned Allied landings. The only practical way of getting it to them over closed borders was by air.

To that end, a new U.S. Army Air Forces operation was activated in late 1943, code-named CARPETBAGGER, a novel and top secret partnership between airpower and military intelligence. The Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—precursor to the CIA—and the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) recruited and trained the agents to organize and fight alongside the partisans, and the flyers delivered hundreds of them and thousands of tons of munitions and supplies. Flying their covert missions late at night in specially modified B-24s, painted a dull matte black to blend into the dark sky, the American flyers took off on solo missions across the English Channel to hidden locations in France where partisans awaited, ready to light their drop zones with lanterns and bonfires. Danger was never far away. On the ground, enemy patrols relentlessly hunted the partisans and antiaircraft artillery units aimed their guns skyward while German Luftwaffe radar-equipped night fighters owned the skies. The odds of a plane going down were increased by bad weather and the necessity of flying low and slow to make the parachute drops. When they did crash, surviving airmen suddenly went from aiding the partisans to needing their help to stay alive. Some of them—unable to find a way out of Nazi-occupied France—joined the resistance forces to fight on the ground in a very different kind of warfare.

The more I learned about these clandestine missions, the more I wanted to know about the men who flew them. And what of the agents—men and women—who leapt from the black bombers into the dark void behind enemy lines? What were their missions? Their fates?

For a half century, these operations remained secret. The American airmen were ordered to “forget everything you saw and did” in the war. Not until the 1990s was the veil of secrecy lifted as the wartime records of the Carpetbaggers were declassified. At that time, a British reporter opined: “Only fiction in its wildest flight of fancy vies with the dramatic role played by those flyboys.”

Bruce Henderson

Menlo Park, California







ONE “WHERE THE HELL ARE WE?”


Eugene “Gene” Polinsky, born to Russian Jewish immigrants in Manhattan in 1920 and raised in New Jersey, grew up wanting to be a stage actor. After his June 1941 graduation from Rutgers University, where he majored in drama and music, he joined a touring stock company. The handsome six-footer with matinee-idol looks sang and danced in the chorus, played drums, and had a few lines in stage productions.

Then came December 7, 1941.

With the nation suddenly at war after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Gene’s road show folded overnight. He hopped on a bus to New York and volunteered for the Army Air Corps in February 1942 but wasn’t called up until September due to the crush of enlistments. Waves of young Americans saw themselves soaring in the wild blue yonder, as the number of personnel in the air forces expanded in the first year of war from 354,000 to 1,597,000.

That fall, Gene took a train with other New York–area recruits to a classification center in Nashville, Tennessee, where their transformation from civilians to aviation cadets began within thirty minutes of their arrival. First they stripped off their civvies and placed them in canvas bags, then they entered a bank of showers, where signs implored them to “Wash Thoroughly with Soap and Use Foot Baths.” The line of naked men followed footsteps painted on the floor to stations for examinations. At one station, two strings were placed along each man’s backbone to see if it was straight. Records were to be kept on every cadet throughout his training with a view to correcting minor ailments by specialized exercises. They then came to stations at which their measurements were taken and they were issued clothing including khaki uniforms, two pairs of oxfords, a winter coat and a cap with a blue band around it that would be replaced with an Air Corps insignia when the cadet became a commissioned officer, which would not be for nearly a year. For several days they were tested physically and mentally. If a cadet did not pass the minimum physical requirements for aircrew training, they were classified “GDO” (ground duty only). Aptitude tests determined which aircrew assignment best suited a cadet. Some would leave for pilot training, others to specialized schools to become navigators or bombardiers.I

Gene got what he hoped for and was soon on his way to Eagle Field in Dos Palos, California, for nine weeks of preflight training—the first step to becoming a pilot. To his disappointment, however, it involved no flying. They had an hour a day of athletics and another hour for close order drill, which meant formation marching “to improve military carriage and teach discipline.” The rest of the day was devoted to classroom studies, such as mathematics, physics, military law, equipment, armament, command, administration and defense against chemical attack. Upon completion of the course, cadets went thirty miles up the road to Merced Army Flying School for primary flight training.

Somewhat seasoned and well-drilled, and now with a fair idea of what military life was about, Gene was eager to fly. But before flight instruction began, there was more classroom work. Ground school covered aerodynamics, flight systems, engine and propeller operation, radio communications, and procedures for takeoff and landing. The courses at Merced were more advanced than at Eagle Field, especially the mathematics. The textbook, Practical Mathematics of Aviation, covered algebra and geometry and had practical problems to solve. Example: “Finding Wind Corrections to Course and Ground Speed—In order to make graphs useful for planes of all cruising speeds, it is necessary to compute them for wind velocities and ground speeds based on percent of air speed. To adapt them for use with your plane…”

Gene and his cadet class were briefed as to what was in store for them as “dodos,” a flightless extinct bird and a moniker they were stuck with until they made their first solo flight. Before any of them would be sent on to advanced flight training, where they would fly different types of military aircraft, they had to prove to their instructors here that they had the “inherent ability to fly a plane.” That included soloing after going aloft with an instructor for eight or ten hours of “dual instruction.” After that: “You’ll take your ship up alone and bring it down countless times,” they were told. “You’ll have gone up alone and fought back your uneasiness and done slow rolls, loops, chandelles, lazy eights, and snap rolls. You’ll put your ship into spins and stalls and bring it out. Here is where you prove you have what it takes to become a pilot. Some won’t reach that goal because you’ll wash out due to a lack of inherent flying abilities.”

One morning, as a hot wind blew off the ruler-flat San Joaquin Valley, Gene and several other cadets who formed his group marched down to the flight line to meet their flight instructors. They passed rows of Stearman biplanes, their brilliant yellow fuselages glistening in the sunlight. Designated as PT-17s, they looked like throwbacks to the days of the Red Baron, but they were newer than that and were among the 8,000 Stearmans produced by Boeing since 1935 as primary trainers for the Army and Navy. With an air-cooled, radial piston engine that generated 220 hp, cruising speed was about 100 mph. The Stearman could reach an altitude of 10,000 feet, but it took forever—more than seventeen minutes—to do so. The slow biplanes weren’t idiotproof and did have their quirks, yet they were easy enough for beginners to fly. With fabric-covered wooden wings, sturdy landing gear and a welded steel fuselage, they were well suited to the stresses trainee pilots put on an airplane.

Gene and his instructor—an experienced civilian pilot—conducted a walk-around inspection of their plane. Then Gene climbed into the open cockpit and sat in the rear tandem seat. The instructor stood on the lower wing and pointed out the main controls and instruments: “the stick” that the pilot straddled, which controlled climbs and descents; the throttle, controlling the power output of the engine; the altimeter, showing the altitude of the plane; the tachometer, registering the rpm of the engine; and a rudder bar for the foot operation of the central cables leading to the plane’s tail rudder, which controlled the yaw, or the side-to-side motion of an aircraft’s nose. Rubber tubes fit into the earholes of Gene’s soft helmet. To the consternation of every “dodo” who heard this for the first time, his instructor said matter-of-factly: “You can hear me talk, but you can’t talk back.”

The instructor settled into the front seat. After a few spins of the propeller, the engine caught with a backfire and plume of smoke. When the motor was running smoothly, the instructor had Gene inch the throttle forward and start taxiing in S-turns, which were done to give them better visibility ahead, since they were seated lower than the nose of the plane. They practiced up and down the taxiway before coming to a stop at the end of an active runway. The instructor said he’d handle the throttle for the first takeoff, while Gene was to put forward pressure on the stick as they gathered speed, then ease it back when told to do so. Down the runway they rattled, gathering speed, the stiff wind blowing hard in their faces, which were only partially protected by goggles. When he hauled back on the stick, Gene felt a slight sinking sensation as they were lifted airborne as if by an invisible force from underneath. He concentrated on keeping back pressure on the stick.

“Not so steep,” the instructor barked. “Take it easy.”

The ground dropped farther away as they climbed. When they reached their planned altitude, back pressure on the stick was released. Now it was time to focus on the myriad things for straight-and-level flight.

Left wing too low.

Pull ’er nose up.

Watch that tachometer. She’s revving too high.

Ease back on the throttle.

Hold a little right rudder.

Correction after correction came through the earholes of Gene’s helmet until the instructor’s monologue became a steady drumming. But when they landed an hour later, Gene couldn’t wait to go up again. And they soon did. Over the next two weeks, he was getting the feel of the plane for simple maneuvers and maintaining a desired course while improving his takeoffs and landings. But a student’s progress was subjective and at the discretion of his instructor. While other cadets were soloing in eight to ten hours, Gene’s instructor held him back, assuring him that no two students learned at the same rate.

Then they started having winter weather to contend with, and his flights started being scrubbed due to heavy overcast and ground fog. Once, when they did get up, his instructor took over the controls and performed a series of advanced aerobatics, including Immelmann turns comprising an ascending half-loop followed swiftly by a half-roll, resulting in level flight in the opposite direction at a higher altitude. It was a complex maneuver used in combat after making an attack on an enemy aircraft to quickly get in position to make a second attack. They hadn’t done anything like that before, and the gravity-defying maneuvers were disorienting. But Gene, loving the thrill of it, grinned widely through all the stomach-churning and head-spinning. It occurred to him only later that his instructor may have been trying to scare him into dropping out of flight school, for in a few days he was informed that since he had accumulated more than twelve hours of dual time without soloing, it had been decided he “lacked inherent flying abilities.” It was a bitter disappointment for Gene. The reason he had not soloed, he believed, had to do with the bad weather more than anything he had done or not done. He loved flying and hadn’t been the least timid about practicing stalls and spins, as had some cadets who washed out.

There was no appealing the decision. However, Gene’s high test scores qualified him for navigation school, and upon successful completion of that training he’d be assigned to a bomber crew. He wouldn’t be the pilot, but… he could still fly.

Off he went to the Army’s largest air navigation school, in Hondo, Texas, where some 14,000 navigators learned their craft during the war. Though Gene’s math abilities were strong, he found the fifteen-week school challenging. He soon understood why navigation school had earned a reputation for being more difficult than pilot training: it involved a great deal more studying to become proficient. By nature he was not detail-oriented, yet details were critical to plotting an accurate course, keeping track of his plane’s position, ensuring that they were headed in the right direction, and doing so in all weather conditions. The pilots and other crewmen could be great at their jobs, but with a careless slip of a coordinate or wind velocity or countless other computations, the navigator could lose them all. Imbued with the responsibility they had to an entire crew, the cadets worked hard at learning and practicing the four basic methods of navigation.

Pilotage: Consulting maps and charts that showed geographic references such as rivers, mountains, and cities that they should pass over when flying from one point to another.

Dead reckoning: Determining position by the direction of travel and speed using a compass, airspeed indicator and drift meter to determine whether the winds aloft are slowing the plane or increasing its ground speed or pushing it to one side or the other of its intended course.

Celestial navigation: Fixing a position by use of a sextant to measure the angle between the celestial bodies and the ground.

Radio navigation: Using radio frequencies to determine a position relative to the known position of a transmitter.

One method was rarely used to the complete exclusion of the others, Gene learned. Weather could make it impossible to see the ground, or the radio might not be working, or an overcast precluded a celestial fix. When one way didn’t work, the navigator had to use all his skills and ingenuity to bring the plane safely to its destination by any combination of navigational methods.

For every five hours in the classroom, students spent one hour in the air. These flights themselves were an education. The training planes—twin-engine Beechcraft AT-7 Navigators—flew as far as a thousand miles away. There was a pilot in the cockpit, and a navigational instructor and three cadets in the cabin. Each student had a small desk—similar to the one he would work from in a bomber—with a flexible light, and his own compass, drift meter and circular slide rule. An interphone communication system connected each of them with the cockpit so they could give the pilot a course to follow. Shared cabin equipment included an aerial sextant, wind calculator, maps, charts, altimeter, airspeed indicator and radio direction-finding equipment. An astrodome—a hemispherical transparent dome—was installed in the cabin roof to see the stars so as to guide the plane at night by celestial navigation.
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Navigator Eugene “Gene” Polinsky.

U.S. ARMY SIGNAL CORPS





When Gene graduated from navigation school in September 1943, he was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Army Air Forces. His flight log showed he had flown 111 hours as a navigator, including 32 hours at night. Entitled to a leave, he took the train to New York to visit family and friends. The day before he was to return to duty, he wandered into Sardi’s in the heart of New York’s Theater District for a drink. Dressed in his new officer’s uniform on which was pinned a shiny Navigator’s Badge—a celestial sphere centered between two wings—Gene was enjoying the caricatures of stage and screen stars lining the Italian restaurant’s walls when he recognized some real-life Broadway luminaries sitting at a nearby table: leading lady Kitty Carlisle, playwright Moss Hart and director Garson Kanin. They smiled at the young officer and a friendly conversation ensued. Stagestruck Gene told of his love of performing and his short gig in the road show that was interrupted by the war.

Hart, whose last hit play, The Man Who Came to Dinner, ran at New York’s Music Box Theatre for more than seven hundred performances, told Gene he had written a new musical called Winged Victory, about Army Air Forces recruits struggling to make it through pilot training.

Gene had to laugh. Boy, could I tell ’em a thing or two!

“How’d you like to be in my show?” asked Hart. Everyone in the cast was in the service, he added, and the Army Air Forces were fully cooperating.

Gene was speechless. A Moss Hart play! He’d once have scaled Mount Everest barefoot to get into such a show! It could have been a big break and a sure pathway to a theatrical career. Now of all times, he mused. How damn ironic. In his heart, he knew the right thing to do.

“Mr. Hart, Uncle Sam has spent a fortune making me a navigator on a bomber. Can you please give me a rain check until after the war?”

Hart smiled and said they had a deal.II

Two weeks later, Gene met his crew at Lincoln Army Air Field in Nebraska. The pilot was Neil Ellis, twenty-four, from Fayetteville, North Carolina. He had been a grocer before the war, and looked to Gene to be a good man with steady nerves. Everyone on the crew hailed from a different state. West Virginia. Texas. Florida. Utah. Illinois. Oklahoma. North Carolina. New Jersey. The youngest was their teenage radio operator, Ray Orwasky. At twenty-three, Gene was one of the oldest. They were assigned a new B-24 Liberator right off Consolidated Aircraft’s assembly line. Most of the crew—including Gene—had not been inside a B-24. They began daily flights to become familiar with the plane and one another.

Lincoln Field had been a training air base since mid-1942 and was now one of eleven in centrally located Nebraska. Here, the flyers of bombardment squadrons melded as functioning crews before they headed to combat in either the Pacific or European Theater. Also at the sprawling base, some 25,000 aircraft mechanics were trained for war.

After two months, the Ellis crew received new orders, and the wives of two married crewmen came to see their husbands off. To Gene’s astonishment, his father, Abraham, who operated a dressmaking factory in New Jersey, and his mother, Ida—neither had ever taken a long train trip—showed up in Nebraska to bid a touching farewell to their only son.

Departing Lincoln, the crew flew nine hundred miles to Alamogordo Air Field in New Mexico for a month of training that had nothing to do with high-altitude bombardment like most B-24 crews were doing in the war. Gene worked on honing his navigation skills, and the pilot and copilot practiced bringing the big bomber through the narrow, pitch-black passes of the rugged mountains east of the airfield. They returned from one flight with shrubs caught in the plane’s undercarriage. It was a strange way to prepare for high-altitude bombing, they agreed. Or did the Army have something else in mind for them?

In early December, they were ordered to Morrison Army Airfield in Florida. Only then did the crew know to which warfront they were being sent. Not the Pacific, as some had bet, but Europe. They would be flying across the ocean via the “Southern Route” to avoid the stormy North Atlantic in wintertime. A few days later, they flew to Belém on the Brazilian coast, landing at one of the largest and best-equipped U.S. military airfields in the world, which had become an important refueling and servicing stop for planes prior to crossing the ocean. They laid over at the port city and gateway to the lower Amazon for a couple of days. Gene saw his first jungle and observed how bananas were grown. In a letter home to his folks, Gene tried to let them know where he was in a way that could get past the military censor. Hoping they would decipher his code of capitalizing the first letters of relevant words, he wrote: “Being Really Astute Zealous Intelligent Learned, you might know where I am right now.”

To cut five hundred miles off the ocean crossing, they flew a thousand miles farther down the coast of Brazil to an airfield at Fortaleza. Working with his charts, Gene plotted the course and map coordinates to their next destination: Dakar, Senegal, on the coast of West Africa. Such a long journey over water gave Gene a queasy feeling that aerobatic spins and dives at flight school had not. There were often geographical references over land, but navigating across a very large ocean was another matter.

Assuming no in-flight mechanical problems, a B-24 was more than capable of the 2,000-mile flight. Sans bombs and cargo, its “ferry range” was more than 3,000 miles with a full load of fuel (2,300 gallons) and maintaining a cruise speed of 215 mph. But those numbers came from the manufacturer’s manual, and they varied with flight conditions. For example, a stiff headwind would slow them down, causing the plane to use more fuel.

On their departure day they waited until darkness to take off in order to time their arrival off the coast of Africa after sunrise the next morning. During a light meal, everyone tried to appear relaxed, when in fact the entire crew was anxious to get in the air.

Taxiing to the end of the runway, the pilots finished the checklist for takeoff, then revved the engines, held full power and released the brakes. The big bomber lumbered at first but soon was shaking and rattling down the runway. As they lifted off, Gene logged the time.

After the sun went down, darkness came fast because the earth was facing the new moon’s dark side. From his station at the nose of the plane, Gene was surprised to see that the ocean was darker than the sky. If he stared long enough, he could make out the difference between the two, but it was nearly imperceptible. The blackness was not a hinderance to navigation, as there was nothing to see on the ocean anyway but plenty of stars for celestial navigation, which was the best way to cross the ocean given there were no checkpoints.

Gene had worked hard over his charts before takeoff, and once airborne he kept them on a small table in front of him so he could check them periodically under a dim light. He had given the pilot an initial course of 81 degrees, which would change during the flight based on drift and prevailing winds. At 10,000 feet altitude they were above the clouds, and he was able to shoot Sirius and Procyon with his sextant. He recorded the precise time for each shot and compared that with the next shot he took in order to compute their distance traveled and exact spot on the sea.

Some hours into the flight, they passed the “Point of No Return.” From then on, it was farther back to South America than on to Africa.

Gene realized he was the only crewman not sleeping. The plane was on autopilot, so even the pilots were snoozing in their seats as the four engines droned along. He knew the pilots would spring awake at the first sound of anything amiss, but still, it was a bit unsettling. Gene became more tightly wound by the hour and chewed packs of gum until his jaws ached. He checked and rechecked his calculations—airspeed, compass, winds aloft—all night. On him alone rested the responsibility to take them to the west coast of Africa.

It was a short night traveling east toward the sun at more than 200 mph. As the dawn came, the drowsy crew stirred as streaks of sunlight shone into the cabin. The pilot called Gene on the interphone asking for an update on their position.

“Working on it, Neil,” Gene replied.

Gene peered out the bubble canopy and saw only ocean in front of them. For the hundredth or thousandth time, he rechecked his numbers.

Sounding calmer than he was, he called back, “My ETA is up.”

In other words, We should be seeing land anytime.

They had been cautioned to let down early in their approach to the coast of Africa in order to be below any dense haze. To continue on top of the overcast could mean they might not see land beneath them. Everyone on board felt the ship start its downhill run as the pilot reduced power and brought them down to 1,000 feet.

Gene knew from his charts and maps where they were supposed to be, but what if he had miscalculated? He couldn’t shoot any stars because dawn had blotted them out. He had done his dead reckoning from the coast of Brazil, heading for the big bulge of the African continent north of the equator. They were following that same course with only minor corrections as they skated low through a rain shower over the calm sea.

Gene wouldn’t put into words the dreadful question he was now asking himself: Where the hell are we? Had they veered off course at some point? Were his wind calculations and midcourse corrections wrong? If so, they could fly around over the ocean until they ran out of fuel.

Then what? Very few land-based bombers had ditched at sea without injuries to the crew. Gene had an idea Neil Ellis would take her down while the last of the fuel was feeding the engines and he still had control. He’d glide onto the water with the landing gear retracted, trying for a clean belly flop at a slow-enough speed to keep the airframe intact so it would stay afloat longer. And if they survived that, they’d be ten men floating around in two rubber boats off the coast of Africa. Still lost at sea.

Everyone near a windshield was looking ahead for land.

The interphone was strangely quiet, absent any bantering.

Likely no more than a half hour lapsed, but those were the longest minutes of Gene’s life. He had left his navigator position and was now standing directly behind the pilots, studying the horizon through the windshield. The pilots were discussing their fuel level with the engineer and had throttled back on the engines to conserve.

Gene was the first to see what first looked like a black funnel in front of them. Perhaps a waterspout, which were common at this latitude. It grew larger as they drew closer, and then he saw trees on the object. Trees did not grow on water!

“Land ho!” he hollered. Other shout-outs and cheers quickly followed.

The coast of Africa.

Right where it’s supposed to be.

Gene could breathe again. He hadn’t killed them after all. They’d be okay now. He had done what he’d been trained to do, and it felt good.

Circling the port of Dakar on the Cap-Vert peninsula a short time later, they received clearance to land at Mallard Field, built by the Army six months earlier as the primary landing field for four-engine aircraft arriving from Brazil. Two days later they took off for Tindouf, Algeria, landing at a desert airfield used as a refueling stop. Security was so tight that they had to spend a cold night sleeping on the plane. Refueled if not rested, they took off the next morning for Marrakech in French Morocco. The good news they received upon landing was that they could fly from there directly to England. That last leg took them over neutral Spain and the Bay of Biscay. They arrived over England in a fog that obscured the ground but were guided in by a radar control station.

One by one the crewmen deplaned from the aircraft that had brought them on a journey of more than 10,000 miles, all the way from Nebraska, but was destined to be flown into combat by others. Bound for a replacement depot, they would soon get orders to join a B-24 squadron already in England.

“Welcome to the war!” someone on the tarmac shouted.

Two bottles of Kentucky whiskey appeared out of thin air.

The exhausted Ellis crew agreed the war could wait a while longer.


	
I. To recruit ample flyers to meet the huge increases in U.S. aircraft inventory required for the two-front war in Europe and the Pacific, pilot standards were soon changed, reducing the minimum age from twenty to eighteen and eliminating the requirement of at least two years of college. Some 193,000 new Army pilots were successfully trained during the war. Some 124,000 trainees washed out of flight school—about a 40 percent failure rate—although many of those ended up being sent to other schools to become navigators (49,000) and bombardiers (43,000) to meet bomber aircrew needs.

	
II. Moss Hart’s Winged Victory opened at the 44th Street Theatre in New York City on November 20, 1943. It was a huge hit, playing to over 350,000 people in 226 performances. The Broadway run ended only so the entire cast could travel to Hollywood to appear in the film version released in 1944. Among the soon-to-be notables in the cast: Lee J. Cobb, Mario Lanza, Red Buttons, Karl Malden, Barry Nelson, Edmond O’Brien and John Forsythe.









TWO SWORN TO SECRECY


In September 1943, two squadrons of B-24 Liberators based in England were suddenly relieved of their duties patrolling the Bay of Biscay hunting for German U-boats approaching or departing their fortified submarine pens along the coast of France.

In limbo for weeks awaiting new orders, the grounded Army flyers assumed they would soon join the strategic bombing campaign that was bringing the war to Hitler’s doorstep. But something else was in the works for them, and the first to find out were the two seniormost officers in the 22nd Antisubmarine Squadron: commanding officer Lt. Col. Clifford J. Heflin and operations officer Maj. Robert W. Fish.

Physically and temperamentally, “Cliff” and “Bob,” as they called one another, couldn’t have been more dissimilar. Heflin, twenty-eight, a big-boned, six-foot-one Californian who had played college football, was a head taller than Fish, twenty-six, a compact Midwesterner. Whereas the affable Fish was easy to converse with, Heflin could “go days without really talking,” one of his daughters said years later.

One squadron pilot, Robert L. Boone, described Heflin as a “big, robust, quiet officer—unless provoked,” and a “tough, duck-huntin’, deer-shootin’, poker-playin’, cigar-smokin’, two-fisted man’s man.” Heflin was “truly in command” and expected his men to “achieve superiority,” said Boone. “He told us he was going to make us the best damn flying squadron in the Army: ‘You guys are really going to be pilots when I’m done with you.’ He just flew our tails off day and night in all weather.”

[image: A picture of Cliff Heflin in a military uniform sitting at a desk, writing on a piece of paper.]

Carpetbaggers commanding officer Cliff Heflin.
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There were stories aplenty attesting to Heflin’s determination and grit. He was once fishing in Alaska when a grizzly bear appeared on the riverbank behind him. Refusing to move from his spot in the river, Heflin kept casting his fly line. Then there was his hotel bachelor party, after which Heflin entered the hallway and summoned the elevator. When the door opened, he stepped inside. But the elevator car was stuck on a higher floor, and he fell fifty feet down the empty shaft, grasping at the cables to slow his descent. When the door opened on the ground level, he picked himself up and strode through the lobby and across the street to the hospital with a broken pelvis. The wedding ceremony went ahead the next morning, but with a venue change to his hospital room.

Bob Fish, seeking adventure after graduating from high school in Ohio, joined the Civilian Conservation Corps and was sent to Oregon to work on rural construction projects. Two years later, he enrolled at Ohio State University, where he studied electrical engineering before joining the Army Air Corps in 1939. He graduated from flight training and received his sterling silver pilot wings in June 1940.

Eighteen months later, he had his baptism of wartime command when he was the O.D. (officer of the day) one quiet Sunday morning at Davis-Monthan Army Airfield in Tucson, Arizona. He was having a late breakfast at the officers’ club when a waitress rushed over to tell him the Hawaiian Islands were being bombed by Japanese planes. That was difficult for him to believe, but she brought him to a radio that was broadcasting news of the attack on Pearl Harbor. Fish hurried to the administration building, where he hoped to find his squadron commander, but he was gone for the day. His wing commander wasn’t around either, and his group commander was on leave in Kansas. Fish telephoned the Tucson chief of police and requested that his officers order all military personnel they saw in town to return to the base immediately. He next called the local radio station and asked for a similar on-the-air announcement. Then he went into his group commander’s office, sat down, put his feet on the colonel’s desk, and waited for a wiser and more experienced officer than he to arrive and take charge. His quick actions turned out to be laudable, because by midnight his squadron was on the move, flying their aircraft to California to help guard the coast against a possible Japanese invasion.

Heflin and Fish, who had worked together for more than a year by the fall of 1943, were alike in some other ways. Both superb pilots, they were respected by their men for their fairness and loyalty. Another leadership trait they shared: they did not believe in assigning missions they wouldn’t fly themselves. Their common goal was to have a squadron that worked hard, played hard and did it all together. “The success of our unit,” said one pilot, “was because of their personalities and leadership.”

Heflin and Fish were summoned to a meeting on October 4, 1943, at the Royal Air Force (RAF) base at Bovingdon, twenty miles west of London. They made the jeep drive together. Neither had any idea what the meeting was about or the nature of their squadron’s next assignment. After what seemed like overzealous security checks, they were shown into a room where a number of high-ranking officers were seated. They were introduced to three colonels from U.S. bomber command, an RAF captain, and a Col. Haskell and a Maj. Brooks from the Office of Strategic Services (OSS). Like most Americans, Heflin and Fish had never heard of the OSS, America’s first permanent intelligence service, which had been established in June 1942. The clandestine activities of the OSS were among the nation’s most closely guarded secrets.

One of the OSS officers noted that anti-submarine squadrons were not experienced in strategic bombing, the primary mission of the Eighth Air Force, which commanded all the bomber squadrons in the European Theater. Strategic bombing involved large formations flying at high altitudes with navigating to the target being the responsibility of the lead plane and everyone else following behind. Hunting enemy subs was the opposite kind of flying: solitary planes on long patrols with crews that did their own navigation and then dropped to very low altitudes to attack their targets. Their squadron’s experience flying those missions, the officer said, qualified them for a different job.

Before describing what that new assignment would be, the OSS colonel swore Heflin and Fish to secrecy. Then he commenced with a short history lesson for their benefit. When France surrendered to the invading Germans in June 1940, there was no organized French resistance movement. The British, through their Special Operations Executive (SOE)—established that same year to coordinate and conduct espionage, sabotage and reconnaissance in Nazi-occupied Europe—went to work creating local resistance circuits. This required identifying, organizing, training and supplying patriotic civilians willing to put their lives on the line to oppose the German occupiers. By 1942, the SOE had established its own air arm to parachute agents, saboteurs, munitions and supplies to the partisans. Now an influx of U.S. aircraft was needed to help mobilize and equip a growing number of French resistance fighters known as the Maquis—estimated at 25,000 to 40,000 members by fall 1943—before the long-anticipated Allied invasion of France. Ahead of what would become known as “D-Day,” the Maquis needed to be well-equipped and strong enough to “harass, disrupt and divert” the German army’s defenses against the Allies as they drove inland.I

The colonel explained that the OSS—the U.S. equivalent of the SOE—had just received approval from Washington to set up its own air arm. The OSS would designate the targets, package the munitions and supplies into droppable containers, and train agents and saboteurs. He told them their top secret operation, code-named CARPETBAGGER, was to be patterned after what the British had pioneered. The American crews would train with British crews for several weeks, learning how to locate designated drop zones in fields and forests, make contact with the receiving parties on the ground and fly low and slow in the dead of night to safely parachute spies and supplies.

Though neither of them showed it, Heflin and Fish were both taken aback by the unusual assignment. They were also surprised by how quickly it all came together. The anti-submarine squadrons were immediately deactivated and their personnel transferred to two new Carpetbagger squadrons. Heflin and Fish were each given command of a squadron: Heflin the 406th and Fish the 36th. “Later on if traffic warrants,” the OSS Special Operations Branch in London advised OSS director William J. Donovan in Washington, “two additional squadrons will be put into operation.”II

The two anti-submarine squadrons had arrived overseas months earlier with a minimum of twelve B-24s each and enough aircrews and ground support to keep them operational—a total of about 350 officers and enlisted personnel per squadron—but those numbers had since dwindled. They now had to build up each squadron to at least sixteen planes. The Eighth Air Force was ordered to make available to the OSS additional aircraft and aircrews. New crews soon started arriving from replacement depots in England, along with transfers of crews from other commands.

In early December, a group of the aircrews assembled inside a windowless concrete building at RAF Cheddington, located in Buckinghamshire, in southeast England. They had waited close to a week to find out why they were there, having as yet been told nothing.

That job fell to Bob Fish, who stood before them on a raised platform at the front of the room. “I’m going to give you a few things to think about,” he said. “You’ll be leaving in the dark and returning in the dark. You’ll learn to fly four hundred feet above the ground at ten miles per hour over stalling speed. You’ll do it alone in single-ship missions behind enemy lines with no fighter escorts. Crews will be responsible for their own navigation and their own defense.”

Pilot George Johnson, who had been transferred along with his crew from a daylight bombing group, heard the “intake of breath in the room… we were all dumbfounded.”

“That’s it for now,” Fish said. “You have five minutes to think it over. Any of you who don’t want in on this can walk out now and forget what you’ve heard. It won’t reflect against you. You’ll be assigned as replacement crews to high-altitude bombing groups.”

Checking his wristwatch, Fish took a seat in the front row.

The anti-submarine crews had not been given such a choice, although it was apparent that after two months of long and boring patrols over the Bay of Biscay their pilots and crews were eager for something more exciting, which they were about to get. But the Army was giving the new crews coming in from the States or transferring from other squadrons in England the opportunity to volunteer—or not—to fly the secret missions for the OSS, itself an all-volunteer intelligence agency. (At its height in 1944, the OSS employed nearly 13,000 men and women in its intelligence-gathering operations, approximately half of them serving overseas and the rest in Washington, D.C.)

The room stayed stony silent. Details had been sparse and there had been no chance to ask questions. These B-24 flyers knew their aircraft inside and out, and what they’d just heard was not what their planes were built for, nor was it the type of mission for which they had trained.

The four-engine B-24 Liberator was a bear to fly under the best conditions, even though its design incorporated aerodynamics and technology that were five years more advanced than the B-17 Flying Fortress. It had four Pratt & Whitney engines rated at 1,200 horsepower apiece, each with a turbo supercharger. The propeller blades were as large as a man. It had two bomb bays, each of which could match the B-17’s single bay for capacity, and roll-up bomb bay doors, which eliminated buffeting caused by standard doors that opened below the plane into the airstream. Although the B-24 could carry a payload of 12,500 pounds—two times that of a B-17—it was also the fastest U.S. bomber with the longest range. But it performed poorly at slow speeds, with stiff and heavy controls. Its detractors saw it as a slab-sided monster—bulky and hard to handle. The narrow walkways and cramped spaces made it difficult for a crew to exit during an emergency. On the plus side, a B-24 could roar through angry storms of shrapnel and bullets and emerge pockmarked but still airworthy. It finished the war as the most produced U.S. military aircraft in history—a record it still holds eighty years later—with 18,500 built. With its top speed slightly more than 300 mph, a maximum ceiling of 30,000 feet and an extended range of 2,800 miles carrying a full bomb load, the B-24 became a workhorse of the U.S. bomber fleet. “The B-24 has guts,” said the Army instruction manual for pilots. “It can take it and dish it out. It can carry a bigger bomb load farther and faster, day in and day out, than any airplane that has passed the test of combat.”

Since January 1943, the U.S. had been sending massive formations of B-17s and B-24s on long-range daylight raids into Germany to bomb shipyards, railroads, bridges, oil refineries and manufacturing plants. Packs of enemy fighters swarmed the formations in waves, and those bombers that made it through were pounded by flak from antiaircraft guns on their runs to the targets. When the bombers finally turned for home, the fighters again pounced. Sending aircrews into such aerial valleys of death was deemed so hazardous that the Army decided completing twenty-five combat missions constituted a “complete tour of duty” due to the “physical and mental strain.” After that number was reached, a flyer would be reassigned to a stateside training command, unless he volunteered for another combat tour. While that number of missions was a tall order when it was set, it gave men a measure of hope for making it out of the war alive.III

[image: A World War II-era four-engine bomber aircraft parked on a grassy airfield.]

Carpetbagger B-24 at Harrington.
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The missions described by the major would come with some of the same risks as high-altitude bombing, as well as new ones. Flying a heavy bomber at slow speeds and low altitudes at night was not for the faint of heart. They would face the perils of weaving through mountain passes and dodging hillsides in the dark. With flaps down to reduce speed, the aircraft would be close to stalling, which happens when there is insufficient airlift on the wings to support the plane’s weight. One mistake, and the aircraft could suddenly dive and the pilot might not be able to regain control before colliding with the ground. Flying low, slow and alone could also make them easy pickings for enemy fighters from above and German radar-controlled antiaircraft guns from below.

Altitude and airspeed are a pilot’s best friends because they can be forgiving. It’s an old aviation axiom: if something needs to be done quickly to stay safe and you’re at low altitude, climb higher first, which is best accomplished when a plane has adequate airspeed. When a plane is low to the ground, the window of time from everything being okay to not being okay is brief. Even routine maneuvers could be deadly. In a banking turn, for example, a pilot had to be careful not to slip lower and strike the ground with a wingtip. At only a few hundred feet of altitude in the dark, the collision hazards would include hillsides and even tall forests.

In the still hushed room, men looked around to see who was staying or leaving. Crews eyed their pilots for any signs of their intent.

In the front row, Fish didn’t dare look back. He knew if a pilot stood up to leave, his entire crew might follow. Bomber crews were that bonded. Would the departure of even one crew trigger an exodus?

Individual crews were seated together on backless benches: pilot, copilot, navigator, bombardier, flight engineer, radio operator and the gunners who manned .50-cal. machine guns at several positions on a B-24. Some crew members weren’t yet old enough to vote, and those in their mid-twenties were considered the “old man” of their respective crews. Most of the crews had been together for well over a year. They were no longer casual flying buddies but best friends who lived, worked and risked their lives together. Everyone knew everyone else’s story: where they were raised, names of wives and girlfriends, plans and dreams for after the war. Each man, by doing his own job as he’d been trained, bore a heavy responsibility for the lives of the entire crew. Yet, while no one was jockeying to be a dead war hero, they all possessed an eagerness to mix it up in the skies with the foes they called “the Jerries.” Sprightly, spirited and fearless, the last thing these flyboys wanted was to miss any action.

No one left the briefing room.

When five minutes were up, Fish stood and returned to the platform. What he said next would long be remembered by those present.

“Gentlemen, you will be taking part in top-secret covert operations. That means you won’t be writing home or talking to outsiders at pubs or anywhere else about our missions. Men and women who are risking their lives to rid their country of Nazis will be greatly endangered by careless leaks of vital information. Anyone who jeopardizes this operation will be court martialed and spend the rest of the war in the stockade.”

Those airmen not already scared half to death were about to be.

Fish drew open a heavy green curtain to reveal a wall map of France and parts of western Europe filled with red circles, which he explained were the locations of active resistance networks. “These are the brave folks we’ll be working with. Their efforts to sabotage and disrupt the enemy are vital to the success of the Allied landing on the French coast planned for next year. They’re not only fighting the Nazis but also operating escape lines for our downed crews. We’ll be delivering by parachute the weapons, ammunition, explosives, radios and whatever other supplies they need. We’ll also be dropping agents and spies.”

[image: A portrait of Robert Fish in a military uniform, posing with his hands clasped on his knee.]

Robert Fish.
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Fish described a typical mission. They would fly during favorable lunar periods when the moon was out so they could better identify the rivers, lakes, towns and railroad tracks from their maps. Takeoff times would be staggered, starting a couple of hours before midnight, with lone planes headed to different drop zones. Finding a field marked by lanterns or small fires placed by the partisans wouldn’t be easy. They’d approach the drop zone upwind, with half flaps, and throttle down to slow from about 200 mph to 110 mph, then drop to 600 feet for the agents to jump, and lower—400 feet—to release the supply containers. The reduced speed and altitude were necessary for several reasons. The opening shock on the parachute canopies would be less at a slower speed, and the low-level drops would lessen the chances of the parachutes being spotted by the enemy and help to ensure the agents and the supplies landed on target.

In training, when pilots practiced stalls and stall recoveries, they first raised the nose of the plane to reduce their airspeed enough to stall the plane and cause it to begin to fall earthward. Then they practiced quickly recovering from the stall by pushing the nose down to increase airspeed, leveling the wings and adding power. But a B-24 could lose 1,500 feet recovering from a stall, and everyone in the briefing room knew that at a few hundred feet aboveground there would be insufficient altitude to keep from crashing. If they stalled the big bomber, they’d drop to earth like a twenty-ton boulder.

Fish uncovered another wall map that had the latest-known positions of enemy antiaircraft artillery (AAA) batteries in France. There were too many tiny black circles to count—hundreds at least. Communications with the underground had gotten to the point that if the Germans moved a battery, within twenty-four hours it would be known in London at OSS headquarters, he explained. “That information will be relayed immediately to us so we can plan our flight routes to avoid them.”

When the briefing ended, the men filed quietly from the room. Some milled about outside. Matches were passed and smokes lit. It was their first opportunity to speak freely.

George Johnson saw that his own crew, veterans of bombing missions over Germany, were “not fond” of what they had just heard. “They weren’t looking for an exotic adventure,” he later remarked.

Another pilot asked Johnson why he didn’t stand up.

“Why didn’t I stand up?” Johnson shot back. “Why didn’t you?”

“Didn’t want to be the first.”

With that, everyone “busted out laughing,” realizing they had participated in a game of chicken and had “volunteered by default.”

“Fellas, we’re all in now,” said Johnson.


	
I. In the beginning, the rural guerrilla bands were composed of young, mostly working-class men who had escaped into the mountains and woods after the fall of France to avoid capture and deportation to Germany as forced labor. Their name came from the kind of terrain in which they initially hid in southeastern France that was covered with a scrub growth called maquis (scrubland).

	
II. William J. Donovan (1883–1959) was one of America’s most decorated heroes from World War I, during which he commanded an infantry regiment. In October 1914, near Landres-et-St.-Georges, France, he led the assaulting wave in an attack upon an enemy stronghold, “moving among his men in exposed positions, reorganizing decimated platoons, and accompanying them forward in attacks.” When he was wounded in the leg, he refused to be evacuated and continued with his unit until it withdrew to a less exposed position. For his endurance and audacity, Donovan earned the lifelong moniker “Wild Bill,” and for his acts of valor in combat he was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. Months before the U.S. entered World War II, Donovan, then a well-connected Wall Street lawyer and occasional diplomatic emissary, was selected by President Franklin Roosevelt to organize and lead the OSS, precursor to the CIA (established in 1947). Although Donovan never headed the CIA, he is regarded as its founding father, and a statue of him stands in the lobby of the CIA headquarters building in Langley, Virginia.

	
III. Actor-turned-Army-pilot Jimmy Stewart deployed to England in fall 1943 as the commanding officer of a B-24 squadron. Stewart flew more than twenty combat missions. After the war, during the 1946 filming of It’s a Wonderful Life, he broke down in a scene with Donna Reed near the end of the movie. His display of raw emotion transformed the scene into one of the most impactful moments of his long film career. When director Frank Capra asked him to do it again for a better camera angle, Stewart said, “Please don’t make me go back there again.” Stewart rarely spoke of his war experiences, but years later he confessed what had brought up the powerful emotions that day on the set was his thinking about the men in his squadron who had not made it back home.
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