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I dedicate this book…to the nine men in my crew; they


were the very best. And…to the French “helpers,”


especially Maurice Baverel, the gutsiest man I ever met.


—Dr. George Wiley Starks









FOREWORD


Lieutenant General E. G. “Buck” Shuler Jr., USAF (Ret).


I am honored to have been asked to pen the foreword for Coffin Corner Boys, a remarkable narrative about Dr. George W. Starks and his B-17 crew assigned to the Ninety-Second Bomb Group of the Eighth Air Force during World War II. I have known George Starks for nearly fifteen years, when he became an early supporter of the National Museum of the Mighty Eighth Air Force, and we served on the board of trustees together.


What I did not know was the details of his distinguished military service as a B-17 pilot during the heavy combat operations of the Second World War. With the privilege of reading the working manuscript detailing the first-person accounts by George and his crew members of their shoot-down on March 16, 1944, by FW-190 fighters, I became aware of their grueling experiences. The reader of this book will become immersed in the experience of flying combat in a B-17, facing the terrible dangers and dilemmas of their mission, and then being forced to save themselves from death.


Each crew member’s account of that fateful day is absolutely fascinating! Although this is one of hundreds of such stories to come out of the Eighth Air Force’s combat operations, it is unique to George and his crew. Clearly, this young crew, with an average age of only twenty-two, conducted itself in a highly professional manner, exhibiting tremendous courage under the most difficult of circumstances.


I would be remiss if I did not commend George for not only sharing this story but for including the stories of the French “helpers” who provided aid once the crew was on the ground, as well as his efforts to keep the crew in touch with one another after the war.


Additionally, George was a great help to me in my role as chairman of the board and CEO as we put together the National Museum of the Mighty Eighth Air Force. I will be forever grateful for his many ideas and support of the museum while serving on the board. During my service as the commander of the Eighth Air Force and my responsibilities with the museum, I really got to know so many Eighth Air Force veterans of World War II. My respect for their service and sacrifice is unbounded.


On a personal note, America entered the war on the day after my fifth birthday. At the time, my family was living in Caracas, Venezuela, where my dad was a civil engineer with Creole Petroleum Corporation, building roads back in the oil fields. I recall vividly how deeply concerned my parents were upon learning of the attack on Pearl Harbor. They piled brother Jake and me into the Chevy and drove to the American embassy to meet with Ambassador Corrigan to find out just what was happening to our nation.


The family soon returned to South Carolina, where we settled in while dad spent two years in the Pacific with the Navy Seabees building airfields. He would make the invasion of the Marshall Islands and supervise the construction of an airfield on Majuro. Later he would serve on the island commander’s staff on Tinian in the Marianas Islands. Although very young, I was keenly aware of what was going on. I am certain that the events of WWII served as the genesis of my desire to serve in the military, which began with my commissioning at the Citadel on June 6, 1959, the fifteenth anniversary of the D-Day invasion.


My exposure to the “Greatest Generation” of Eighth Air Force veterans has often caused me to wish that I had been able to fly and fight with them! Enjoy the read.


        E. G. “Buck” Shuler Jr.


        Lieutenant General, USAF, Retired


        Former Commander Eighth Air Force


        March 1988 to May 1992









REMEMBRANCES


By Paul and Mike Starks


Paul Starks


I grew up hearing the stories from Dad: lost over the Atlantic, bailing out of the airplane right before it exploded, coming face to face with German soldiers, running across the border after the border guards had passed, and more.


Dad had been back several times over the years, but he talked about going again one more time before he got too old, and he wanted me to go with him. He was ninety-two, and he and I determined we had to make the time.


We arrived in France in the early morning, rented a car, and drove several hours to a small town near our starting point to retrace my dad’s escape route from the Germans in occupied France. Both of us were filled with anticipation and excitement.


After renting a motel room we began to look for the place he landed in the parachute near Vitry-en-Perthois. We visited the farm where the plane had crashed and later commenced retracing the route toward Switzerland. We found places he had not seen for a long time, and finally the very spot where he ran across the border to freedom.


Sometimes it was hard to watch him reminisce. It was difficult to imagine what was going through his mind after a whole lifetime, but it was touching to see his reaction.


On a larger scale, I am in awe of the men—no, they were just boys—many of whom had never been away from home until they climbed inside a paper-thin aluminum skin and went off to vicious combat in such an unrelenting, hostile environment. And then do it again the next day. I can’t imagine the fortitude it took. They inspired me to become a student of the air war during WWII and especially the Eighth Air Force. I am honored and proud to have seen what my dad did.


Mike Starks


I was thirteen when Dad called Paul and me together and told us he was going back to France and then elk hunting in Wyoming. He said one of us could go on each trip and left it to us to decide. It was one of the few times there was no disagreement. I immediately said, “France” and Paul said, “elk hunting.” And so it was.


I have always been a history buff and looked forward to a great adventure and opportunity to immerse myself in the French culture while taking a live history lesson. It was an incredible experience for a very young man.


The backstories of those that helped Dad escape are unimaginable and inspiring. These were simple farmers, shopkeepers, policemen, and doctors. They weren’t soldiers. They were just your neighbors. But each of them had decided that his country and the freedom of his family and friends was best served by aiding Allied soldiers, even at the cost of his own life.


You will hear about some of these folks. In particular, those that helped Dad: Maurice, Paulin, Dr. Charlin, both Henris, and Josefa, amongst others. It was their undaunted courage in the face of evil that brought so many of the flyboys home.









INTRODUCTION


It was still dark as fifty-four B-17s spiraled upwards around radio splasher beacons to break out finally at twenty thousand feet. When the lead plane of the Ninety-Second Bomb Group fired its flares, the roaring “Heavies” began to form up. Twenty-year-old George Starks maneuvered his plane into its assigned position: low squadron, low group, flying number six in a bomber box formation—the most exposed and therefore vulnerable spot within the entire configuration. Airmen called it the “coffin corner” because, they said, “you were more likely to have your ass shot down from there than any other place.”


After more than an hour, the entire wing of more than a hundred planes was flying over the narrowest part of the English Channel, the Straight of Dover. George ordered his crew to test their weapons. Thirteen heavy machine guns opened up, their recoil rippling through the plane. In the cockpit, empty brass shell casings rained down around the pilot’s seat from the upper turret, clattering as they hit metal flooring. The smell of cordite permeated the air.


All positions reported back “OK” while George continued to hold close formation. Though they had trained as a crew for several months, this was their first mission together. Their average age was twenty-two.


Suddenly cloud cover began to break, and the coastline of France loomed ahead. On his four previous missions, the young pilot had encountered heavy flak over land, but on this day everything seemed unusually still. They lumbered deeper into Europe toward Augsburg, Germany, with little fire coming from below.


Which made the next event of that morning—March 16, 1944—even more startling. George never saw the Fw 190 that hit him. They were flying along when he felt a slight shudder. Later he learned the enemy fighter had dived down through the formation and pulled up under his left wing. In a near-acrobatic maneuver—which under friendlier circumstances might have been awe-inspiring—the German pilot “stood his plane on its tail and walked its stream of fire with rudders.” The Fw 190 had pummeled their left wing with ammunition.


Somebody yelled, “Fire! Fire!” and mayhem broke out as ten young men realized what was happening. The first one in immediate jeopardy was the ball turret gunner. Fire spread along the plane’s belly, quickly heating up the hanging plexiglass turret. Intense urgency filled his voice. “Can I come out, Captain? It’s gettin’ pretty hot down here.”


“Yes, yes—get out!” cried George as he desperately feathered the engine. It sputtered and shut down. Flames continued to advance, rapidly melting the “skin” away from the plane’s skeleton. Seeing fire leaping to the second engine on his left, George knew it was hopeless. He was carrying ten five hundred-pound bombs that would destroy other planes if they exploded, leaving him no alternative but to pull the large bomber out of formation. He screamed the final order, “Abandon ship!” into the intercom, though several of the crew were already adjusting their parachute harnesses.


As he scrambled to get out of his seat, he looked down the center of the plane. Most crewmen had already bailed out or were in the process of exiting through the hatch closest to their gunnery position. Then he spotted two crewmen hesitating at the bomb bay doors. George couldn’t tell who they were since their faces now were covered with helmets and oxygen masks.


He ran up to them. As he approached, one crewman flung himself out into the roaring wind, but the other stood frozen, his arms braced against the sides of the hatch like a cat above a sink full of water. “Go! Go!” George yelled from behind, but the other young man remained motionless, staring down into contrails ripping past. Without another thought, George lunged forward. Both airmen went flying out the door into freezing air five miles up…plunging downward into a totally unknown world filled with risk and injury, death, and war.









PART I


BEGINNINGS









CHAPTER 1


RECONNECTING: THE “SEARCH” TRIP


May 29,1969


George Wiley Starks had written a letter to the man primarily responsible for his escape to Switzerland from occupied France during World War II, though they’d had no contact for nearly twenty-five years. People in French villages just don’t move around much, he had told his wife, Betty Jo, and George mailed a letter to the only address he had: Vaux et Chantegrue, in the Doubs department, where Maurice Baverel had lived when they met at the most discouraging point of the young pilot’s desperate attempt to reach neutral territory.


Within a few weeks, George heard back. Often over the years he had wished to retrace the three hundred-mile journey he had made on a broken foot, mostly walking alone, through the heavily German-occupied countryside in 1944. But after the war, life had imposed its own repressive template: attending college, starting a dental practice, caring for a severely handicapped daughter, and serving his country again—two years in Korea, part of that time in the frozen Chosin Reservoir. The circumstances of his life had been demanding, and the right moment had never come. George finally decided that if he was ever to make the journey, now was the time.


Planning his trip, he sent more letters to addresses hastily jotted down on a scrap of paper he had kept all these years in his sock drawer. Anything written during his time of evading enemy troops in France could have gotten the helpers or himself shot. What he had recorded later in England was from memory.


So this tattered paper corner, plus one letter written in Polish he had received upon his return to the states from a woman who’d hidden him that first night in a foreign land, was all that connected him with any of the brave souls across the ocean. But the thought of reuniting with even one or two of the men, women, and children who had assisted him evoked a sense of awe. He couldn’t wait to see them again if—and this was a big if—he could find them. He wondered whether some would still be alive.


One day while George was mulling over flight and hotel reservations with his wife, the phone rang. Carl Langford, mayor of Orlando, Florida, had heard from common friends about George’s plan to retrace his journey through France and asked if there was anything he could do to help. The two men began to formulate an idea.


Within a couple of weeks, George returned from an appointment with Mayor Langford clutching ten large packets that brought a smile to his face every time he thought about them. These packages were the first items tucked away in his suitcase the day the Starks left for Europe.


After arriving in Luxembourg, the couple drove their black rented Volkswagen to Rheims, France. Checking into a small hotel a half block from the train station, George spent a night nearly sleepless with excitement about seeing his old friend the next day.


The next morning—a lovely, clean-smelling May day—the Starkses went to greet the eleven o’clock train on which Maurice Baverel was traveling. Up and down the platform George paced, looking for what he remembered, a twenty-seven-year-old Frenchman of slight build with a headful of dark, wavy hair, whom, for the rest of his life, he would refer to as the bravest man he had ever known.


The platform cleared, and the disappointed couple returned to their hotel room, hoping Maurice had simply missed his train. Presently, a crisp rap at the door brought George to his feet. When he opened it, there stood a middle-aged man grinning from ear to ear. “What happened to your hair?” said George to the nearly bald Frenchman before him, and with that, the two men who had shared death-defying adventures when the world was at war embraced with instantly renewed camaraderie.
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That evening, Jo sat in a small café listening to her husband and Maurice talk nearly non-stop. Maurice had taught himself some English, certainly much more than he knew when he and George first met. Even the proprietor had joined them for a while, entertaining everyone with a cartoon picture of George parachuting into France from his flaming B-17, drawn on the back of a menu.


Jo had heard the stories so many times over the years that she could name the people and places almost as well as George could. But sitting with this hero of the French Resistance, who had supplied information throughout the war to British and American intelligence agencies, seeing him in the flesh, watching the two men laughing and reminiscing, somehow brought all of it to life in ways she hardly could have imagined. Knowing she might meet people during the next few days who had saved George’s life many times, and always at the risk of their own, as well as those of their families, brought fresh tears.


In those moments, Jo thought back to the first time she and George had met. She was only twelve, he was sixteen. However, she was just two years behind him in school because of the accelerated promotions common in the 1930s and ’40s. He was fond of saying—and said it often—that she was the cutest thing he had ever seen. The captain of the Suwannee High School band in Live Oak, Florida, he loved goosing her from behind with his trombone as she, a majorette, led the way.


He was eighteen when he went off to war, and she was fourteen. They weren’t sweethearts yet, but she gave him a picture of herself to take with him, which he kept all through flight training and eventually brought to Podington, England. When he returned from war, they resumed their friendship, which quickly led to something more serious. And after many dates on George’s motorcycle, the Green Hornet, they wed at All Saints Episcopal Church of Live Oak. The marriage would last sixty-six years.


[image: ]


Eager to get started the next morning, George, Jo, and Maurice squeezed into the Volkswagen. Maurice drove, George up front beside him, Betty Jo sandwiched between everybody’s luggage in the back seat. They traveled southeast, toward the place where the adventure had begun for George and his crew just north of Vitry-le-François on March 16, 1944. Here, in the village of Bronne, in the region of Champagne-Ardenne, George’s plane had crashed. Later in 1944, American infantrymen would endure the coldest winter of the twentieth century fighting the German offensive in the Ardennes that came to be known as the Battle of the Bulge.


But on this day, the sun glistened. And George and Maurice relished one another’s company, riding carefree through the French countryside. When they arrived at the village, George’s anticipation grew, hoping against all odds they could somehow locate where his B-17 had come down.


Driving slowly through the narrow country lanes, Maurice spotted a couple of locals walking along. Rolling down the window, he hailed them to the car and abruptly inquired if they knew where a B-17 had crashed anywhere nearby in March 1944.


Jo wondered how anyone could ask such a question, since they had been shot down over a quarter of a century earlier. Who in the world could possibly know exactly where their plane had crashed? George himself was mildly amused at Maurice’s question—until, that is, one of the men said, “Mais oui, mais oui,” and offered to take them to the spot, in a field on his father’s farm.


The former pilot felt a sudden rush. Could it possibly be this simple? That they would just drive into France and be led to the spot where his plane had ended up? The Frenchman motioned them to follow, and soon they arrived at a large, serenely beautiful field with a long row of trees running the length of one side.


They drove the VW nearly to the tree line, then got out and walked the rest of the way. As they approached a large depression in the ground, now overgrown with grass, their eager guide pointed to the area, explaining to Maurice what had happened on March 16, 1944, when he witnessed the B-17 plummeting to earth.


His father had been plowing close by when exploding sounds from crashing metal caused both workhorses to bolt, wrenching free and tearing off across the field. About the same time, he saw at a distance two parachutists land, only to be immediately apprehended by German soldiers. George realized that they had to have been his navigator, Ted Badder, and bombardier, Irv Baum, who had dropped fairly close to one another.


When George reached the large sunken area, he could hardly fathom he was standing on the precise spot where his plane had come down. They all poked around through twenty-five years of debris. Soon, however, the ground began yielding up silent markers of the catastrophic event: handfuls of unfired shells.


As they were digging around, the farmer’s enthusiasm began to visibly mount. He excitedly motioned for all of them to follow him back to his cottage. There, Marius Tosquin hastened inside to retrieve something that he had displayed on the mantle above his fireplace for twenty-five years. He returned with an object he obviously considered a treasure, and as soon as George saw what it was, he knew the whole trip to France had been worth it—even if this was the only thing he retrieved.


George extended his hands to receive the gift, and in the next moment he was holding a pair of thick, sheepskin-lined, brown leather long gloves with the index finger and thumb separated from the remaining mitt—the unmistakable gloves of a gunner from a B-17—pointer finger and thumb separated so the gunner could pull the trigger of his weapon, fleece-lined to protect his hands and arms from the stinging cold of twenty-eight thousand feet. George knew his tail gunner, Dick Morse, had thrown down a pair just like that in the rear section of his plane seconds before he bailed out.


Still it was incredible that George had found this farmer. Tosquin explained that as soon as the fires from the wreckage had died down that morning, he had combed through the site, finding the gloves, unharmed, in the tail section, which had broken off from the fuselage, almost intact. He had found also a strut, ammo cans, a porthole, and an oxygen tank, which they had stored in their barn all these years. He added there were also some pictures. George asked to see them.


They followed Tosquin inside the cottage, where the Frenchman produced three small photographs, and sure enough, there were Bob Williams, Don Edgerly, and Bill Wyatt, his radio operator, engineer, and ball turret gunner—head shots taken in civilian clothes before the young men had left England to be used for identification purposes in case they were shot down. These three men had been hidden for a few days after they first came down in Vavray-le-Grand by the Lambert family, relatives of Tosquin. While there, these pictures had been duplicated in the village before they began trying to make their way to Switzerland.


The middle-aged farmer stood grinning, obviously pleased to be able to provide such choice trophies for the former American bomber pilot. Maurice stood there, joyous at having led his friend to just the right spot, as he had done many times in helping George cross the border into Switzerland. George stood there, enraptured at finding this place at all, not to mention the gloves and photographs, after twenty-five years. And Jo—well, Jo just stood there trying to keep from crying again.
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After loading up these “souvenirs,” the trio readied themselves for their journey into Vitry-en-Perthois. From this point forward, each turn of the road, each vista, each house seemed to bring back some memory with a vividness George had not experienced since returning home to Florida after the war.


As George rode along, hoping that he would find more of the people who had helped him in his desperation—with a twenty-millimeter shell fragment embedded in his calf and a tarsal fracture in his right foot, hungry, scared, alone, with no idea where he was or whom he could trust, wondering what had happened to his crew, Krauts everywhere combing the countryside—he began to think back to where it all had started: his junior year in high school, 1940, in the National Guard Unit of Live Oak, Florida.









CHAPTER 2


BEGINNING AT SIXTEEN


In Live Oak—population 3,427 according to the 1940 census—the Guard met every Wednesday night. The group served its official purposes with the added bonus of a place to hang out with other young guys. George, only sixteen at the time, had talked a bunch of his buddies into joining. In a small town where everybody knew everybody else, they all knew he wasn’t old enough.


But even at sixteen, he was so personable and well-liked, they overlooked his age. Those two traits, along with the boyish looks that lasted long into his adult life, served him well many times—as they did four years later when the Gestapo mistook him for under sixteen, their cut-off age for requiring identification papers.


Once the Guard was federalized for the war effort that was cranking up before Pearl Harbor, the local office told him he would have to be discharged because of his age. Immediately upon graduating from high school, however, George found out the Army Aviation Cadet Program was allowing entrance to those who didn’t meet the usual requirement of two years of college if they scored high enough on the written and physical tests. So as soon as he graduated from Suwannee High in 1941, he hitchhiked to Orlando to take the tests and was one of the five applicants out of fifty who passed, though he only squeaked through on the physical part.


It wasn’t that he lacked health or ability. George stood six feet tall but weighed a meager 124 pounds. A chief master sergeant in charge of physical exams for hundreds of applicants, noting his outstanding written score, told him to go eat a dozen bananas and milkshakes and come back. Later that day, George climbed back on the scales at the noisy, crowded recruiting center and topped out at 126, still two pounds shy of the required 128 pounds for his height. The sergeant shook his head and said, “Oh, hell, just go on.”


And with that, George Wiley Starks, the band captain from Suwannee High School, Live Oak, Florida, began a journey, young by anybody’s standards, toward becoming the pilot of a B-17, the heavy bomber known as the Flying Fortress, in the mighty Eighth Air Force. He’d be responsible for an aircraft that cost a staggering $238,329 to build and carried up to seventeen thousand pounds of high explosive and incendiary bombs, plus thirteen .50 caliber machine guns, and a crew of nine men. All because of a few bananas and milkshakes and a busy, exasperated sergeant who pushed him over the qualifying line.
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Entering cadets went to the Berryhill U.S. Army Air Corp classification center at Nashville for evaluation, which included physical and psychological tests, plus hand-eye coordination exams. George qualified for three positions—pilot, navigator, and bombardier. He chose to be a pilot, something he’d always wanted to do. In fact, he had taken a couple of flying lessons when he had any extra money.


In September 1942, he was sent to Maxwell Field in Montgomery, Alabama, for pre-flight school. Like most of his basic training, it had its memorable moments, usually more pleasant in hindsight, like Saturday morning PT, which involved running seven to nine miles around the field, double-time. The guys called it the Burma Road, and after they finished they were free to leave the post from one o’clock on Saturday afternoon until nine o’clock on Sunday night. Most, however, were so tired after PT they just remained on base.


When he finished at Maxwell, George left for Union City, Tennessee, to begin primary flight school. Pilot training took place in five stages of nine weeks each. It wasn’t long before George, in a leather helmet and goggles, was flying in the open cockpit of a PT-17.


On June 30, 1943, nineteen-year-old George Starks received his wings and shiny gold bars and headed for Lockbourne Army Airfield (now Rickenbacker International Airport) in Columbus, Ohio, for B-17 training. Afterwards, he received three months of combat training at Pyote Army Air Field, located in the middle of nowhere, Texas.1 His group, one of twenty-six, was slated to replenish an existing group that had sustained heavy losses. From there the group traveled to Grand Island, Nebraska, where George, along with his newly assigned crew, was given a brand new B-17G.


These boys, from all over the United States, represented a wide range of backgrounds, interests, and dreams. Their average age of twenty-two made the waist gunner, Wallace “Wally” Trinder, an “old man at twenty-seven, and the rest of them called him ‘Pops.’” But for George, this was now his crew and his plane, and he was proud of both.


After ten months of training, they were ready to fly across the North Atlantic Route to England and the war, not knowing what lay ahead but filled with the enthusiasm of youth. Buzzing the housetops of waist gunner Arden “Andy” Brenden’s hometown of Starbuck, Minnesota, they made their way to Goose Bay, Labrador.2 It was the first time the boy pilot from Florida had ever seen that much snow or had tried ice skating.
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The morning of takeoff in mid-January 1944 was cold and foggy at Goose Bay, and the snowy embankments on both sides of the runway were coated with ice. A “Follow Me” jeep led planes away from hangars down the paved corridors from which they attempted to get airborne, having to spiral up to clear the nearby mountains. George’s plane was one of only two that were able to get off that morning.


As they crossed the North Atlantic, the pilot, co-pilot, navigator, and radio operator manned their respective positions, watching dials, checking instruments. The other crewmen—bombardier, both waist gunners, ball turret gunner, tail gunner, and engineer—just focused on keeping warm in the belly of the plane for the 2,500-mile flight to England. Traveling at about 287 miles per hour through the severest weather conditions any of them had ever flown in, their aircraft fully loaded with spare parts and materiel on one side and balanced by four hundred gallons of fuel on the other, the crew expected the journey to take nine hours.


And it should have. Except that a few hours into the flight, George asked his co-pilot, Warren Wilson, to take the controls while he rested. Having flown only on instruments since takeoff and exhausted by the schedule of the past few months, George lay back in his seat, propping his feet up on the rudder bars. When he awakened a half-hour later, he glanced at the magnetic compass and bolted forward. “We’re headed into the middle of the Atlantic!” he yelled after seeing the needle pointing due south.


At crew reunions decades afterwards, memories differed as to how the plane got off course. However it happened, the roaring B-17 was redirected toward England, though low fuel made a premature landing necessary. Fortunately, the coast of Ireland loomed ahead. “Darkie, Darkie” (the emergency call sign to radio operators standing by in England to assist), “this is EndWays-Yoke, this is EndWays-Yoke,” the crew’s emergency code name. Almost immediately, the bomber was re-routed to Knutt’s Corner on the Emerald Isle. When they descended out of the thick clouds, the navigator negotiated one turn and lined them up directly with the runway. After flying who-knows-how-many miles, George landed them safely in the heavy fog and rain.









CHAPTER 3


ONLY ONE JUMP…EVER


For more than three years, the United States military had been flying men and equipment to England almost daily. The trip usually ended with a train ride to their destination base. George Starks and his crew went by boat from Ireland to England, then by troop train to Podington, about seventy-five miles north of London.1


Once there, the officers were grouped twelve to fifteen men per Quonset hut and participated in practice flights before beginning actual missions. Stories circulating among the pilots gave each man much to ponder. At the time, twenty-five bombing missions were required before you could return home. Later the requirement was raised to thirty, then thirty-five, as fighter protection increased. But in early 1944, flying unescorted, only about one out of every ten men made it to his twenty-five missions. George listened, wondering, as they all did, if he would be the lucky one out of ten.


Crews practiced in an area north of the base known as the Wash, the largest shallow bay of the North Sea, which jutted deep into England’s eastern coastline. Over this enormous remote estuary, B-17s and other planes could practice in relative safety, gaining experience with the unpredictable weather conditions of the Channel and sea.2


“Relative” safety was, well, relative. On one of George’s practice runs, his group began taking heavy flak. Immediately radio communication ramped up, only to discover it was coming from ground forces who mistook them for enemy aircraft. George was reminded of the time he had been summoned out onto the runway back at Lockbourne Army Air Base to complete a couple of hours remaining in one of his training categories. Dressed in flight gear and about to board a B-17 to participate as a crew member, he was stopped by a sergeant who came running out from the hangar and told him they had miscalculated—he didn’t need any more hours. The plane took off without him. Returning three hours later, the plane burst into flames on its approach, killing the entire crew.


Near misses like this one and the one over the Wash began to mount up. After the war, George often said he had an angel watching over him the entire time. No friend or family member who knew his whole story ever disagreed.
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For young men away from their hometown, many for the first time, London nightlife made a lasting impression. George joined a private establishment called the Studio Club, where jazz bands and singers serenaded young Yanks on weekend passes late into the evening. Pubs stayed open most of the night, offering food, beer, and pleasant hours away from war and bombing missions. But the reason they were so many thousands of miles from home was always in the back of their minds.


George had traveled into the metropolis a couple of times since his arrival in mid-January. On one weekend trip in early March 1944, he went with his co-pilot, Warren Wilson, whom the crew called “Willy.” They heard a drop-dead gorgeous blonde who sang “I’ll Be Seeing You,” and everyone there swooned into his mug. As the singer stopped several times at the table of the handsome and boyish bomber pilot, George grinned from ear to ear.


On this evening, however, Betty Jo, the pretty little majorette back home, kept coming to mind. She was sweet sixteen now, and the new drum major at their high school back in Live Oak. For a second, the staccato sounds of marching band music overcame the smoky strains of the London jazz group. But in the next moment, the singer with the low, sultry voice swished by his table once more and he was pulled back into reality—a twenty-year-old senior pilot flying one of the finest airplanes ever built, on intense bombing missions meant to bring victory to the United States of America and its allies in a world war. Drinking down the last of his beer, he and Willy headed back to Hotel Piccadilly.
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The end of February 1944 saw American bombers launching what was known as Big Week, a period of sustained bombing over Regensburg, Augsburg, and Forth, all significant areas of factories, munitions depots, and artillery banks. By the end of February, 226 bombers had been lost during these engagements. While 1944 eventually became the tipping point of the war, the first six months remained tenuous. D-Day was still only a plan on the generals’ drawing boards.
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