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Advance Praise for Into the Cold Blue


“John Homan has gifted us with what will surely stand as one of the definitive eyewitness accounts of the Second World War: a tale filled with nostalgia, romance, and unflinching examples of terror in aerial combat. A book that encompasses the whole of an exceedingly eventful life, Into the Cold Blue is an invaluable addition to the canon of World War II literature.”


—Matthew Algeo, author of Last Team Standing: How the Steelers and the Eagles—“The Steagles”—Saved Pro Football During World War II


“Into the Cold Blue achieves that perfect balance of intimacy and breadth of vision, the personal and the global, as it guides readers on a tour of the air war. John Homan’s truth-telling is delivered with candor on every page. Tales of missed targets, bad planning, failed equipment, senseless waste, and varying acts of cowardice complement stories of sacrifice, heroic leadership, and grim determination. Anyone curious about life in a B-24 as it roared over occupied Europe must read this book.”


—Todd DePastino, author of Bill Mauldin: A Life Up Front


“Into the Cold Blue introduces the world to John Homan, whose daring service with the U.S. Army Eighth Air Force is superbly told in his own words. Coming of age during the Depression, Homan rose to serve in what General Dwight Eisenhower called the ‘Great Crusade’ against fascism. This stirring memoir of war and sacrifice offers revealing glimpses of both past and present. In challenging readers to ‘straighten up and fly right,’ Homan underscores how we can serve our nation and each other.”


—John Heckman, creator of “The Tattooed Historian”


“In the summer of 1944, Lieutenant John Homan soared into an unrelenting air war over Europe. For four months, at four miles high, Homan and comrades of the 489th Bomb Group endured a living hell. With brutal honesty and gripping narrative, Into the Cold Blue drops us inside the cramped cockpit of the Consolidated B-24 Liberator. Readers feel the jolt of bone-shaking flak bursts, hear the roar of predatory German fighters, share in the fright of emergency landings, and experience the heart-stopping sadness of sudden loss. Homan’s terrific memoir reminds us of the air war’s high cost and that Allied victory owed much to the flyboys who helped defeat the German war machine. Into the Cold Blue will go down as one of the all-time best reminiscences of the Mighty Eighth.”


—Timothy J. Orr, co-author of Never Call Me a Hero: A Legendary Dive-Bomber Pilot Remembers the Battle of Midway
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PROLOGUE


July 7, 1944


The cold blue sky was spattered with red bursts and puffs of anti-aircraft fire. Downward streaks of black smoke to our front marked the demise of both Allied and Axis aircraft. Chaos drew closer and closer as our B-24 bomber hummed onward. Vast formations of American squadrons ahead of us were under fierce enemy attack. Then came the uneasy realization that the German airmen were coming for us next. From my co-pilot’s seat, I leaned toward the control panel and squinted through the windshield to gauge the approaching whirlwind. Distant enemy planes were at first no larger than tiny specks whizzing through our advanced formations. Having just kicked the enemy’s nest, we were soon to be engulfed by an angry swarm.


Moments prior, we had dropped our payload on the morning’s target—a Junkers aircraft plant in Aschersleben, located in the north-central region of Nazi Germany. Both the Royal Air Force and U.S. Army Air Forces (USAAF) pummeled the area multiple times throughout that year, but the enemy remained persistent in its productivity. Additional bombardments were therefore ordered. Our division dropped over 200 tons of incendiary and high explosive bombs on that plant. Ordnance plowed into the factory with devastating impact. On a larger scale, more than 1,100 American heavy bombers took off that morning to strike eleven priority targets throughout the Reich. The assault was the biggest aerial blow since D-Day.1


The heavens were hazy and lit by a faded glow. Our eyes remained watchful for fighters—both the enemy’s and our own. We were anxious to welcome American escort planes to render support. Intermittent flak up to the target posed sporadic danger, but we had yet to confront the day’s greatest menace: the Luftwaffe.


A voice shouted over the intercom, “Bandits! One o’clock!”


Rapid flashes of yellow and orange suddenly appeared to our front. In a matter of no time, the enemy was among us.


Our first encounter with the semi-dormant but still formidable German air force had at last arrived. Little could have emotionally prepared us for the sudden rush.


My mind raced. “Stay focused,” I told myself. “There’s no time to be scared up here. Do your job.”


With incredible speed and lethality, the enemy took us on face to face. As many as 200 Messerschmitt fighters engaged us in a death struggle four miles above earth. They spewed red sheets of fire in swift succession. My heart pounded at the sight. Veteran crews quickly realized the Germans had changed their tactics. Rather than charging at us obliquely, the enemy sped to the front of our formation and charged head-on—going down our line of four or five air groups at 400 miles per hour, twice the speed of our planes. The scene resembled a massive domino effect. Squeezing the triggers of their powerful 20mm cannons with each pass, oncoming Germans could hardly miss. Minus brief pauses for cooling, their heavy guns could unleash 700 shells per minute. The enemy put these weapons to shocking use.


One of my comrades later referred to the sudden onslaught as “a huge ball of German fighters.” There was no discernable formation, just a well-armed mass hurtling straight at us. Bandits screamed forward at closing speeds of 600 miles per hour. It was the stuff of nightmares. White gun flashes dotted the sky. Deathly volleys had the capacity to shred our 64,000-pound Liberators to pieces. With crazed determination, Jerries sometimes pressed their assaults within yards of our aircraft. I maintained a tight grip on the controls, doing my best to concentrate amidst the struggle.


In hot pursuit of the enemy was an array of American fighters assigned to protect those of us in the heavies. Among the support squadrons were vaunted P-51 Mustangs, now known as “Cadillacs of the Sky” for their sleek design and astounding velocity. The arrival of these long-range fighters we referred to as “little friends” was a form of deliverance. When Mustangs emerged, Nazi fighters sometimes dispersed to prey on vulnerable bombers with less protection. These prompt reinforcements helped level the playing field and led to a swirl of dogfights. Flyboys corkscrewed in and out of the clouds at a dizzying pace.


Lt. Richard Stenger, a fellow co-pilot in my outfit, expressed lasting memories of these aviator duels in that mission. “Our P-51s had seen them,” he recalled of the Messerschmitts, “and were right on their tails just as they went through the formation. And then started the greatest melee and fastest action that I ever thought possible. P-51s were chasing them all over the place. … The bombers and fighters were dropping like flies in a Flit-sprayed room.”2


Germans tried shaking off the Mustangs with impressive acrobatics, but the Americans were too fast. Planes swooped in and out of sight in the blink of an eye. Imagine a typical race car circling the Indianapolis 500, then double or triple its speed. That’s how fast this rate of action was. Aircraft 1,500 yards out zipped over our ships in a heartbeat. The experience was surreal.


At the nose of our plane, Sgt. George “Bill” Puska blazed away at oncoming intruders with hefty twin .50 caliber machine guns. Tracer rounds fired in short bursts allowed for aiming correction and served as targeting markers for five fellow gunners onboard. The cabin floors were littered with small mountains of spent, sizzling brass. I hardly heard any of the racket with the constant whir of Pratt & Whitney engines outside my window. In this frenzied environment, gunners set their targets with extreme precision to avoid instances of friendly fire. Our Mustangs or P-47 Thunderbolts could be misidentified even at close range. The ability to distinguish friend from foe was essential.


During these tense encounters, I was more concerned for my gunners than for myself. They had nothing to focus on but the enemy. All they could do was worry and shoot.


As engineer officer (my official title as co-pilot), I also kept watch on other planes in formation. If my skipper was wounded or killed, command passed to me. I hoped that would never be the case. The administrative officer (the main pilot) carefully observed instruments and control panels. His primary duty was to take our plane to a target and back safely. Both our jobs in the cockpit were exceedingly technical. The operation of our equipment required constant attentiveness. If I made a mistake, it could be fatal.


I spoke into my throat microphone, “How’s everybody doing?” If one of the crew didn’t answer, I sent another man to check on him. Communication and teamwork were fundamental to our endurance. The emergence of the Luftwaffe that summer morning put us to the ultimate test.


The killing was rampant, the chaos complete. I witnessed a desperate German pilot bail from his crippled bulk of machinery with his parachute aflame. The entangled web of canvas and burning silk hopelessly plummeted to the ground. Meanwhile, our tail gunner reported a German fighter going down in flames just behind our squadron. Its fiery debris sliced through the thin air.


The fight lasted perhaps eight minutes. Despite the tempo of combat, time seemed to slow as we endeavored to escape. One by one, Jerries eventually peeled from the engagement. No longer hunted by German interceptors, many a battered ship staggered the 450 miles back to base. Surviving aircraft rumbled through Holland, toward the sea, and on to England. Thankfully, I somehow remained cool and composed through it all.


Our crew was luckier than many. A group flying adjacent to us lost all eleven crews of its lower squadron. Over 100 men were gone in a matter of minutes. To our immediate right was Lt. Frank Fulks, piloting the high squadron’s lead plane. His aircraft suffered several hits on the nose and top turret from 20mm cannons. His ship was a shambles. Fulks’s navigator and bombardier were seriously wounded as well. The pilot fell out of formation for a brief time and then took position on our wing, remaining there until we reached home.


During this stretch, we fell into dire straits ourselves. Our number-three engine failed just before we crossed back over the German border, possibly due to battle damage. Although the B-24 could still fly with one engine out of commission, the malfunction made a difficult day even more harrowing. We were certainly not alone in our predicament. The bomb group endured many difficult landings that afternoon.


During the stressful return flight, my eyes were drawn to the top of Fulks’s battered plane. The sight has never left me.


The turret was shattered and caved in. Its gunner’s head was ripped away by the brute force of the explosion that claimed his life. The wind of the slipstream had siphoned his blood across the plane’s exterior surface. The top fuselage was painted with ghastly red streaks all the way to the tail.


It was the goriest sight I’ve ever seen in my life.


To cope with this horror, I tried erasing the memory. My job required so much concentration that I couldn’t dwell on such scenes. When I arrived back at base, I was too exhausted to contemplate matters of life and death anyhow. I collapsed into my bunk and promptly fell asleep. Only decades later did I learn the full extent of that turret gunner’s tragic demise.


That operation marked just my second journey into combat. When we returned to quarters that night, we discovered our names listed on the board for the next day’s mission. “Oh, Jesus Christ,” we collectively moaned. “Let’s get to bed.” The deathly cycle was already reset for morning. Over the next four months, there would be many more missions to fly, many more targets to bomb, and many more friends to mourn.









INTRODUCTION


Telling My Story


War is misery. I never enjoyed the sting of battle. I never experienced an exuberant rush in combat. I never relished dropping high explosives on people. War is not a game. This is the story I must share. Nobody should experience the hell I suffered during my thirty-four missions over Europe. I want future generations to avert such hardship and wholesale ruin. I have dedicated this book to my great-grandson, James, with the hope that he inherits a kinder and more peaceful world than mine. The story of the Second World War reveals the best and worst of human nature. I witnessed my fair share of that conflict’s drama and devastation. Now is the moment to reflect upon what it all means.


Allow me to begin with a consideration of the big picture: How and why did we fight the air war as we did? Japan’s domination of Asia and Germany’s conquering of Western Europe prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor underscored the centrality of airpower to any military pursuit. In the months after America’s entry into the Second World War, the U.S. VIII Bomber Command (later renamed the Eighth Air Force) arrived in England in 1942 with just a few groups of B-17 bombers. This air force grew to be the largest and most powerful of the conflict. The learning curve and growing pains were long and severe. Since the B-17 had been named and promoted as the “Flying Fortress,” a decision was made that fighter escorts were not needed for daylight bombing. This proved an overly optimistic assessment.


During 1942 and into 1943, losses were distressingly high, despite some fighter protection by P-47s and P-38s. This led to serious, high-level discussions about abandoning daylight bombing. At that time, only one out of every three crews could be expected to complete twenty-five missions. Gen. James Doolittle took command of the Eighth as the number of groups increased. Doolittle’s new strategy was to destroy both German industry and airpower. The Luftwaffe needed to be neutralized before the invasion of France sometime in 1944.


Simultaneous with these conversations, the P-51, a new and much-needed fighter, was designed, tested, and entered service at the end of 1943. The plane was a superior, high-altitude, and long-range plane. Now the heavy bombers would ideally have excellent fighter escorts on long missions into the heart of the Third Reich. Our bombers began to hit German fields, and fighters would attack enemy planes in the air and on the ground. Accompanying the Fortresses were B-24 “Liberators,” dependable heavy bombers I flew on dozens of training, transportation, combat, and supply missions.


The strategy changed again in May 1944. Almost all German petroleum was converted from coal, which was shipped by rail to many small refineries. This new approach emphasized restricting fuel production by concentrating on bombing refineries, plus all-out widespread attacks on rail centers and equipment. This latest scheme proved a massive success. By the end of the year, only one out of every thirty German oil refineries were in full production. The Luftwaffe and other military operations were measurably curtailed. I participated in several of these missions that helped diminish the enemy’s capacity to wage war.


During these months of trial and error, the “Mighty Eighth” often sent up one thousand bombers in daylight raids, while the Royal Air Force did the same during night operations. The acts were the most devastating practices of modern, total war. Hundreds of thousands of German civilians perished because of American and British bombs. Perhaps just as many structures were ruined. These dreadful results were inflicted at a considerable price for my fellow airmen of the Eighth. Some 47,000 total U.S. casualties were inflicted, including 27,000 killed in action. Our fatality numbers were higher than Marine Corps losses in the entirety of the Pacific War. Over 5,000 planes were likewise lost. Many of them and the crews within remain missing to this day. An additional 28,000 airmen were captured and incarcerated until war’s end.


But there is a certain danger to boiling down the tolls of war into black and white statistics. All who study and attempt to understand armed conflict must never forget the human element and personal costs. We did not comprehend the war as an endless progression of maps, charts, data tables, and tactical summaries. We measured losses by tallying our friends and comrades who never returned from missions. This was our war in all its grim realities.


In learning my story, I trust readers will gain an appreciation of the many challenges and complexities of air operations. The combined logistics, maintenance, intelligence, and combat of bomber groups is a saga forged by thousands of GIs. Big missions were prepped, planned, and executed by common citizen soldiers. Whether a serviceman was a base cook or flight navigator, no role was small or insignificant. The joint effort was massive in scope and helped pave the way to Allied victory. I pay tribute to the many unsung individuals who made that achievement possible.


This book is the result of years of research stemming from my quest to understand and convey my exploits to loved ones and neighbors. I saved my flight logbook from the war, attended veteran reunions, wrote newsletter articles, pored over unit records, participated in oral history interviews, and have presented at museums. These activities have kept my memories of the war vividly alive and have served my co-author, Jared Frederick, and me quite well in our desire to impart a compelling story.


To help advance the narrative, we occasionally invoke the words and accounts of my fellow veterans of the 489th Bomb Group to clarify and contextualize key military situations. This formula will hopefully provide the reader a fuller range of perspective and deliver essential insights on 1940s airmen’s life. Anecdotes of camaraderie also offer a touch of levity to my storyline that is often somber and contemplative.


I never thought, then or now, that war should be glorified, varnished, or sanitized. This book has been written with that conviction in mind. I disdain unnecessary warfare. Let this book serve as a warning, as our democracy faces grave dangers equal to those I witnessed eight decades ago.


I am among the last of the generation who waged World War II. At the urging of friends and family, I am ready to share my experiences.


Yet I must insist on this: In no way should it be construed that I believe we airmen had a rougher time or did more than other branches of the Allied forces. For instance, pilots in the South Pacific contended with malaria and monsoons—challenges I was thankfully spared. Though my generation is not without its shortcomings, ours was a collective effort in the name of a collective good. Perhaps that too is a lesson to absorb. A momentous task was placed before us, and we set to work as best we could. The profound impacts of violence, love, legacy, and the fragility of life are chronicled via my personal experiences in the following pages.


But the story does not begin in the flak-filled skies of Germany. To fully comprehend my life’s journey, I must take you further back in time, to the windswept shores of Raritan Bay.









CHAPTER 1


Roamer


I was a child of the Great Depression. Although I couldn’t have realized the fact at the time, limitations posed by the 1930s fueled my creativity, prudence, ambition, and endurance. Coming of age in this era of economic constraint, combined with my affection for the outdoors, deeply influenced my future as a military officer. Hindsight is a powerful force to be reckoned with. With this philosophy in mind, I wish to revisit the places and personalities that had major bearing on my evolution as a citizen and soldier.


My parents hailed from England. Theirs is a classic story of emigration and overcoming the odds. My paternal grandparents resided in Hull, England, which I later visited during the war. At that port city in East Yorkshire, my grandfather served as a ship’s carpenter. A hulk of a man, he played with vigor on Hull’s rugby team, for which he gained quite the reputation. His spouse, my grandmother, was a lively Irish-Catholic lass, as I would colorfully witness firsthand in 1944.


My father, Samuel, was schooled for only eight years until he too entered the shipyards. To support himself, he labored on a three-man riveting crew, helping construct and then unload countless boats. My mother, Lillian, was raised by a family of Episcopalian shopkeepers. She had a lifelong love of music, an endearing trait that graced our household during my boyhood. A well-versed student of literature and history, she instilled in me an appreciation of the arts and the past. Because of my parents’ different religious affiliations, however, my grandmother would not approve their marriage unless the couple wed in the Catholic church and raised their children accordingly. The lovers assented to the compromise and married in July 1920 in the Hull suburb of Sculcoates. My older sister, Hilda, arrived two years later.


Following World War I, working-class families in the United Kingdom sometimes found themselves in dire economic troubles. The recent conflict cast a pall of uncertainty over industry, labor, and commerce. Wishing to enhance their livelihoods, some of my aunts emigrated to the United States. My parents followed in February 1923, with little Hilda in tow. I recall my mother telling me she was deathly seasick during the family’s lengthy voyage from Liverpool. In fact, she was so ill that kindly sailors helped babysit my infant sister.


At the conclusion of that trip, my father landed in Boston with no immediate prospects of a job. Early on, he found employment in Boston’s shipyards and embarked on numerous test trials for new vessels. He was no stranger to maritime tradition. At the outset of the First World War, he lied about his age and attempted to enlist in the British Army at fourteen years old. His worried mother scurried to the family’s parish priest and convinced the clergyman to prevent such an outcome. Instead, by 1917, my father sailed away in the stifling confines of a boiler room on a British minesweeper. According to military records, he sailed on the likes of Victory II and Dreel Castle. Dad later informed me his international travels carried him to the United States and as far away as Russia. He remained in the Royal Navy until 1919. I suspect his sense of adventure rubbed off on me. Later in life, I resumed the family’s sailing traditions with my own seagoing travels.1


My father eventually gained employment at the Bath Ironworks in Maine. There, I drew my first breaths on January 5, 1924. For supplemental income, my father trekked deep into the recesses of Maine’s spruce forests as a lumberman. While riding on a train, he picked up a discarded newspaper and spotted an advertisement for an opening at the Hercules Powder Company in Parlin, New Jersey. There were no personnel departments in those days; he just ventured to Parlin and showed up at the company gate alongside fellow jobseekers. A foreman appeared and announced that he needed a pipefitter. My father—who was not a pipefitter—raised his hand. He stayed there for forty years, becoming a mechanical foreman.


With the move to New Jersey at age three, I made the first of several relocations in my long life. We resided in South Amboy until my family resettled in a comfortable middle-class dwelling on Henry Street in nearby Parlin. My earliest recollection stems from those days in South Amboy, perhaps in 1927. The first memory of gazing upon the blue vastness of Raritan Bay and across to New York when I was a preschooler is my furthest extent of reflection. I was lucky to have survived childhood since I suffered a near-fatal case of pneumonia at age three. I remember our frugal Irish landlord taking pity and purchasing candy for me during recovery. It is both strange and humorous that I recall these simple gestures. Never underestimate the lasting power of a kind act.


I survived another close brush with death the following year. A young friend from across the street named George Pietruski joined me for playtime in a woodlot near our homes. We noticed a piece of metal sticking out of the soil. Intrigued, we excavated the mysterious object, lugged it to my father’s garage, and commenced banging on it with a hammer. Dad soon entered to investigate the racket. His eyes bulged and he yelled, “That’s an artillery shell! Get out of here now!” In 1918, an earthshattering explosion at the Morgan Munitions Depot several miles away rained shells all over the county. George and I had discovered one of the projectiles. Authorities quickly arrived to remove the round. I was a curious young man who (almost) had a blast. Some of the ordnance from the World War I era disaster was unearthed as recently as 2007. Little wonder the Sayreville high school team name is “The Bombers.”


Our former Parlin home still stands today. The neighborhood appears nicer than at any moment I resided there. At that time, the street was graveled and bordered by a small farm. No fences or manicured lawns were to be found. Although many women of this era embraced the liberation of the “Roaring Twenties,” Mom remained a devoted housewife and lovingly cared for her children. My little brothers—Frank and Edward—respectively arrived when I was five and six years old. We were a cheerful clan, often uplifted by the musical talents of my parents. Mom was a stellar piano player and father was a tenor. I fondly recall their Irish melodies echoing throughout the house on many an evening. Mothers on the block also developed “leather lungs” for a two-street shouting range to beckon us home for dinner.


Mom excelled at parenting. She raised each of her four children differently, accommodating their individual personalities and interests with affectionate patience. Mother allowed her sons and daughter to grow as fast as they were willing to mature. Her pragmatic outlook on life prepared us to be self-reliant and realistic. Meanwhile, father was not a strict disciplinarian. He was a fun-loving guy but established boundaries for the kids to the extent that we all knew how much we could get away with. “There are more horses’ asses than horses in this world,” was one of his quaint English sayings. Above all else, he was our provider. Both he and my mom were arrows on a compass, continuously pointing their children in the proper direction.


These commendable traits proved especially valuable during the arduous days of the Great Depression. Resulting from the upheaval of the 1929 stock market crash, Dad’s hours at the plant were rolled back to a measly three days per week. Supporting four children on such a limited schedule was very rough. Economic woes of the era were recognized daily in the Homan household. Mom sold off her beloved piano as well as her jewelry. Price tags were placed on anything to spare, resulting in a rather spartan lifestyle. The house was refinanced so we wouldn’t lose our home—a fate that befell so many during those hard times.


We implemented numerous penny-pinching tactics to make ends meet. In short, we did more with less. One pair of sneakers had to last the summer. When they wore out, a thick piece of cardboard was inserted for lining. When regular shoes fell apart, we used leather, glue, tacks, spare heels, and a lathe for repairs. If a car tire succumbed to a puncture, a cardboard patch was placed inside to extend its life. Each child owned one set of fine clothes, worn exclusively for church or special functions. We each received one Christmas gift. Children were often presented fruit or nuts for the holiday since such items were delicacies. Because we couldn’t afford bubble gum, we picked fresh tar chips off the streets and chewed those instead. Quite the after-dinner flavor.


I never visited a dentist until after high school. I did not have pediatrician checkups. My first appointment with a physician resulted from being randomly struck with a rock while playing softball. The doctor shrugged off my injury, declaring, “No one is ever going to hurt a Homan by hitting him on the head.” He shaved a spot on my skull, installed a few clamps, and sent me back to school with a bloodied shirt. Little wonder I thought myself tough stuff.


Mother took on additional work by folding and boxing ornate lace handkerchiefs. We all pitched in as time allowed. Another pastime to help fill our family purse was scouting the neighborhood for empty bottles to receive one-cent return credits.


Community solidarity helped stave off hunger. Hunting and fishing buddies often delivered fresh game that lasted several meals. Peculiar to these years of privation, baked squirrel, rabbit pies, and codfish were frequent household menu items. We could have been worse off. By the time I was eight years old, one-sixth of the country faced starvation on a weekly basis. We purchased potatoes by the bushel at the farmer’s market. Fair shares of beef heart and beef tongue were consumed. We did not eat high off the hog, but we ate. All the Homans were blessed with good health and a roof over our heads. The kids in our family had so much fun growing up that we never truly realized we were poor. I accredit this to good parenting.


The Borough of Sayreville, in which my home of Parlin was located, was emblematic of industrial communities during those interwar years. We had one town doctor, who I think removed every set of tonsils in the vicinity. The place was steeped in the folklore of the American Revolution and was a major production hub for DuPont gunpowder. On more than one occasion, the town was rocked by accidental explosions emanating from nearby ordnance depots and plants. Dangerous jobs there paid well but obliged many employees to disregard inherent risks. Overlooking the Raritan River, the borough of some 8,000 residents included many first- and second-generation citizens who predominantly lived a non-union, blue-collar existence. Most of them trudged to the DuPont or Hercules plants for a living. Both facilities boasted their own housing developments and athletic facilities, creating a quintessential company town. Until I joined the Army Air Forces, there were few places in the world I knew so intimately.


In these environs, pals and I enjoyed an endless playground in the abandoned clay pits on the town outskirts, wonderfully devoid of adult supervision. Some of the finest clay in the Mid-Atlantic was once mined from these locations. There, an inquisitive youngster might have been lucky enough to discover ancient fossils preserved in the earth. Prior to any environmental or safety considerations, the clay mines were left accessible to anyone with a mind for curiosity or adventure. Neglected craters evolved into man-made ponds seemingly ideal for swimming and exploration. The terrain was swampy, prompting us to christen New Jersey the “Mosquito State.”


Among my favorite swimming holes was a site adjacent to the Hercules plant. Resting in the depths of Duck’s Nest was a wondrous relic from the early days of the motion picture industry. Many people are unaware that New Jersey was a moviemaking mecca prior to Hollywood’s ascendence. In 1914, Sayreville was in this spotlight when used as the setting for a silent film entitled Juggernaut. For one grand sequence, a railroad trestle was constructed across Duck’s Nest. It was blown up when a train filled with a few dozen mannequins rolled halfway across the span. Dummies onboard were mistaken as corpses floating in the water for weeks afterward. The pond was both large and deep. For those of us strong enough, the rusty locomotive greeted us at the bottom of our descents. The engine was salvaged in 1938 when I was in high school. I heard the scrap was shipped to Japan.2


My childhood quests fostered a fascination with the Boy Scouts, of which I was an avid member for several years. When the moment arrived to register, however, I didn’t even have the requisite nickel for the fee. I was urged to scrounge for the necessary amount. Likewise, I had no funds for the uniform shirt and was forced to locate a passable knockoff. When I finally joined the organization, my love of the outdoors blossomed. I was awarded every conceivable merit badge for outdoor challenges, including mapping, hiking, cooking, and signaling. Looking back, I now recognize how foundational those endeavors were to my subsequent military service. Solid navigational skills and good instincts for survival were undoubtedly formed during adolescence.


Alongside Parlin chums, I savored leisurely summer hikes that took me a dozen miles or more. Ice skating and sleigh riding were common winter diversions. By our teenage years, we were all in robust shape and swaggered with self-confidence. At the time of my enlistment in the Air Forces, physical training consisting of running, pull-ups, sit-ups, and push-ups had little bearing on my transformation into a fighting man. I was already in peak condition. All that said, my youthful ego was to become a casualty of the coming conflict. I was not as invincible as I once thought.


Pre-war escapades with friends offered splashes of color during that otherwise drab period. I proudly belonged to a rebellious gang known as “The Roamers.” We sported distinct jackets as a means of identification and pride (not unlike the leather jackets later worn in my squadron). My nickname was Sam. Hailing from a relatively small town in which there were few boys our age, the cadre of eight or ten young men was practically inseparable. That camaraderie did not come without occasional consequence, as we naturally became embroiled in juvenile shenanigans. One such amusement was the invention of “knuckle poker.” The winner was permitted to hit a knuckle of the loser with a full deck. The game ended when all the knuckles of a player bled.


As a matter of course, a female equivalent of the Roamers soon emerged. Not to be outdone, the group named itself “Phi Dighting” (as in Die Fighting). My future wife was among the sprightly members. (Her spirited personality did not dissipate with age.)


Roamer antics demanded constant vigilance. Before zippers, trousers had four or five fly buttons. The object of one prank was to see how many buttons you could rip off a pal’s pants with a single swipe at the crotch. To use baseball terminology, one button was a single and four buttons were a home run. Our mothers resewed trousers often.


We constantly harassed each other to demonstrate bravado. For instance, when one member threw a short punch and the would-be victim flinched, the assailant earned two free shots. Another gag involved discarded nitrocellulose film we salvaged from the DuPont junkyard. The highly flammable trash made ideal stink bombs. We giddily left them on front porches throughout town.


One Roamer was wilder and more aggressive than the rest. A few of us were walking down a backstreet one evening when a police car halted us. A cop emerged to reprimand the gang for not using a sidewalk. Our untamed member responded in a calm voice, “Officer, I don’t mean any disrespect, but f--- you.” We froze, wide-eyed, expecting harsh retribution. Perhaps mildly amused by this articulate demonstration of the First Amendment, the officer waved us off and sped away.


The hellion who defied the police once smuggled red wine into one of our basketball games. During halftime, the team secretly indulged in the intoxicating spirits. It made for one hell of a fourth quarter as scuffles on the court became brutal. Following the game, the wine provider was as drunk as a skunk. In a useless effort to sober him up, we shoved him into the backseat of a car and drove him around with his head wedged in an open window. Laying him atop the ice of a frozen lake also failed to stir him awake. Hauling him to a late and lively poker game likewise produced no beneficial results. We ended the night by abandoning him on his front porch, leaving him to the mercies of his parents. The gang didn’t see him for three days as he recovered. At a high school reunion many years later, I reconnected with this Roamer and learned he became a junior executive at General Electric. He sure cleaned up well.


Roamers didn’t always evade punishment for their transgressions. When I was sixteen, five of the gang formed the habit of breaking into the back window of the DuPont commissary to steal candy and cigarettes. One night, a guard caught them red-handed. The culprits knocked him on his can and fled. Even though the community had only three police officers, the mystery took only two hours to solve. Everybody knew everybody in a town so small. The law quickly descended on the juvenile fugitives and the Roamers met stern reprimand. They had to report to the police department every Saturday. We called them the “Commissary Five.” Knowing of my association with the crew, my father accordingly interrogated me.


“Did you have anything to do with this?” he asked in a grim tone.


“No!” I avowed. As mentioned, I knew my limits. Thievery and assault were well over the line.


“Good!” my father said with a swipe of his hand. That was the end of the questioning. This brief encounter was the perfect representation of our trust in each other.


Despite the infinite troubles of the age, I did my utmost to enjoy a carefree life. I generally dodged worrisome adult matters. I swam constantly, collected stamps, and enjoyed the likes of Buck Rogers and Dick Tracy on our console radio. To support my hobbies, I accepted an array of odd jobs. For a spell, I patched used tires for thrifty motorists. Elsewhere, I worked as a furnace stoker at a new apartment building. I even ran errands for a young mother and her newborn. For each run, she awarded me a nickel. For years, I couldn’t afford haircuts that cost a quarter. Monetary shortcomings instilled a valuable lesson in me: budget yourself responsibly.


My ultimate displays of pragmatism were best exhibited during summer sojourns to the movie theater in an adjacent town. Tickets were twenty-five cents. We could purchase three whole candy bars with a dime. Roundtrip bus rides were also ten cents. However, the travel fare cost only five cents if one walked half the distance. We typically chose this cheaper option. In the 1930s, theaters were among the few air-conditioned venues available to the public. The tactic was a wise business ploy to attract ticket buyers anxious to escape the heat. Once in the theater, we gravitated toward Westerns and Tarzan features.


These films had a major impact on our senses of adventure and imagination, inspiring us to carve toy rifles and construct rudimentary tree huts in the woods. Double barrel rubber band guns were hastily manufactured with scrap wood, strips of tire innertubes, and clothespins. Such was the weapon of choice for playing cowboys and Indians. I tried swinging from tree to tree in Tarzan style with mixed success. I once fell and could not breathe for a disturbingly long time. I kept this act of stupidity to myself. In any regard, many of these movies promoted the same principles professed by my mother: responsibility and self-reliance. Be the hero and not the villain. Stand up for the little guy.


Although our favorite motion pictures were typically preceded by newsreels showcasing current events, I sadly paid little attention to world happenings. Hardly could I have imagined the global storm soon to consume us all. By contrast, my mother was quite informed of the latest news. Perhaps her family connections in Europe and her husband’s experiences in the Great War nurtured this awareness and civic literacy. She worried for the future as I remained blissfully unaware of terrors unfolding overseas.


I was soon to receive quite the education on the matter.


One particularly exhilarating means of entertainment was my odyssey to the 1939 New York World’s Fair. I saw numerous Disney displays, corporate exhibitions, Jimmy Lynch and his Death Dodgers, Sonja Henie ice skating, and swimmer Eleanor Holm. The experience was rather magical, but not without a degree of collateral damage. I tried replicating Lynch’s madcap stunt driving in the clay banks and royally screwed up my father’s Willys car. I sped off a ramp and the vehicle’s front smashed into the ground. Ker-plunk! Both front wheels bent inward. I peeked under the car and was terrified to discover the tie rod practically touching the dirt. A friend and I retrieved the jack out of the trunk, dug a hole under the car, and delicately lifted the vehicle to correct the rod. Our efforts were futile. Those wheels were never properly aligned again.


Attending the Ice Capades at the World’s Fair also provided zany ideas as to what audacious amateurs might achieve on skates. We attempted to simulate many moves until we earned grotesque hip bruises the size of grapefruits. We Roamers thereafter concluded there was a major difference between figure skates and hockey skates.


As I matured, I developed an eagerness for travel. During junior high school, several friends and I became Explorer Scouts. A new scoutmaster planned a weeklong hike on the Appalachian Trail. The entire 2,200-mile path was finished in 1937. Its completion spurred a longing for discovery in young men like me. We commenced building custom wooden frame backpacks and trained by conducting fourteen-mile hikes. Three of us even headed to an Abercrombie and Fitch store in New York to purchase provisions such as dehydrated food. I was appointed the first-aid man and obtained medical supplies, including a snake bite kit. Mother Nature would not catch us off guard.


The day finally arrived when we were transported to High Point, New Jersey, to begin our momentous hike. Youthful boldness misled us into ignoring trail markers the first two days. More affluent travelers in our merry little band sported new hiking boots. Meanwhile, I developed excruciating foot blisters the size of half dollars. At the conclusion of day three, we rested at a small but inviting lake. We decided to strip down and take a refreshing dip in the placid waters. Shortly thereafter, the local sheriff and deputy paid an inhospitable visit. They surmised from our wet hair that we had illegally swum in a community reservoir. The subsequent fine drained our treasury, thereby squashing dreams of hiking the Appalachian Trail.


Such disappointment was trivial in contrast to the greater setbacks of the era. In 1937–38, another economic recession gripped the nation. My family looked to the president to rally our countrymen. I distinctly recall listening to several of Franklin Roosevelt’s iconic “Fireside Chats” on the radio. FDR possessed the unique ability to simultaneously convey information and inspiration over the airwaves. The man was an absolute hero to us. His unwavering optimism and swift government intervention buoyed our sagging spirits time and again. Our new school, a product of the president’s Works Progress Administration, was a tangible reminder of Roosevelt’s commitment to a modernized and enlightened America.


When war erupted in Europe in 1939, other local facilities became even more significant. The production of nitrocellulose (a key ingredient in explosives and artillery shells) dramatically ramped up at the Hercules plant. My father was thirty-nine at the time and had never completed his naturalization papers. Back in England, eligible men up to age forty were being conscripted. Dad was therefore qualified for the draft in his native country 3,000 miles away. When pondering the possibility of forced enlistment, he promptly pursued the final steps of attaining American citizenship. Ironically, he was obliged to register for the United States draft in March 1942. Luckily for him, the War Department was rarely desperate enough to conscript middle-aged foremen.


My mind still drifted elsewhere as I anticipated the next passage toward manhood: In 1940, I prepared for my driver’s license examination. When Dad returned from work, he often took me out for a driving lesson. The old man cruised us to the local tavern on a gravel backroad, exited, and instructed me to retrieve him at a designated time. Now that’s multitasking. While in a pub, Dad always watched bar patrons to see which ones might engage in a fight. When brawls broke out, he quietly relocated to a corner and enjoyed the show.


The family automobile was a heavy 1936 Pontiac with a straight-eight-cylinder engine and a long stick shift. When I at last obtained my license, father was very liberal in allowing me to make use of the car. I secretly pushed the vehicle to its limits. If I was on an open road, my heavy foot often bested me. I found that the Pontiac could exceed ninety miles per hour.


Police eventually became aware of my leadfooted tendencies. On a Sunday afternoon, a few buddies and I were joyriding when a Sayreville cop pulled me over with the accusation of speeding. It just so happened this was one of the rare occasions I was not. The officer ordered me to follow him to borough hall, where he planned to run me in once and for all. Knowing the cop’s reputation as a boozer and smelling liquor on his breath, I plotted a daring escape. At the first intersection, he turned left toward Sayreville, and I turned right in the direction of the neighboring town. I never heard another word on the matter. I presume the officer was too woozy to recall my sly getaway.


Perhaps the best part of my high school years was the prospect of romance. I was fortunate to spend time with an attractive young lady named Irene Piech. The ambitious daughter of a nitrating operator at the plant, she sported thin spectacles and was graced with a thick crown of brown hair. Both smart and spunky, Irene was something special. Every Saturday night, we visited the Hercules Club together so we could listen to Your Hit Parade, a popular radio music program. I called her “Peaches.”
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Wearing my one good suit for a high school portrait. John Homan collection. (3)





When we met, she was a sophomore, and I was a junior. We clicked. Swimming and playing tennis together became routine. Soon enough, I took her to proms and various formal socials. Irene was a true scholar. She frequently traveled to the Rutgers University Library to conduct research for high school reports. Academic excellence earned her a scholarship to the New Jersey College for Women—today known as Douglass College. She was a freshman there when I eventually left her for war. Thoughts of her sustained me through many dark days ahead. I penned numerous, heartfelt letters. But I never asked her to wait for me, as I didn’t know when—or if—I would ever return. Even so, there was a hopeful, quiet assumption that we would reunite when hostilities ceased.


As I embraced youthful love and rebellion, my father remained hard at work while America segued into war production. His profession was not without perils. At a sister Hercules powder factory an hour’s drive north of Parlin, disaster unexpectedly struck on September 12, 1940. Some two dozen buildings at the Kenvil plant were obliterated when nearly 300,000 pounds of gunpowder exploded with devasting fury. Fifty-one workers perished and another 200 sustained injuries. The reverberation was felt nearly 100 miles away.3


Even today, some allege that pro-Nazi Americans or German agents were responsible for the catastrophe. In response, one congressman called for the shutdown of New Jersey’s Nazi party camps and declared the plant explosion “didn’t happen through any miracle.” After all, Hercules provided critical materials to Allied nations via Roosevelt’s Lend-Lease program. Rumors of sabotage made the once-distant conflict seem all the closer. Americans remained torn on the issue of intervention. I recall one keynote speaker at a local commencement ceremony delivering a fiery speech professing isolationism.4


Then the fateful year of 1941 arrived. Most of us were oblivious to the fact that all our lives were about to change. That spring, I was a senior at South River High School. The almost whimsical contents of my yearbook now seem far removed from the reality of that gloomy hour. Paging through the publication nonetheless fosters nostalgia for my days on the tennis team, track team, and in the Etiquette Club. The lighthearted description of my personality, composed by yearbook staff, still brings a smile to my face:


As a freshman, John proved himself to be one of those few more accomplished boys who could actually “trip the light fantastic.” That in itself is an accomplishment. As for Mr. Hankinson’s verbal debates, no one enjoys them better than John. Anyway, he always seems to find a shrewd answer to anything put before him.5


Despite the high opinions of classmates, I did not think myself capable of many profound thoughts. By contrast, family today might claim my shrewdness has not diminished over the decades. I’ve never been one to back down from an engaging conversation or hot debate. However, intellect did not earn me any immediate rewards in 1941. Following graduation, I found myself working in the miserable conditions of a genuine sweatshop at Metalfield. At a ramshackle hole-in-the-wall factory, cosmetic powder cases and lipstick tubes were manufactured in large quantities. The mostly female staff toiled endlessly, pushing old-fashioned foot pedals to churn out products.


For my own labors, I earned a pitiful thirty-five cents per hour (or $7.25 in 2023 dollars). Short of unemployment, my wages could hardly have been lower. I was too young for a position at the Hercules plant, and few other worthwhile jobs in the area were to be had. I was stuck. On my feet all day, I carried boxes of heavy brass from the foot press department to the shipping dock. During many shifts, I wasn’t even spared a moment to visit the john. Worst of all was the monotony.


Not even the tragedy of Pearl Harbor could directly alter my predicament. On the chilly afternoon of December 7, 1941, the Roamers were lounging in the local ice cream parlor. All were in a state of unrecognizable shock when news of the Japanese attack on Hawaii emanated from the shop’s radio speakers. I was seventeen years of age. All the other Roamers were eighteen and eligible for military service. They all signed up within days. I was the odd man out and felt left behind.


There was temptation to follow in my father’s footsteps and lie about my age to enter the ranks. Surely, I was not alone in these thoughts. Bob Angle, later an ordnance man in my bomb group, claimed to be the youngest man in our outfit. “Fifteen and a half when I first joined the Eighth Air Force,” he later confessed. “Fourteen when I first joined up in August 1941. Lied about my age and never have been able to shake the extra four years to this date.” Though Angle’s motivations were purely patriotic, I could not bring myself to be dishonest to recruitment officers.6


Harsh memories of the previous global conflict lingered in the minds of my parents. Mom was adamant in her refusals to permit my enlistment when I came of age. She couldn’t bear the thought of her sons in uniform. But I was determined to serve my country. I quietly devised a plan and bided my time.


The war we avoided for so long was suddenly inescapable. Sensations of unity and insecurity swept the country in the wake of Pearl Harbor. Whether an individual was seven years old or seventy years old, all were expected to contribute to the burgeoning military effort. All the while, wartime mysteries and threats lingered on the domestic front. German U-boats sunk several cargo ships and tankers off the New Jersey coast. Worries over spies and saboteurs intensified.


In January 1942, I finally turned eighteen and landed a position at Hercules. Around this same time, I recall well-dressed “G-men” arriving at the plant to interrogate and remove German nationals employed on site. Some of these workers were never seen or heard from again. To what extent any of them were guilty or innocent of collusion, I may never know. Now that the Third Reich had declared war on our nation, little was left to chance on issues of industrial security. None of us were terribly surprised. After all, the German American Bund did have a presence in the area. The previous June, the state legislature had outlawed the Bund’s charter. Several of the Hitler sympathizers were indicted on “racial hatred” charges. Most New Jersians were no longer neutral or indifferent on the matter of Nazism in their midst.7


Prior to the war, I sometimes conversed with an “old rummy,” the town drunk. Despite his shortcomings, the aged drinker was surprisingly astute on world affairs. Before President Roosevelt placed economic embargoes on Japan, the imperial exploits of that island nation were partially powered by oil and scrap iron from the United States. On this trade issue, “Rummy” offered a dark prognostication: “One of these days, you’re gonna get hit right in the ass with your old bedstead,” he warned.


International affairs were well beyond my comprehension. All I knew is that I desired to be in uniform. My aim was to become a pilot in the Army Air Forces (AAF). I would like to think there was some profound or inspirational logic involved in my decision, but at seventeen, what the hell did I know? While some contemporaries may have been allured by aviator romance promoted in movies such as Flight Command, A Yank in the RAF, or Flying Tigers, my rationale was quite practical.


I was a fit but skinny kid, weighing approximately 140 pounds. I was prepared to accept any physical challenge placed before me. But I had no desire to be like my father—stuck in a boiler room below deck and not seeing anything during the whole war. Therefore, I ruled out the Navy. Nor did I wish to slog out the conflict in mud with the infantry. My penchant for outdoor adventure did not equate to a love of perpetual filth. Although I had never been near an airplane, I knew the Air Forces required a higher degree of specialized skill. Aerial warfare was barely older than me. The AAF was the youngest of the branches and bound to be on the cutting edge of technological advancement. I wanted to familiarize myself with the future and avoid the many privations of frontline doughboys.


My hopes were dashed when I discovered that entry into a pilot training program required two years of college or the equivalent. Having just graduated from high school the previous June, and knowing my mathematical abilities were lacking, I returned to school. An arduous lineup of geometry courses awaited me. I enrolled in enough classes to attain the technical requirements for the AAF. I altered my schedule at Hercules. Balancing heavy shifts of work and study required an incredible level of discipline I was unaccustomed to.


Knowing well my mother would not permit me to enlist, I conspired to be voluntarily conscripted. The head of the local draft board was a father of one of the Roamers and worked at Hercules. I maintained contact with him as I developed a strategy to enlist and keep the fact a secret from my family.


“How are you fixed for volunteers?” I asked the draft officer one day.


“Oh, we are three months ahead.” In other words, he had three months of volunteers already in queue and had met his quotas. I found myself in another round of the waiting game.


I figured, “Okay, I have three more months to work and go to school then.” The more courses I took, the better the chance I had of obtaining my desired status in the Air Forces. This process of back and forth continued several months. In the interim, America’s war dramatically accelerated. The Philippines fell to the Japanese, the Battle of Midway turned the tide in the Pacific, Operation Torch paved the way toward victory over Germans in North Africa, and the Eighth Air Force commenced widespread bombings of Western Europe. With all this news splashed on the front pages, my itch to enter the fight only worsened. When I finally attained an acceptable level of education, I approached the draft chairman again in early 1943.


“I want you to draft me,” I confessed. “My mother doesn’t want me to enlist, and the draft is my only way in.” He said he would accommodate my request as soon as slots became available. I was quietly elated.


In preparation for my eventual entry into service, I visited a local physician’s office for a blood test. The doctor was ancient. I recall him paying visits to my class when I was in grammar school. He had one eye, having lost his other when he walked into a barn peg while on a nighttime house call. He used no stethoscope and simply placed his quivering head up against my chest. One week after he drew a blood sample, I received notification from his office that the doctor had not obtained a sample large enough for examination. I begrudgingly returned and endured repetitive stabs in both arms as the partially blind physician probed for a sizable vein. I departed with sore black-and-blue marks on my limbs. The doctor’s many inefficiencies further delayed my quest.


I achieved my long-desired objective of enlisting in the United States Army on January 19, 1943. I remained well ahead of the slow conscription process. Many don’t realize how heavily the government relied on forced enlistment during the war. In fact, 60 percent of the sixteen million Americans who served in the conflict were drafted. I take a degree of pride in being among the minority who volunteered of their own free will. Even so, I naively attempted to conceal that fact from my mother. I asked the draft board to falsely inform her I had been called up. For a time, I thought I succeeded in my bureaucratic deception.


My designs disintegrated when Mom read of my intent to enlist in the weekly periodical entitled the South Amboy Citizen. The editors did me no favors when they announced, “Five men were withdrawn from the list of those to be sent to Newark by the local Draft Board Tuesday for examination. John F. Homan, of 16 Henry Street, Parlin, who appeared before the Board requesting that he be admitted to the Army at once, was added to the list.”8


The cat was out of the bag. Suffice it to say, mother was not pleased. Father had little to say on the matter. He knew I was not going to evade the war. In any case, I was in the Army now.
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