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  “Remember them. To think of them in their flesh, not as abstractions. To make no generalizations of war or peace that override their souls. To draw no lessons of history on their behalf. Their history is over. Remember them, just remember them—in their millions—for they were not history, they were only men, women and children. Recall them, if you can, with affection, and recall them, if you can, with love.”




  —MARK HELPRIN, A SOLDIER OF THE GREAT WAR




  “There seem to be two quite different needs that produce war writing: the need to report, and the need to remember.”




  —SAMUEL HYNES




 



  To Jeannie: as always, for everything




  And for my sons




  And in memory of Lieutenant Edward F. Kittrell, USNR, 1920–1980







  
[image: image]





 



  
Preface





  I had heard the stories. Or, rather, the shards of stories. Fragments broken off from a larger narrative never told. Rarely, and only late at night, with a tumbler of Hiram Walker at his right hand, Dad would suddenly start in the middle: “We get it down into this patch of grass. Everybody’s OK. But now it’s dark, and it turns out the army air controller told us to land behind the Jap lines.”




  Sometimes I had heard parts of the story before and could follow the trail as he wandered along. Other times it was new, or at least new to me, and I was lost from the first. Either way, back then it was like pressing a tinny transistor radio to your ear, trying to follow the broadcast of a ballgame through the static of a summer storm. A phrase or a fact, then silence. A sudden change in tone of voice. Gone again. Finally, nothing. What happened? Who won?
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  This book came about because, as Norman Maclean said, “children . . . like to know how things were before they were born, especially in parts of the world that now seem strange or have even disappeared but were once lived in by their parents.”1 For many of us, that time before we were born was World War II. In school we sat at wooden desks and memorized the names, Anzio to Okinawa. In movies we watched John Wayne and Henry Fonda refight the battles.




  But we really wanted to know about the war our parents lived. And that remained mostly curtained off, by our fathers especially. We’re not talking about men who had to be hospitalized with what later became the crisply clinical “posttraumatic stress disorder.” We’re talking about members of the Rotary Club. Ranchers and engineers. Teachers and coaches. They went to college, built businesses, ran for political office.




  Part of their silence was a matter of manners. They had been taught it was bad form to talk too much about yourself. It also was bad form to talk about a host of other topics, from sex to mental illness. How much more distasteful was war and killing as a subject?




  Especially for those who saw combat, there was something else too. The truth of that time in their lives was hard won. The boredom and bad food. The petty regulations. The moments of yawning, bottomless fear. The elation at finding yourself still alive and the guilt that came with it. You paid a price. Sharing all that too easily was like selling a family heirloom at auction. Only you and a few others knew its real worth. You didn’t want to surrender it cheaply. You didn’t want to devalue it somehow. Memory wasn’t too painful; it was too precious.




  Besides, many of the folks back home didn’t want you to share too much either. Wives and parents and friends needed reassurance that you were all right. But usually they didn’t press—partly from fear of “upsetting” you, partly from fear that the war itself was somehow a contagion and they didn’t want to be exposed. That’s understandable. In the end, soldiers do our killing for us. For that matter, they do our dying too. Both are subjects about which most people are squeamish. So when the men came home, a kind of quarantine on stories was imposed.




  And it applied particularly to their children. Silence would shield us from things we should never have to know. Trying to get past all that years later was like doing archeology, chipping away at decades of accreted secrets, sifting for clues in shrugs or snatches of sentences. Whatever the story and whatever the reason, for me it always ended the same—in silence, Dad staring at the back of his hands resting limply in his lap. So we did as he did and put the war away, or tried to.




  My father died a relatively young man, in 1980. Almost two years later, my youngest son, Andrew, was born. He had never known Dad, of course. But as a boy rummaging through the overstuffed attic in my mother’s house, he came across the musty briefcase marked “Lt. (j.g.) E. F. Kittrell.” It hadn’t been opened in many years. Andrew undid the buckled leather straps. He pulled out the survival map of the western Pacific, printed on silk so it would float in the event of a ditching. He opened the flight log, no bigger than a prayer book. First he saw my infant crayon scribblings on the blank pages in the back. Then he began at the beginning. He saw names he’d never heard: Eniwetok, Owi. He saw terse, tense notes written in my father’s hand: “Scrap with a Betty, guns jammed. Damn it.” “Landed Mindoro, two minutes gas. Too close.”




  He wanted details, answers. I understood but couldn’t help much. More years passed. Andrew went off to study history in college, and when it came time to choose a topic for his senior thesis, he decided to write about a navy squadron his grandfather flew with as a pilot in the Pacific.




  A reunion of the squadron, VPB-117, was scheduled for that fall in Pensacola, Florida—the historic cradle of naval aviation. Andrew went, and I went along, mostly out of curiosity. On the first night, for the first time in my life, I spoke with men who had flown in Dad’s crew. I met others he had mentioned decades earlier. At the memorial service on the final morning, I heard Dad’s name read aloud, one of the many “missing” from the squadron. And I listened while a few dozen survivors, some frail with faltering voices, stood and sang the “Navy Hymn.”




  I had to know more.




  In archives and other documents, in conversations with fliers and their families, in pieces and in time, I learned. VPB-117 was one of the navy’s land-based patrol squadrons whose role has been mostly overlooked, even by the experts. They flew four-engine B-24 Liberators on long-range missions, a thousand miles out and a thousand miles back, on search grids that looked like spokes on a wagon wheel. And they flew solo. Unlike bombers in Europe, they had no massive formations or fighter escorts for protection. Each plane was on its own.




  At the end of their search sectors, farthest from help and home, they defined the literal limits of American power. Squadron planes regularly flew over Iwo Jima six months before the U.S. invasion. They were still besieging Japanese targets in Borneo, Indochina, and China the day before Tokyo surrendered. Reconnaissance was the priority. But they could and did attack ships and planes, railroads and radar installations, oil storage depots and anything else the enemy owned.




  Much of the time they shared the sky with the Japanese. To stay under enemy radar and to keep fighters from diving on them without crashing into the sea themselves, crews often flew a hundred feet or less above the water.2 It was the same when they attacked enemy ships. There was no secret sight with crosshairs trained on a target miles below. Down on the deck, where ocean spray sometimes clouded cockpit windows, they released their bombs at masthead height with only a pilot’s eye to guide them. Often they saw the faces of men manning guns and trying to shoot them out of the sky.




  Many missions were routine, even boring. But the margin for error could be as thin as the airplane’s skin. Some squadron bombers limped home shot up, short on fuel, or both. Some crashed on takeoff or within sight of the runway. Some ditched in friendly waters where survivors could be picked up. And some planes simply disappeared. They lumbered off into the predawn darkness and never came back. No sightings. No radio contact. No oil slick. Nothing.




  Among patrol squadrons, VPB-117’s record is especially impressive. One statistic: Pilots who shot down five or more enemy planes were officially designated “aces.” In all the navy and all the war, only eight B-24 plane commanders earned that title. Five of the eight flew in VPB-117.3 They were equally effective at destroying enemy shipping and targets on land. As a result, the squadron received a Presidential Unit Citation, the highest group award the military bestows.4




  And they did it all despite serious handicaps. VPB-117 often was among the first squadrons to fly from forward positions. That meant taking off and landing overloaded bombers on unpaved, makeshift runways. It meant few spare parts and spotty maintenance, which meant routinely flying unsafe airplanes. It meant frequent encounters with the enemy, sometimes within minutes of taking off. It meant lousy living conditions and no fresh meat for months. To top it all off, for much of its tour the squadron suffered from bad, even bizarre, leadership. The resulting tension and morale problems only made the experience more harrowing. It all took a toll. Some men turned in their wings or feigned illness to avoid missions. Some refused to fly with certain pilots. Some suffered nervous breakdowns. But the missions kept coming. Days after hearing from his wife about the birth of a child he believed was not his own, one distraught pilot tried to dive his bomber into the ocean. Quick thinking by the copilot saved the situation. The pilot wasn’t sent home. He wasn’t sent to the brig. Before long, he was flying again.5 There was work to be done.




  So there are plenty of reasons to write and to read about this squadron. But the best reason is to learn more about the men themselves. Not just their troubles but their triumphs. And not just their time in the squadron but their lives before and after the war as well. A quick note: This is not a “how I found my father” book. Dad is a relatively minor character in the narrative. To me he was never a minor figure, and the war certainly wasn’t a minor experience for him. It was a major event in his life, as it was for all of them. But his story is not the most dramatic.




  The focus instead is on a number of men, a number of stories. And it’s told as much as possible from their point of view. I have never fought in a war and never been in the military, and my total flying time in a B-24 amounts to thirty minutes. So I can only tell you what I’ve been told—by what few written records remain or by the men themselves and their families.




  People who know say veterans of World War II began to open up more when they reached their sixties. Perhaps by then time and distance had helped put their experiences in perspective. In interviews more than one squadron member said, “I’m telling you things I never told my children.”




  But some still approached the war as if entering a dark room in their own home. The surroundings were familiar, even comfortable, but they could trip you up if you weren’t careful. And by then, of course, these men were very old. From one reunion to the next, a friend’s clear eyes turned cloudy, like a window warmed by breath. For many the light was fading fast.




  Add to that the fact that war, memory, and truth have a long history of being at odds. Official reports and men’s recollections disagree. Different people offer different accounts of the same event. A lifetime later, certainty becomes another casualty. Yet, at some point in time and in our minds, memory becomes fact—the shared truth from which we take our lessons and live our lives going forward.




  Beyond men’s living memories, I learned that the dead speak to us too. In faded letters and diaries. In personal memoirs written decades later. And in blurry black-and-white, almost always smiling. Pasted together, it all forms a kind of collage.




  The result is neither history nor literature nor journalism. Just stories, really. Postcards from a past truly foreign to us, where our parents spent some of the most important days of their lives and about which we know next to nothing.




  The book tries to be faithful to that past and to that truth as it was told. War brings out cruelty, yes. It also brings out extraordinary acts of compassion, comradeship, and courage. The men in the squadron found that in each other, and most found it in themselves. They had become members of what we call “the Greatest Generation.” The honorific is well earned, but it has the unintended effect of lumping them all together in a class, like the rows of repeating white headstones that symbolize their sacrifice.




  Back then, though, they weren’t icons. They would say they weren’t heroes either. They were husbands and buddies and brothers and sons, like the young pilot writing his mother, reversing the roles, playing the parent, reassuring her that nothing bad would happen:






   Nothing to worry about, so rest easy. . . . This trip is certainly interesting and I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. As Dad says the risk is worth the experience. It’s rugged and we see some terribly gruesome things every day. We have the advantage and by being smart and always on the ball one has a good chance of beating the deal.6







  He died two weeks later, before his letter even reached home.




  That flier and the rest earned the right to have their stories told. Much has been lost—to regulations, accidents, and indifference. To death and to failing memory. And some was still captive in the hearts and minds of men who chose to stay silent. They earned that right too.




  But much remains. And as children of these men, we have a special responsibility to see that it’s shared. Because someday soon, we will be the only ones who remember them still young, back home and hopeful, new fathers in a new world they helped create.




  When I was five or so, we lived in a beach house on the southern tip of Lake Michigan, in Indiana. Dad managed a Chevy dealership in nearby Gary, and most nights he got home after six. Sometimes before he ate, he asked whether I wanted to take a swim. I never said no.




  We walked across the sand and waded in. When the waves reached my chin, he said, “Hop on.” I crawled up his back and threw my arms around his neck, and he began a breaststroke. As he swam, he told me about survival drills in the navy, how he’d learned to stay afloat for days if he had to. There was a sandbar beyond the deep water, maybe a quarter mile out, maybe more. Dad took me there and had me stand in the suddenly shallow water.




  We turned around. Off to our right, beyond the dunes, flames from the steel mills seethed. West across the water and behind, like a mirage, the lights of Chicago began to shimmer in the sunset. On the shore, our red-brick house looked so small, the distance we’d come so great. Every time we made that trip I was thrilled, but I was never afraid. If he’d asked, I would have gone with him at midnight or in the middle of a shrieking gale. I knew he would always make it. I knew he would never let me go.




  War stories are finally not about war but about people. When the last of these fliers dies, the record of their lives will pass on as well, into history. The books will be closed. For a time after that, we, their children, will carry the knowledge of these men in our marrow. But that knowing will not outlive us. And when the last of us dies, the last of their children, a hundred years or more after Hiroshima, the war will finally be over.


  







 



  
There Was a Boy





  The stories they tell are polished from handling, familiar as an old scar. And then, one day, they’re not.
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  Late in his long life, it became hard for Bill Swink to squint at that summer sky in 1937. Alzheimer’s had bleached the memory, like the sunlight he’d shaded with his hand. But once upon a time there was a boy, walking down a dirt road near his family’s farm in Missouri. He had razored airplane pictures from newspapers, built crude models from sticks and scraps, yet never seen a plane in person. That day he heard it before he spotted it, droning in circles like a horsefly, high above a fallow field of grass. Stock still, he watched as the biplane sank to treetop level, the buzz became a bellow, and the pilot made a slow turn at the fence line. He was going to land! Right there!




  A few times in a fortunate life we seem to rise from our seat in the shadows and step through the screen and into a movie of our own making, complete with clichés. Bill Swink tore through the tall grass and reached the plane just as the engine stopped and a tall man unhinged himself from the cockpit. He wore a leather helmet, goggles pulled up on his forehead, a leather jacket, silk scarf, jodhpurs, and riding boots. He smiled and asked whether this was the Swink place.




  So it wasn’t engine trouble. It wasn’t a map mistake. This pilot had meant to land in Bill’s backyard! Turned out his name was Carson Chalk, and, even more amazingly, he was a friend of Bill’s father—a classmate and a fellow football player back in high school. He’d gone on to become a naval aviator, and after his time in the service, he’d stayed in Pensacola, Florida, to open his own flight school. During the sweltering panhandle summers, he closed the school and took off north. He was hoping he could park his plane in the Swinks’ field and take people up for rides on Sundays.




  It was as if Charles Lindbergh himself had dropped from the sky. Bill became Carson’s apprentice, patching holes, tightening wires, even helping tune the engine. And they flew together. Test hops, Carson called them. Lifting off, barely in the air, he would yank back on the stick and corkscrew into the sky. Fields unfurled below them; railroad tracks stitched the countryside. Nearby was the Mississippi, and they flew low over the river, the plane’s tail twitching like a carp working its way upstream. Bill was hooked.




  Summers never last long enough, and Carson Chalk never returned. But Bill never stopped trying to get back in the air. Two years later, a car pulled into the Swinks’ yard. A man in a suit got out and introduced himself as a vice president of Parks Air College in East Saint Louis. He was here to interview William A. Swink, who’d applied for admission on a form in an airplane magazine. Bill’s mother informed the man that “William,” who’d left his age blank on the application, was a month short of his fourteenth birthday.




  Not long after, the family moved into town, Cape Girardeau. And by the time he graduated from high school in 1942, Bill knew exactly what he wanted. The war was six months old, the army was looking for flight crews, and a cadet training program had opened at nearby Harris Field. He took the written tests and showed up for his physical, only to find that his weight was below the minimum required by regulations. He begged. He argued. A young corporal who did the weighing and measuring was sympathetic, but his crusty master sergeant stuck to the book. Bill went home and started eating. A month later, he showed up again. Still too skinny. His grandfather, a doctor, had a scale that also measured height, exactly like the one used at the army camp. Bill weighed himself every week. And once a month for four more months, he showed up at Harris Field, got weighed, and was turned away.




  Finally that fall, the doctor’s scale showed he’d passed the magic mark. Bill’s grandfather said, “I’m not surprised. You’ve been growing like a weed.” Oh, no! The army’s weight requirements were tied to height. Bill stood again on the scale to measure how tall he’d become. He saw that because he’d grown, the weight that had been fine for his previous height was once again too low. But it was close. He was now maybe half an inch too tall. So he had an idea. Every day, he practiced standing up straight while bending his knees ever so slightly. He could do it without being noticed; he could do it for a long time without getting cramps in his legs. And it made him seem a half inch shorter. Back to camp. Bill mounted the scale; the corporal looked at the number and smiled. “Hey, Sarge,” he said, “our fella has finally made it.”




  When he first told me the story many years later, Bill Swink stopped here and smiled. Maybe in his mind he was seeing that skinny kid in his skivvies. Maybe he was thinking of his time in VPB-117 or of the Distinguished Flying Cross back home in his bureau. Or maybe he smiled just because he knew what happened next. Because he said he still remembered the sound of boots crossing the plank floor. In his hand the sergeant carried a yard-long pointer, the kind used with wall maps. When he reached Bill, he stepped up, took the pointer, and rapped him across the shins, hard. “Stand up straight,” he said. “Now measure him again,” he ordered.




  The half inch returned. “Aw geez,” said the corporal, “how about giving the guy a break?” The sergeant sounded weary, spoke softly: “I’m just trying to save his life.”




  Bill Swink said nothing. He stepped down, balled his clothes, hugged them to his chest, and turned quickly toward the door. He did not want them to see him cry.7







 



  
Caught in the Current





  They grew up in another time—another country, almost. As boys they played for hours without an adult ever interfering or even knowing exactly where they were. They had the run of their immediate world—barns and back alleys, ponds and fields and hideouts by the train tracks where you had to beware of the bums.




  The Depression was their common denominator. Whether, or how much, their own families suffered was not what bound them. It was the bone-certain knowledge, as children, that bad things could happen to anyone. Events could swoop down like a dust storm and leave your life in splinters.




  It was an in-between era. Locomotives steamed as they had for a hundred years, and horses still sometimes delivered the morning milk. But so much was so new. Almost all of them were born before Hollywood made its first talking picture. Yet by the time they were old enough to go themselves, movies were the way of American life. Fifteen cents got you inside the darkened doors, just in time for the newsreels. Politicians and athletes ten feet tall. And aviators!




  Theirs was the first full generation for whom flight had always been a fact. One of their number would later break the sound barrier.8 Another would be the first American to orbit Earth.9 But back then flying was, like them, in its adolescence. The stories and images were larger than life: heroic, like Charles Lindbergh; mysterious, like Amelia Earhart. And every week, it seemed, there were new records. Farther, higher, and always faster. Often, the movies took up the narrative. David Niven and Errol Flynn in The Dawn Patrol: dashing and doomed British pilots in the Great War, back at base with whiskies in hand, singing the squadron song: “Here’s a toast to the dead alreeeeady . . . and hurraaaah for the next man who dieees.” Clink!10




  That earlier war, in fact, never seemed quite finished. Not for their fathers, some of whom had been gassed or gutted by the slaughter they saw.11 And not for those they fought either. The boys had watched that at the movies too. Newsreels showing the parades of banners in Berlin, Japan’s rising sun eclipsing Movietone maps of Asia.12 Politicians waved papers, promising peace. But few felt so sure. Despite the twists and turns, it seemed history was a river obeying its own gravity, falling always into the inevitable ocean. And sooner or later, everyone would be caught in the current.




  Before the squadron, two stories: one of an enlisted man and one of a pilot.
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     When I became seventeen years old, I was a junior in the Brinkley, Arkansas, high school and working in Renick’s Drug Store as a soda jerk.







  In the spring of 1943, Gene Kern was the oldest of five brothers, his father’s helper and his mother’s pride. Art Kern had an eighth-grade education but was smart, strong, a hard worker. He’d been a mechanic, farmed, bought and sold scrap metal. His wife, Hazel, was beautiful, with auburn hair and an easy smile. She was a schoolteacher, with a college degree. They raised their sons first on a farm and then in small towns in Arkansas. Gene went barefoot all summer, wore bib overalls to school, and, on Sundays, put on corduroy pants to sing in the Methodist choir.13




  The biggest event in his life so far had come when he was thirteen. Barnstormers brought one of the early passenger planes to town—a Ford Trimotor, sheathed in shiny aluminum. Gene and his dad drove out to see it and watched while people lined up to pay $5 for a ride. Gene asked whether he could go, and Art said no—it was a foolish amount of money to waste. Customers began boarding. Gene asked again. Still no. The pilot started the engines. Gene pleaded. His father put a $5 bill in his palm and said, “Go.” He sprinted to the door beneath the broad wing. The seats were all taken, so Gene was told he could stand between the pilot and the copilot. He walked down the middle of the six rows, one seat on each side, straight to the cockpit.14 The pilots threw the throttles forward; the tail wheel lifted. The engines belched blue flame from the exhaust; bright sunlight bounced off flooded rice fields. The whole thing lasted less than fifteen minutes.15




  Pearl Harbor happened in the middle of Gene’s sophomore year in high school. His shop class immediately began carving wooden models of planes for use in aircraft identification training for pilots. That year his dad also started a business selling steam boilers to lumber mills, and Gene found himself hanging from a chair, a hundred feet in the air, riveting a smokestack together.16 In the fall the family moved to the nearby town of Brinkley, halfway between Little Rock and Memphis on Highway 70. Gene started his junior year as the new kid in school, tried out for the football team and didn’t like it, and then got the job at the pharmacy.




  Sometimes we only see a crossroads in the rearview mirror. If Gene had stayed in high school, he would have graduated in June 1944. Even if he had enlisted or been drafted right away, he would have been in training well into 1945; there is a good chance he would never have gone overseas or seen combat. But he wasn’t thinking about that behind the counter at Renick’s. He’d dated a little at his new school and made a few friends, but he wasn’t fitting in. Plus, things weren’t going well at home. Money was scarce, and his parents were arguing. Gene was restless, and anyway, boys his age don’t really need reasons. One day he hitchhiked to Memphis and talked to a navy recruiter.




  He had to get a parent’s signature, and his father refused. Asking to go out and get killed was the stupidest idea he’d ever heard. It took a lot longer than getting the ride in the plane, but after two weeks of wheedling, Art Kern relented. Then he took Gene to a friend who had served in World War I. The veteran gave him three pieces of advice: don’t make close friends, don’t loan money, and watch out for crooked gamblers.




  Art and Hazel drove Gene back to Memphis, all three in the front seat of the family flatbed truck, his mother in the middle. Not much was said. When they came to the intersection near the recruiting office, Gene said, “This is where I get off.” His mother cried, leaned over, and kissed him. He opened the door and walked around to his father’s side, where the window was rolled down. His dad took three $5 bills from his pocket. “I wish it could be more,” he said, “but it’s all I have.” They shook hands, he started the truck, and Gene turned away.




  After being sworn in, Gene spent the next two days in a hotel room: “There were six or eight of us headed for the San Diego Naval Training Station. I was green as grass. Most of the men with me were older. There were crap games going already in the hotel.”




  Gene kept to himself. The train trip to California took three days and nights, first through flatlands and then across the desert. Memphis was as far from home as he had ever been, so he got his first good look at America out the window. Mostly it was empty space speckled with sagebrush or back porches with peeling paint, as the train sat on sidings for hours at a time to let others pass. And, always, more crap games.17




  When they passed through the boot camp gate, they were met by catcalls from sailors (“You’ll be sooooorry”), followed by hours standing naked in line in front of doctors before they were issued sea bags and uniforms. Gene was assigned to Company 43-92, which meant his was the ninety-second company of 180 men to start boot camp in 1943—and it was only March. The place was a factory, and the foremen were chief petty officers. For the first three weeks they made recruits wear leggings, left over from the eighteenth century. No reason, navy tradition. They gave you a wooden board on which were written the Thirteen General Orders, arcane and complicated rules for standing watch that had to be memorized. They showed you which knots to use when you hung your clothes out to dry, and if you tied the wrong ones, they threw your uniform on the ground while the entire company marched over it.18




  They marched everywhere, in fact. To the rifle range, to classes on firefighting or semaphore signaling, to the shower. They learned to stay in step on “The Grinder,” a ten-acre blacktop square in the center of camp. One day the company was issued full field packs and marched five miles up a shifting, sandy beach to an amusement park with a big swimming pool and a twenty-foot tower. Gene and the others were told to jump fully clothed from the tower, tread water for ten minutes minimum, and swim the length of the pool four times. Then, while still treading water, they had to take off their pants, tie knots in each leg down by the cuff, put the pants behind their backs, bring them forward over heads, and fill them with air to make an emergency flotation device.




  For three months they learned the rules, passed the tests, and endured the drudgery—or they didn’t. Some walked out; some washed out. Most got by. And some, like Gene, jumped in with both feet. At one base he heard the record for sit-ups was three thousand. He tried to break it and was past two thousand when his buddy doing the counting got bored and left. It was the same in the classroom. A week or two before the end of boot camp, everyone took aptitude tests. Gene did well and was told to fill out a form listing his top choices for further training. He remembered the ride in the Trimotor and asked for Aviation Ordnance School in Oklahoma.




  This was a twelve-week course, arranged by subject. One week on electricity, one week on hydraulics, with a written test every Friday. On Saturday at noon, everyone lined up on the parade ground for marching and inspection. If you passed, you were at liberty until Monday morning. Most weekends Gene stayed on base, but other times he took the bus to town and left his boyhood behind. There were beer binges, three or four guys going out together, one designated to stay sober and get everyone home while the others usually drank themselves sick.




  Then there were girls—lots of them. Growing up, parents and preachers had drilled the rules of sex into their heads like multiplication tables or spelling lessons. But with the war on it seemed like everyone had been let out for recess, boys and girls alike. Because servicemen were not allowed on the streets after midnight, sailors rented hotel rooms and hoped for the best. One evening Gene and a buddy were approached by two women about their age who asked whether they would take them to dinner. At the restaurant the girls said they were from a country town about an hour away and had come to the city to earn money. One put her hand on Gene’s leg and asked, “Have you ever been with a woman who sells herself?” He said no, he didn’t believe in that. “You will,” she said. Afterward, at the hotel, the women demanded $5 each. Gene and his buddy refused. The girls threatened to call the cops. The guys told them to go ahead. The next night they saw them again, with two other sailors.




  The meetings were always random. Gene was on his way to church one Sunday morning when a blonde in her thirties stopped him on the street, pulled a bottle out of her purse, and asked where he was going. When he told her, she asked whether she could come along. After church they went to a movie, where she made her intentions plain. But she didn’t have a place of her own, and Gene had to get back to base. They parted with a gentle kiss.19




  About this time Gene was chosen to be an air crewman. It meant that instead of loading bombs onto a carrier or at a field somewhere, he would be in a dive bomber or torpedo bomber, maybe even a flying boat. It meant he would get flight pay. It meant he would get wings. It also meant he would get intimately acquainted with the Caliber .50 Browning Machine Gun M2 Aircraft, Basic. He was given a gunnery manual that told him the gun fired fourteen shots a second. The bullets left the barrel at almost two thousand miles per hour and could kill a man four miles away.20




  The manual also showed him how to aim, using drawings of a newsboy on a moving bike throwing papers onto a porch:






   The first time he tosses a newspaper he discovers a simple fact: if he aims directly at a front porch, he misses, and the paper lands next door. The forward motion of his bicycle carries the newspaper forward too.







  The trick, then, was to aim behind your target and let momentum take the bullets where you wanted them to go. Easy enough to understand on paper but harder to learn in practice. Out on the firing range, a small armor-plated locomotive ran endlessly around an oval track. Each side of the engine was covered with white sheets stretched on a frame. A half mile away, with petty officers pacing behind them, young men fingered the controls of the Browning for the first time. The trigger was on the right-hand grip, making things harder for left-handers like Gene. The slightest touch sent bullets by the dozens flying out the barrel. The first try was always a shock; ears rang, shoulders shook. Rounds arced high into the sky and spit dirt far in front of the target. It was frightening and, let’s face it, fun. Gradually most learned how to focus on the white sheets circling the track. Rounds pinged off the little engine; bullets dipped in different-colored paint for each shooter helped instructors keep score. The next step was to squeeze into a bomber turret bolted to a flatbed truck that circled the track, sometimes in tandem with the little engine, sometimes moving in the opposite direction.




  The final test came in South Carolina, when Gene finally got into the air. It was his first flight since the Trimotor four years earlier. Again they shot at sheets with different-colored bullets, but this time the targets were towed by airplanes. They flew Venturas, fast twin-engine bombers with top turrets and .50-caliber guns. Heading out over the ocean for the first time, Gene started feeling airsick. But he kept it in check and took his turn on the guns. His fellow recruit wasn’t so lucky. When he announced he was going to be sick, the instructor told him if he got any vomit on the airplane, he would be grounded for good. So the sailor threw up in his hat and held it in his lap all the way home.21 At the end of the course in South Carolina, ten months after he stepped out of the truck in Memphis, Gene took an oath:






   I am a United States Naval Aircrewman, member of a combat team. My pilot and shipmates place their trust in me and my guns. I will care for my plane and guns as I care for my life. In them I hold the power of life and death—life for my countrymen, death for the enemy. I will uphold my trust by protecting my pilot and plane to the absolute limit of my ability. So help me God.22







  The navy then gave him his wings, a brand-new leather flight jacket, a seven-day leave, and orders to report to North Island Naval Air Station in San Diego.




  He headed home to Brinkley and called up Margie Baker, the prettiest girl in school. They had dated a few times before. Gene drove to a secluded spot in the country, but Margie said she wasn’t comfortable. The next day he heard that many in his class, now seniors, were meeting at a bar out near the airport that night. Gene shined his shoes and put on his dress blues. When he got there, Margie was dancing with a football player. Other boys were talking about ways to avoid the draft. The girls were mostly indifferent. He fit in even less than he had before. After fifteen minutes, he left quietly.23




  A few days later, he boarded a train for another long ride to San Diego. The cars were crowded, just like before. He saw a couple stretched out in the aisle, making love under a blanket. No one paid any attention. Again, there were long hours spent on sidings. The scenery was familiar, but Gene was different. He wasn’t a boy. He wasn’t a virgin. He’d traveled from one end of the country to the other. And now he was on his way to war.24






   Growing up, my big goal was to be the first in my family to graduate from high school.







  Galen Bull did better than that, eventually becoming a college professor of physics. But first he grew up on a farm that had been in his father’s family almost since the Civil War, walking to a country school with all eight grades in a single room.25 He flew and fought in history’s biggest conflict. Later, on a remote Pacific island, he watched the rainbow plume and felt the heat and the wind from a hydrogen bomb blast. Like so many in his time, he survived history’s shock wave and succeeded beyond anything he might have hoped.




  The first big step was high school in Wellman, Iowa, which seemed huge after his one-room schoolhouse. Galen played six-man football and graduated with thirty others in the class of 1938. He was just sixteen and wanted to go to the University of Iowa in nearby Iowa City, but corn was selling for five cents a bushel, and the money wasn’t there. He settled instead for a nearby junior college. The summer after his first year, the school decided to offer Civilian Pilot Training (CPT), a government program to create a corps of trained pilots by helping students get their licenses. The classroom portion was taught by the dean of the college, who was getting a stipend for every student he enrolled. But the fun part came at the airfield just outside of town.




  When old pilots say they “loved to fly,” the romance was real. Airliners today can weigh more than four hundred tons; every landing is more like a controlled crash.26 The two-seat Taylorcraft Galen learned on weighed seven hundred pounds. Light and limber, like a girl on a dance floor, it let you lead even when you didn’t know how.27 And when it landed, the plane hung barely in the air—a sigh, almost—before the wheels finally kissed the grass.




  Galen’s instructor, in fact, turned out to be a woman. Virginia Snodgrass was a member of the Ninety-Nines, the first licensed women pilots in America, and she had trophies from the prestigious Bendix Air Races across the country.28 Her husband, Jack, was a pilot too, and even their six-year-old daughter could fly. But Virginia was the boss. Redheaded, freckle faced, and in her thirties, she brooked no nonsense.




  Student and instructor sat side by side in the enclosed cockpit. On his first flight, Galen was in the air before he knew it, and then, one hundred feet above the field, Virginia cut the engine. Startled, he turned the control wheel to the left, hoping to point the nose back toward the field for a landing. “Don’t ever do that,” Virginia snapped. “You turn the plane without power, you’ll spiral in.” Trial and error was how she taught everything. There were stalls, the plane climbing an invisible rope straight up, gasping and wheezing, finally losing its grip and falling, only to catch itself on the way down. Galen learned to slip like a canoe through crosswind currents and over invisible rapids of turbulence. He navigated by compass and dead reckoning, a map showing rivers, railroads, and highways unfurled in his lap. Gradually he realized that if he relaxed and let the plane fly itself a bit, he actually had more control. Soon he began to see himself and the plane, not the ground or the sky, as the fixed spot around which everything revolved. When he banked, the horizon tilted, not the plane. He pointed the nose and the earth shrank or rose up. But he stayed still, in charge, the center of the universe.




  Before his first solo, Virginia told him to “bring the plane back unharmed.” When he did, two hours later, Galen was a qualified pilot, age seventeen. He went back to junior college and commuted from the farm, driving an old Model A past fields bearded with corn stubble. To help pay for school, he got a job on the midnight shift at a cement plant in Iowa City, stacking one-hundred-pound blocks as they came off an assembly line. And it was on the Iowa campus that he first saw posters with the slogan “Earn Your Navy Wings of Gold.” The university had become part of the V-5 program, which offered flight officer training to men with two years of college. As a cadet you got a salary, clothing, room, and board. If you made the grade, you would be a commissioned officer and earn flight pay. In the summer of 1941, Galen signed up. He passed the physical, went back to school for the fall semester, and waited.29 On December 7 he was washing a truck when he heard the radio broadcast. The letter from the navy arrived soon after, telling him to report for duty—on Christmas Eve.




  Cadets lived in a dorm on the Iowa campus, four to a room. They came from all over the country and were called “ninety-day wonders” because the navy basically gave them three months to shape up or ship out. This was “preflight” school—no time in airplanes. Instead, the program had two areas of emphasis.




  One was physical training. Swimming first thing every morning. Outdoor calisthenics in the snow wearing nothing more than gym shorts and shirts, teams pushing a four-foot-high ball back and forth through the drifts. Everything, in fact, seemed a competition—close-order drill, two-mile runs, the obstacle course. You never knew what was designed to weed you out, what was supposed to prepare you for the life-and-death challenges you could face in combat, or whether the whole thing was just an elaborate hazing before you were sworn into the fraternity of fliers.30




  And then there was football. Some admiral had the bright idea that the Naval Training Centers around the country should field football teams of their own, playing a full schedule against established college programs. The players would be cadets, and there were rules prohibiting “concentration of personnel for the express purpose of building up a team rather than for the purpose of specific naval duties.” But more than a few college and even pro players found their way into the programs and onto the rosters. The team in Iowa City was called the Seahawks, and the cadets were cannon fodder for the pros at practice. They managed to make it through, even sometimes to hold their own. But they also left more than a little blood on the snow.31




  Besides conditioning and competition, the other big priority at preflight school was “learning the navy way.” A thousand miles from the nearest ocean, you couldn’t say, “I’m going upstairs to the second floor.” You had to say, “I’m taking the ladder to the second deck.” Every time you saw an officer, you had to “brace the bulkhead”—stand at attention, back against the wall, and salute. “By your leave, sir!” Many of the officers were “factory boys” from Annapolis, and they treated everyone in the program like plebes. You jumped to your feet whenever an instructor entered a classroom. When you answered a question, you began by shouting “Sir!” like a barking dog. You studied semaphore signaling, aircraft identification, Morse code. But you also attended entire lectures on the proper way to salute. You learned there was even a “navy way” to shave. Some resented the regimentation. They weren’t draftees; they were volunteers. They’d been to college and were going to be aviators. Cream of the crop, they’d been told on enlisting. But the war at that point was only months old, the shock of Pearl Harbor still as sharp as the smell of cordite. So as winter wound down and March turned the fields to mud, some cadets were culled. Some opted out. But most shouldered their sea bags and moved on.




  Galen’s next stop was Hutchison, Kansas. The base was brand new, the runway not yet paved, with mud, sand, and snow everywhere and wind blowing across an ocean of prairie. Discipline was still stressed, but it wasn’t spit and polish like preflight. This was “E-base,” the E standing for elimination. In the classroom they studied tactics, aircraft performance, and recognition.




  The rest of the time they were in the air. The trainer here was an open-cockpit biplane called the Stearman, also known as the “Yellow Peril.” If flying the Taylorcraft was like paddling a canoe, flying the Stearman was more like swimming in the stream itself. You were immersed in the air; stick a hand out, and you felt its force immediately. Before long you could gauge your speed just by listening to the pitch of the wind as it moved over the wings. The Stearman was faster and far more acrobatic, but Galen’s CPT training made it easier for him than for some others. His instructor was a French Canadian named La Porte. Communication inside the plane was through a device called the Gosport tube, nothing more than a glorified garden hose with a funnel at one end. The tube connected to holes in the student’s leather helmet; the funnel was for the instructor, who sat in front. The instructor could speak through the tube, but the student couldn’t talk back. On many early-spring flights over Kansas, La Porte would shout into the tube, “I’m cold, how about you?” Galen would shake his head. La Porte would cut the flight short anyway, writing in his report, “Cadet was cold.”




  Galen got the hang of things quickly. They practiced touch-and-go landings in a circle painted on the ground to simulate conditions on a carrier. There were aerobatics, loops, crossovers, formation flights. If you failed twice at any task, you got a “down check” and went back for more training. This went on for months, and in the end maybe half the class, including several of Galen’s friends, didn’t make it. Morse code got some of them. Or swimming tests. Or airsickness. But mostly it was the flying they couldn’t master. Failure was handled discreetly; usually the guy was gone before his friends even knew.




  In the fall Galen was sent to Corpus Christi, Texas, for advanced training, the last stop before you got your wings. The routine was a half day of classroom work on subjects like navigation and a half day in the air. Most of the time they flew a single wing, open-cockpit plane, the SNV, known to students as the “Vultee Vibrator.” Another step up from the Stearman, with twice the horsepower, it had full flight controls for students as well as instructors, plus an intercom so they could talk to each other. That was especially useful since the training included instrument flying. You began indoors on a Link trainer, learning how to use the artificial horizon on the gauges, how to turn and descend without a visual reference. Then you tried it in the real world, flying from Corpus to tiny Beeville with curtains over the windows in the cockpit. As before, this went on until you mastered the skills, mustered out—or crashed. In the year before Galen arrived, more than 550 aircraft accidents at the base had killed ninety-one cadets and instructors. In only two cases were the crashes caused by mechanical failure. All the rest were due to pilot error.32




  Cadets were given a choice about what planes they wanted to fly. Galen picked carrier planes, but those slots were all full, so he was assigned to the flying boats. Soon he was hearing the tick-tick-tick as the hull of the PBY sliced through the wave tops before getting airborne. The P-boats were slow, but they could soar like a frigate bird and stay in the air more than twenty hours. Training flights covered the Gulf of Mexico, looking for patrolling American submarines but usually finding whales and fishing boats instead. They learned to search not by staring but by seeing from the corners of their eyes—movement, an unusual reflection on the water that shouldn’t be there. Anything that broke the monotony of waves and wide horizons.




  Finally, graduation day came. The navy said you “earned” your wings, but you actually had to buy them, just like every other part of your uniform.






   They had all kinds, even some that were already tarnished to look like you’d been out in combat. The solid gold ones cost $70. Mine were gold plated and I paid $7, which was a third of one month’s salary. I still have them, and they still shine.







  The ceremony was held outdoors, and instead of listening to the speeches, Galen watched the seagulls whirl overhead, back from gorging themselves on gulf shrimp, dropping indelible crimson dung on the dress whites of one hundred or so new naval aviators.




  From there he went for more months of operational training in Jacksonville, Florida. Instrument work, classroom time, practice dropping depth charges, bombing. Best were the overnight flights to the Bahamas. Landing their seaplane in the dark, phosphorescent plankton trailing their wake like the tail of a comet. They went deep-sea fishing and watched the familiar constellations turn over in the night sky like pages from a boyhood book.




  At last word came: He was being sent across the country. A week later, Galen stepped off a train in San Diego, walked to the foot of Broadway, and reported to Combined Fleet Air, Western Pacific. A bored officer opened his file, looked through his records, and said, “You’re going to Camp Kearny, outside of town.”




  “What’s out there?” he asked.




  “Bombers,” the officer said. “Your new squadron.”33







 



  
Pop





  Ambition is both a sail and an anchor. It pulls you forward, helping reach goals you might otherwise not have set or met. But it also weighs you down with expectations, your own and others’. And in the end, you either sink or you swim.




  [image: image]


  

  Everett Olin Rigsbee Jr. was raised on the plains of West Texas, in Fort Stockton, where his father was an agent for the Santa Fe railroad. The second youngest of six children, three girls and three boys, “Ebb” was four hundred miles from the nearest ocean and had no known navy connections among family or friends. Yet he had a burning desire to attend the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland.




  His first application failed. Brains were not a problem. He and his siblings were all smart; during World War II his older brother would work as a code breaker. What Everett lacked was clout. So after high school he left for Texas A&M University, while his father prevailed on the local congressman. And the following fall, in 1926, he enrolled as a first-year student at the academy—a “youngster,” in Annapolis parlance.34




  The academy was a storied place with established norms and traditions, and the young Rigsbee loved it all. He played football for four years—but on the B team, not the varsity. Like his classmates of that era, he took summer “cruises” aboard navy warships—to Panama and the West Coast, to the East Coast and Cuba, across the Atlantic to Barcelona, Naples, and London.35 He was a good, but not top, student—graduating 167th out of 405 in his class.36 The Annapolis yearbook of 1930 featured profiles of each graduate, written by classmates in a sometimes cryptic, in-crowd style. Rigsbee’s was fairly typical:




 

    In days of old, God created this tiny sphere, and then, to season the unleavened mass, He created Texas, the land of mighty oil wells, hardy sagebrush and wild cowboys. Out of this savage wilderness emerged a lad destined to enter the service of Neptune. He was exposed to the usual grade and high schools, finally matriculating at A. & M. Tiring of dear old A. & M. he turned his face towards the Navy. The requisites of his pre-destination being amply attained, he became one of our chosen few.




  Sunny, roguish, spankable at times, Pop is an excellent companion. He has the priceless faculty of making friends in the truest sense of the word. He possesses the unusual ability of combining with this happy-go-lucky disposition a real determination to accomplish the job at hand, whether it be a juice P-work, or a letter to the O.A.O. He is a true southerner, however, and has made a real study of picking these occasions and rarely expends his energy uselessly. . . .




  But let this be as it may, the fact remains that Pop was born a gentleman; the Naval Academy made him an officer. Thus the age-old aspiration of the service has been attained: an “Officer and a Gentleman.”37







  To partially translate, “juice P-work” was a course in radio given by the Electrical Engineering Department.38 And “O.A.O.” was shorthand for the “one and only.” In Rigsbee’s case, her name was Mary Alice Briggs, a native of East Saint Louis, Illinois. Nobody now alive knows how they met. But a New York Times story on graduation exercises for the 1930 class noted that ten midshipmen and their fiancées—including Rigsbee and Miss Briggs—were married in the academy chapel following the commencement ceremony.39 And the only Rigsbee family history, written in 1934 by his uncle Edward, said Everett “then went with the Navy for a two-year cruise around the world. His bride and her mother followed on another vessel and joined him occasionally. To them a daughter was born, Barbara Jean.”40




  His uncle’s account failed to mention that Rigsbee’s daughter was born within months of the wedding, and the marriage did not last long. At some point there was a divorce, and Rigsbee saw little of his daughter thereafter. But the sardonic nickname given by his classmates stuck, and he was “Pop” to his friends ever after.41




  He spent several years at sea, eventually as senior engineering watch officer on the USS California, flagship of the Pacific Fleet. But by then his ambition and attention were focused on becoming a naval aviator. In part, he may have been drawn to the glamour of flying. But it likely also seemed a good opportunity—an up-and-coming branch where a young man could make a name for himself. So in January 1934 Rigsbee set off for Pensacola Naval Air Station in Florida.42




  He came at the tail end of an era. The “Annapolis of the Air” had been training pilots for twenty years by then, most of them academy graduates. But their numbers had fallen off after World War I; the year Rigsbee arrived only thirty-five officers earned their Wings of Gold.43 That would change dramatically as the buildup to the next war began. But when he first saw the airplane hangars on the waterfront and the officers club at the Octagon, Pensacola was still a little sleepy, a little clubby.




  You began with an instructor on a single-engine floatplane, learning to taxi, take off, and make a simple climb before going on to spirals and landings, slips and wingovers. Next up were landplanes, mastering stunts and flying in formation, making carrier landings in a small space. The third stage included instrument flying and gunnery. Then you learned to fly torpedo planes and PBYs, the twin-engine patrol planes. Finally, you graduated to fighters—flying in formation, night flying, gunnery, and bombing.




  Meanwhile, afternoon work in the classroom covered everything from navigation, to power plants, to gunnery, to packing a parachute. In the end, about three in every ten students at Pensacola didn’t make the grade.44 But Rigsbee received his Wings of Gold as Naval Aviator Number 4101 and officially graduated on April 5, 1935.45




  His next posting took him to San Diego and a dive bomber squadron on the USS Lexington, one of the navy’s first aircraft carriers. The ship participated in war games and, in the summer of 1937, helped search for Amelia Earhart after she had gone missing in the Pacific during her attempted around-the-world flight.46




  A few months later, Rigsbee was sent back across the country to become assistant operations officer at the Anacostia Naval Air Station in Washington, DC.47 And there, his career really began to take off. He was assigned to fly top navy officers, as well as government officials and others, on inspection tours throughout the United States, Mexico, the Caribbean, and South America. Thanks to his Texas boyhood, he spoke fluent Spanish, which meant he often served as translator as well as pilot. His natural ability to get along with almost anyone also helped. And the experience led him to set a lofty goal—one day he would be like those he flew, an admiral himself.48




  Around this time, Rigsbee also made a dramatic change in his personal life. Her name was Helen McLaren Broadfoot. She had grown up in Marin County, north of San Francisco. While in college, she had majored in theater and starred in plays. And after graduating, she continued to act locally while also helping run a nursery school. Beautiful and talented, for her stage name she became simply “Helen McLaren.” One of the productions she starred in was a solid melodrama called The Drunkard.49 It did so well locally that it was staged in San Francisco and then went on tour to Los Angeles and, finally, to San Diego in the summer of 1939.50




  For some reason—almost surely having to do with navy business—Rigsbee was in San Diego as well and decided to take in the play at the Old Globe Theater in Balboa Park. It was literally love at first sight. He became a stage-door Johnny, hanging around after performances and waiting for Helen to appear. They were married less than three months later, at Coronado Naval Air Station in San Diego.




  She went back with him to Anacostia, but he was gone a lot, flying the brass. So Helen returned to Marin and to the nursery school.51 It wasn’t long before Rigsbee was back in California as well. He did a six-month stint as materiel officer for Patrol Squadron 44 and then, in January 1941, was assigned as aide and flag lieutenant to Rear Admiral John S. McCain, who would later command the navy’s Fast Carrier Task Force in World War II and be on the deck of the USS Missouri for the surrender in Tokyo Bay. He and McCain may have met earlier, during his time at Anacostia. At the sprawling navy base on North Island in San Diego, Rigsbee’s new job involved being a jack-of-all-trades for whatever the admiral needed. And once the war broke out, that included dealing with personnel issues for replacement aircraft squadrons in the Pacific. Rigsbee must have done it all well, because he similarly served three other admirals in succession: Charles Pownall, William Keene-Harrell, and Mark Mitscher.52




  But by then, the war had been going on for some time, and an ambitious officer like Rigsbee had to know that a combat command would be important to his own career. He may have been lobbying for just such an assignment, but problems experienced by one of his mentors may also have inadvertently helped his cause.




  In 1943, Rear Admiral Charles “Baldy” Pownall had been tapped to head a new strategy that grouped aircraft carriers together to lead assaults on Japanese-held islands. First came an attack in September on Marcus Island in the central Pacific, doing great damage to the Japanese base. But Pownall, worried about retaliation from enemy submarines or planes based several hours away, wanted to retire from the area without searching for several downed American airmen. Rising star Captain J. J. “Jocko” Clark, commanding the USS Yorktown as part of the task force, angrily confronted Pownall. “You’ve got the widest yellow streak of any admiral I’ve ever seen in my life,” he told him. “I don’t care if when I return to Pearl Harbor, I don’t have a ship and I don’t have any command. You can make me a Seaman Second (Class) tomorrow. But this is my ship and those are my boys out there, and I’m going to send out a search for them.” Pownall relented. The search didn’t find the American fliers, but an enemy ship did; they spent the rest of the war in a Japanese prison camp.




  Two later strikes in the Gilbert and Marshall Islands raised similar doubts, and when Admiral Chester Nimitz, commander of the Pacific Fleet, asked his air chief to appraise several admirals for important potential commands, the report on Pownall was succinct: “Over-cautious in plans and operations. He worries intensely before and during operations. Lack of aggressiveness resented by subordinates.” Just before Christmas, Pownall was relieved of his carrier command and became Commander, Air Force, Pacific Fleet—a desk job.




  Sometime that same month, Rigsbee was chosen to head a new patrol plane squadron. The timing may have been coincidental. Maybe Pownall, before or after his transfer, had a hand in the move. Or maybe another of the admirals Rigsbee had served put in a good word. However it happened, Pop got what he wanted.53




  His second-in-command was Harold McDonald, a 1935 Annapolis grad who was manager of the football team there and had gotten his wings at Pensacola in 1941. For his first three pilots Rigsbee chose men with no combat experience and not much navy background but who had ferried warplanes from West Coast factories to destinations across the country, racking up thousands of flight hours.




  Two of them were well into their thirties. Tom Mulvihill was from Montana, where his family owned a large ranch. But he had always been much more interested in flying, including teaching students in the Civilian Pilot Training program.54 Harold McGaughey, whom everyone knew as “Mac,” had been involved with airplanes for decades. His logbook showed more than sixteen thousand hours in the air, including service as a test pilot for both the army and the navy.55 The third pilot was much younger. Dan Moore had finished two years of law school before joining the navy, earning his wings, and being assigned to the ferrying flights. Rigsbee made Mulvihill the squadron’s chief pilot, responsible for checking out the skills of everyone who would eventually fly for VPB-117. Mac became engineering officer, developing and testing special modifications that made the squadron’s planes more effective and efficient. Dan Moore was given the often difficult job of making sure VPB-117 had all the supplies and equipment it needed.56




  The rest of the squadron’s plane commanders came from the ranks of current navy pilots. Some had earned their wings early in the war at either Pensacola or Corpus Christi, which had opened in 1941. Many had been copilots on previous combat tours in places like the Aleutian Islands and Guadalcanal, which made them the only squadron members with actual experience fighting the enemy.




  They would fly the B-24 Liberator—or, as the navy called it, the PB4Y-1. It was the workhorse of the war; more had been built than any other bomber. Navy modifications included replacing the plexiglass “greenhouse” for the bow machine gunner with a rotating turret. Because they would usually be flying long patrols over open water, camouflage paint was light blue on top, light gray on the bottom. The only elegant thing about the plane was its Davis wing, 110 feet tip to tip, thin and tapered, built to lift and flex with a heavy load. It flexed so well, in fact, that it unnerved most fliers the first time they saw it in action.57 But as they would learn (sometimes the hard way), it was a tough airplane that could take a lot of punishment and still manage to make it back.




  Home was Camp Kearny, on a mesa outside San Diego. The navy had been using it for a decade, mainly as a base for dirigibles. But it had now become a training center for crews and squadrons flying Liberators—most of which were built, conveniently, at a Consolidated Aircraft plant nearby.58 VPB-117’s official commissioning ceremony was held at the base on February 1, 1944. A dozen or more officers and crew assembled on the shady side of a small administration building, where Rigsbee briefly spoke about how “each of us is going to be dependent upon the loyalty, alertness and teamwork of every other man in the organization.”59 He gave the squadron a nickname, the “Exterminators,” borrowed from a racehorse. Then Helen broke a bottle of champagne over VPB-117’s as-yet only airplane—a two-seater Taylor Cub.60




  It was a low-key affair, but Rigsbee clearly had high hopes. He wrote his brother Hub about the event, “I have a grand bunch of boys and I think I got them off to a good start. And all of us think we have the best darn outfit in the whole Navy!”61




  The squadron’s ranks soon would swell to more than two hundred enlisted men and officers. They spent the first two months mostly sorting out roles for the officers and enlisted men, bringing in prospective pilots from other bases and squadrons, getting and testing new planes, and battling the bureaucracy for the hundreds of mundane items and authorizations they would need. One extra wrinkle: The squadron would be the first equipped with new low-altitude radar bombing gear. The plan was to scour the ocean at night, finding Japanese ships and sinking them under cover of darkness. The new equipment would also require an extra crewman and special training.62




  Rigsbee himself focused mostly on the duties of a commanding officer, and he clearly didn’t intend to be called a coward like his mentor Admiral Pownall. So in one of the early meetings with an assembled group of pilots, he launched into an animated pep talk about how VPB-117 would go on the warpath in the Pacific, exterminating the Japanese wherever they were found. To many in the room, it was an over-the-top performance—unsettling, especially coming from a leader who had never been in combat himself. At the end of his speech, he told anyone not with him on this mission to raise his hand. Four who had already served combat tours did. Rigsbee was surprised and angry. So he continued his harangue, at the end of which he again asked the pilots for a show of hands. The original four still dissented. And this time they were joined by a fifth, also a combat veteran.63




  Rigsbee was incensed. He immediately left, got into his Taylor Cub, and flew to the Fleet Air Wing’s headquarters on North Island. He told the admiral about the meeting and asked to have the five pilots sent to another squadron. The admiral refused, saying, “What makes you think somebody else is going to want VPB-117’s dirty linen? Handle this yourself.” Somehow the story of the meeting got out, and the squadron grapevine quickly gave the five a sardonic nickname: the “Dirty Linen Boys.” The following day Rigsbee brought the pilots into his office and read them the navy articles of mutiny. There was more discussion and, in the end, one of the five decided to leave the squadron. The other four stayed, flew, and fought.64




  Meanwhile, the winnowing process for potential pilots continued. They practiced bombing and navigation, instrument flying, gunnery, and night flying. Some didn’t measure up; a few opted out.65 And then, on the morning of June 4, VPB-117 suffered its first casualties.




  John Golden, who’d been a copilot in VB-102 on Guadalcanal and a good friend of my dad’s, was taking off on a training flight. He rose into heavy fog, made a left turn, broke out on top of the overcast, and then went back into the clouds. You could hear the engines racing before the plane came out below the clouds again, this time at less than one hundred feet. Golden pulled back on the yoke, and the nose rose one more time, the wings rocking from side to side in a power stall before the left wing tip hit the ground.




  The squadron’s enlisted men had just finished morning muster and gotten their instructions for the day. Walking across an open area, they suddenly saw Golden’s plane coming straight at them. For some, there was no time to run and no place to hide. The Liberator crashed and burned. In all, seventeen men in the plane and on the ground were killed.66




  Besides running the squadron, Rigsbee also flew occasional training missions. And, as with the “Dirty Linen Boys,” there were sometimes troubling incidents. He chose some men who had served under him during his North Island command to be part of Crew 1, filled in with others, and tapped O’Neill Osborne, who had been running a navy navigation school, as his navigator. But he still needed a copilot. So he took an alphabetical list of potential pilots for the squadron and started at the top, with Bill Allsopp.




  He didn’t have to look further. Allsopp’s first flight with Rigsbee was a long-haul navigation hop, from San Diego to Texas and back. On the homeward leg, Rigsbee took them up to twenty-five thousand feet; shortly thereafter, he said he had to answer nature’s call. He told Bill to take the pilot’s seat and keep the plane on the same course and altitude. Bill did as ordered, but Rigsbee never came back. Time passed. The wings began to ice up, and crew members were fainting from lack of oxygen at that altitude. Allsopp, who’d put on an oxygen mask so he could keep flying, started to descend and sent the head enlisted man to look for the commander. He found him passed out in the bomb bay. When they reached nine thousand feet, Rigsbee and the others began to wake up, whereupon the commander returned to the cockpit and calmly asked Allsopp, “Are we coming into San Diego?” Bill told him no, they were descending and heading back toward Texas so they could melt the ice and get more fuel. Rigsbee said nothing, but within a few days he named Bill his copilot.




  On another, later training flight to Texas, their number four engine quit, out of gas. Bill quickly cross-fed fuel to it, said they’d have to land and refuel, and began checking maps for a likely spot. Again Rigsbee said nothing but continued to fly due west toward California. This went on for a while until Allsopp reached under his seat and pulled out a three-cell battery flashlight. He was afraid he would have to knock Rigsbee out or they would crash. Finally, without a word, Rigsbee turned and began to descend. Allsopp spotted a dirt airfield with a little café attached and stayed with the plane while it was being refueled. Rigsbee and the rest of the crew went inside. Later, the navigator came and told Bill that Rigsbee would like to see him. The café had a lunch counter with a dozen or so stools. Allsopp came in, and the crew, who had been chatting, fell completely silent. Only one stool, next to Rigsbee, was unoccupied. Bill sat down. Rigsbee waited for a moment; then he said, “Bill, they have a meat sandwich that I think is pretty good. You ought to try it.” The entire room exhaled, and the crew went back to talking among themselves. That’s when Rigsbee leaned over and said, very quietly, “I want to thank you for this morning, Bill.”




  That’s how it was with them. There were other incidents. But each time, Rigsbee later thanked Bill privately. And they formed a bond. Allsopp went on to have a storied career in aviation, but in the squadron and afterward, he never publicly disparaged the man he called “the Skipper.”67




  As for others in the crew, even a lifetime later they had trouble pinning down Rigsbee’s personality. One remembered him as “a good leader, but not a good pilot.”68 Another said, “I loved him. He was kind of my father figure out there.”69 But others talked about him often yelling at the crew or veering back and forth from friendly to aloof. Another said he frequently “seemed depressed.”70 Within the squadron as a whole, memories of Rigsbee were similarly mixed. One pilot said he behaved “erratically” at times: “he could be charming, then turn around and bite everyone’s head off.”71 On one thing almost everyone agreed: Rigsbee felt pressure to succeed. The squadron was his one big chance.




  As the weeks wore on, the winnowing process found most pilots and crews settling into their roles. July was a busy month for everyone, as they prepared to leave in August for final training in Hawaii. Rigsbee threw a big going-away party for officers and their wives, at which he formally announced all the crews. The entertainment was singer Peggy Lee, who’d had several number one hits and sung on nationwide radio broadcasts.72
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