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  DELIVERY
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  Bomb-Boogiie, of the 401st Bomb Squadron, 91st Bomb Group, Bassingbourn, England.

  “War is a nasty, dirty, rotten business. It’s all right for the Navy to blockade a city, to starve the inhabitants to death. But there is something wrong, not nice, about bombing that city.”

  —Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Arthur Harris

  The tumult and the shouting have died away. The B-17s and the B-24s will never again assemble into strike formation in the bitter cold of embattled skies. Never again will the musical thunder of their passage cause the very earth to tremble, the source of sound lost in infinity and seeming to eminate from all things, visible and invisible. The great deep-throated engines are forever silent . . .

  —from Heritage of Valor by Budd J. Peaslee, USAF (Ret)

  Colonel Peaslee, air commander of the Schweinfurt attack of 14 October 1943, wrote those words in tribute to the men of the Eighth U.S. Army Air Force who participated in what many historians consider the most savage air battle in history, the second mighty U.S. bombing raid on the Vereinigte Kugellager Fabrik (VKF), Kugelfischer AG (FAG), Deutsche Star Kugelhalter, and the Fichtel and Sachs ball and anti-friction bearing works at Schweinfurt, Germany.

  Why did allied planners conclude that these targets at Schweinfurt were of such importance to the war effort that a maximum effort attack had to be mounted that October day, even though the Eighth Air Force had suffered its worst losses ever when attempting a similar strike on the German town just two months earlier? Virtually all aircraft, tanks, warships, submarines, machines, and precision instruments were utterly dependent on anti-friction bearings in their performance. Like the weather, friction was a formidable enemy, as surely as any declared political foe. Germany’s entire war machine (like the Allies’) literally ran on these bearings, and it consumed them by the multi-millions.

  It was known to the planners of Eighth Bomber Command that most manufacturers of Germany’s military industrial complex maintained only a small on-hand stock of finished bearings. They knew too, that an effective attack on the German bearings industry would undoubtedly result in one effect of particular importance to the Eighth Air Force itself . . . a nearly immediate and crippling disruption of German fighter aircraft production. The American planners found that the German anti-friction bearings industry was highly concentrated geographically, with some 73 percent of her entire bearings output generated by plants in just six cities. Schweinfurt alone produced 42 percent of all bearings utilized in the German war effort, and, as a target, was irresistible.

  On 17 August 1943, one year to the day after the first U.S. Eighth Air Force B-17 operation of the war, the first major American bombing raid on the German bearings industry was mounted as part of a two-pronged attack. A combined force of 376 B-17s took their bombs to Schweinfurt, and to Regensburg, where the target was a large and vital Messerschmitt fighter factory. On that day, 315 of the bombers successfully attacked their targets, delivering a total of 724 tons of bombs. Thirty-six heavy bombers of the Regensburg force and twenty-four from the Schweinfurt force (a total of 600 American airmen) fell to enemy flak and fighters, for a staggering 19 percent loss to the attacking force. Bombing results at Regensburg were judged good, with every significant building in the manufacturing complex badly damaged. The Schweinfurt effort, however, was not as successful, and those responsible for target selection at Eighth Bomber Command knew that the Yanks would have to go back to that town and try again.

  The effort of 17 August, while useful and fairly effective, had resulted in losses that were clearly unsustainable. For nearly two months the heavy bomb groups of the Eighth lay incapacitated, unable to bring war to German targets. Grievously wounded, the Eighth slowly regathered strength and, by the second week of October, prepared to return to the fight with a renewed will and greatly increased firepower. On the morning of 8 October it sent a force of 399 heavy bombers to attack targets at Bremen and Vegesack with a loss of thirty aircraft. On the 9th 378 B-17s and B-24s were dispatched to hit targets at Danzig, Gdynia, Anklam and Marienburg, with a loss that day of twenty-eight of the heavies. It was followed on the 10th with an attack (the third major U.S. raid in as many days) by 236 bombers on the city of Münster where another thirty aircraft were lost. Then came a three-day rest, a breathing spell in which the crews of the Eighth could regroup for what they were to face on 14 October. The survivors would always remember it as “Black Thursday.”

  “On arriving at our equipment room we were issued our Mae West life vest, parachute and harness, goggles, leather helmet, gabardine flying coveralls, heated suit, and a steel helmet that had hinged ear flaps to cover our radio headset. We were also given felt heated inserts to cover our feet inside our sheepskin-lined leather flying boots and silk insert gloves to wear under our heated heavy leather gloves. We also picked up our escape kits which contained a silk map which was highly detailed and could be folded quite small to take up very little space. The kit also held a razor, high-energy hard candy, a translation sheet in Dutch, Flemish, French, and German, and a plastic bottle and water purification tablets. We left behind our .45 calibre Colt Automatic and shoulder holster which had been issued to us to protect us from the German civilians and the SS. Intelligence had learned that our crew members who carried the weapons were sometimes shot because the presence of the gun gave the enemy an excuse to shoot them. In addition to all of our other gear, we brought our oxygen masks, headsets, and throat microphones, all of which were kept in our footlockers. After picking up our flight equipment, a six-by-six truck took us as a crew to our dispersal area and the hardstand where our B-17 was parked. It was about a five minute ride from the hangar and our equipment room. On the way out to dispersal, everyone was quiet. We all had our own thoughts.”

  —Roger Armstrong, 91st Bomb Group (H), Eighth USAAF
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  The crew of this B-17G is delighted to be safely back on their base in England after a mission deep into enemy territory.
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  Refueling a B-17G for a bombing mission over Nazi-occupied Europe in 1944.

  The decision to return to Schweinfurt on 14 October was made by General Frederick L. Anderson at Eighth Bomber Command Headquarters, code-named Pinetree, at High Wycombe, Buckinghamshire. It was referred to simply as Mission 115. Anderson and his little committee of specialist officers had many factors to consider in its planning: the importance of the target relative to all others, the routes and timings of their attacking force, the German anti-aircraft and fighter defenses en route, the relative vulnerability of the target factories, the predicted weather for England, the weather for the routes to and from the target area itself, the types and categories of the bombs to be delivered, and the size and nature of the fighter escort needed to shepherd the heavy bombers both outbound and back.

  Once Anderson had made the decision to attack Schweinfurt for a second time in a maximum effort, a Warning Order was issued to the Air Divisions of the Eighth Air Force across England, alerting them to begin preparations for the raid.

  At twenty-five minutes to midnight on 13 October, Field Order 220 clattered from teletype machines at the various Eighth Air Force heavy bomber stations in the English Midlands and East Anglia. The message received at Great Ashfield, Chelveston, Polebrook, Podington, Thurleigh, Grafton Underwood, Bury St Edmunds, Bassingbourn, Alconbury, Molesworth, Kimbolton, Hardwick, Horsham St Faith, Ridgewell, Horham, Snetterton Heath, Thorpe Abbotts, Knettishall, Framlingham, and Wendling detailed the times for briefing and take-off for the crews who would fly the mission that day. In the early hours of the 14th, additional field orders arrived which defined the mission requirements in greater detail for the participating bomb groups. Earlier orders had instructed the groups as to the bomb loads they were to take and the other items essential to such strategic attacks.

  Ground crew personnel were occupied for the next several hours in fueling the B-17s and B-24s taking part in No 115. In addition to aviation gas, the bombers had to be supplied with ammunition, oxygen, extra clothing and shoes, sandwiches, first-aid kits, and maps.

  At Debden and Boxted, at Bodney and Raydon, the P-47 Thunderbolt fighters of Eighth Fighter Command were alerted and readied shortly after two in the morning of the 14th for their vital escort role. To have much chance of returning safely to their English bases from this complex, demanding, and extremely hazardous operation, the bombers would require substantial protection by their little fighter friends.

  By 2:00 a.m. every bomb group commander was in possession of the complete combat order for Mission 115. The order provided them with the information that would be the core of the briefings their crews would receive in a few hours, including, but not limited to, the schedules for starting engines, take-offs, assembly times and altitudes, the Initial Point, Mean Point of Impact, Rally Point, routes, bomb loadings amd weights, the anticipated enemy flak, and fighter opposition.

  Lieutenant Raymond W. Wild was a B-17 pilot with the 92nd Bomb Group (H) stationed at Podington, Northamptonshire in the autumn of 1943. Ray was one of the first Eighth Air Force veterans I met and in the course of our many long conversations, he was exceptionally articulate in relating his vivid, colorful memories of his missions against German targets in what was the most difficult and dangerous period for the American bomber crews in the European Theatre of Operations. Mission 115, the second great Schweinfurt raid, was the third mission of Wild’s tour of duty.

  “We arrived at Podington and the 92nd Bomb Group in September 1943 and they had us shoot some landings right away. At Podington the runways were built right into the farm, and the farmer was still farming it. The farmer was there and the farmer’s daughter was there. He’d be there farming when we left on a raid, and he’d still be farming when we came back.

  “They checked out our crew and assigned us to a squadron, the 325th. They had a wall with names on it—twelve missions, fourteen missions—and MIA, KIA. None of us knew what that meant. They showed us that and then they took us to the ready room, and there was a certain kind of dust in there; I don’t know what the hell it was, but I sneezed eleven times in a row. We took our crew out flying formation for a short period of time, according to how fast they needed replacement crews to fly missions.

  “When I got to Podington one of the first things I did was to look up an RAF pilot who had been a classmate of mine during training in the States. He and I went out and had a couple of beers with some of his buddies. They felt that we Americans were out of our minds. They had tried daylight bombing and it just wasn’t feasible. They said we’d get the hell shot out of us. But those Limeys did something that sure would scare me—night bombing. They’d come in over a target a minute apart, one guy this way, another guy from another point in the compass. This would scare me to death. They had tremendous intestinal fortitude. They were also realistic in that they couldn’t bomb by daylight. Those Lancs were built to carry bombs, not to protect themselves, while we could. So long as we stayed in tight formation, we could throw a lot of lead out in the right direction at the right time.
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  B-17 Flying Fortress bombers of the 381st Bomb Group at Ridgewell, England.

  “The frightening times of a raid for me were before take-off and after you got back down. In the ready room you were with a bunch of other guys, and you were wise-cracking to ease the tension. I remember that just before my first raid—the one where you are really frightened to death—I went into the john in the operations tower. Didn’t have to go, but just went in and sat on the john. That was when the song ‘Paper Doll’ had just come out and somebody had written all the words on the wall. Just through nothing but being nervous I sat there and memorized those words. The mission was the 8 October 1943 raid, and it was a tough one. This day I was being sent as co-pilot with Gus Arenholtz, a helluva nice guy who later became a good friend of mine. They were sending me to be oriented by him. We took off in the foulest weather and, when we got over the middle of the Channel, and I was really scared, Gus said to me, ‘Take it a minute.’ I said, ‘OK’ and took the wheel. We were flying in formation and he reached down and put on flak gloves, a flak suit and a flak helmet, and said, ‘OK, I’ve got it.’ So, I reached down and said, ‘Where the hell is mine?’ He said, ‘Didn’t you bring any?’ I said, ‘You’re breaking me in!’ ‘Well, don’t worry about it,’ he said. ‘It’s gonna be an easy raid.’ I said, ‘OK, I’ll hold it a minute. You take that stuff off. If it’s gonna be an easy raid, give it to me.’ ‘Like hell I will,’ he said. Our ship got back with a two-foot hole in one side, one engine shot out, three of the six elevator control cables shot in two, and our radio operator wounded. Because we got back safely and all the crew survived, from then on I sat in that same john every mission morning, and I still know every word of ‘Paper Doll.’
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  The crew of the B-24J Arise My Love and Come with Me at Horsham St Faith. The command pilot is Captain Howard Slaton.

  “Many of my mission memories are associated with particular odors. The first time it hit me was in that ready room. It was damp and musty—had probably been that way for months. Then when we went into that briefing hut, and the briefing officers checked you out, you would always smell shaving lotion on those guys. It bothered the hell out of me. You had these heavy boots, heavy pants and jackets, and you opened them up and there was body smell then—not really unpleasant, but not pleasant, because it was connected with the raid. Then we might sit, waiting in the airplane for thirty, forty minutes, and there was a heavy smell of gasoline, but there was a ready room smell in there too, every time. I guess it was the smell of fear. On the runway, and for the first thousand feet or so, there’d still be the gasoline, and the smell of burnt cordite from the Channel on, from the test-firing of our guns. The cordite smell was so strong that you’d keep asking the top turret and ball turret gunners to check the engines because you thought of fire. There always seemed to be a kind of haze in the airplane, from the guns going off. But it probably wasn’t true.
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  The cockpit panel of a B-24 Liberator bomber.

  “Everything was connected to emotion, I guess. You hated to get up in the English fog. You hated to be briefed. You hated to be told where you were going. You wore heavy woolen socks ’cause your feet perspired and they turned to icy-cold sweat if you didn’t. You climbed in the truck and they took you over to the officers’ mess and there was the odor of powdered eggs. God damn, that was horrible! If you were flying you got fresh eggs. The guys who weren’t flying got the powdered eggs.

  “The cold at altitude was incredible. The gunners wore electric suits—blue bunny suits—which they plugged in at their stations, but sometimes the suits would short out and then they were in trouble. Up front we had a heating unit which didn’t work too well. At altitude you were nervous and frightened and you would perspire. If you didn’t wear gloves the throttles would freeze and get slippery. I used thin kid gloves. They also had fleece-lined gloves, but they were impractical for flying. Coming back we’d take off the oxygen mask and smoke a cigarette, and there was that smell, and always the cold sweat smell, until we got back on the ground. But after we landed, there was no gasoline smell, no cordite, no sweat—nothing that wasn’t nice. It was all connected with fear and non-fear, I guess.”

  14 October: “Believe me, I never hope to go through anything comparable to this again and live to write about it. If anyone were to sneak up behind me and bellow ‘Schweinfurt’ I would probably run screaming down the road. Those of us who were lucky enough to return know now how much body and soul can endure. When you have enough people trying to take that last little hold you have on life away, you really get down to some honest to goodness fighting and will use any measures to strengthen your grip.

  My friend, James ‘Tripod’ McLaughlin, said to Budd Peaslee who was the Eighth Air Force commander in the air for this Schweinfurt raid, ‘I don’t think we’re going to make it.’ In his heart, I think he knew he was going to make it, or he wouldn’t have gone. If someone tells you to get in an airplane, you’re gonna bomb Schweinfurt today and you’re not coming back . . . Jones is, Smith isn’t, Brown isn’t . . . hell, you wouldn’t go! Who would go? If they’d say, ‘Two out of three of you guys will not be coming back today,’ you’d look at the guy on your left and the guy on your right and you’d say, ‘You poor guys.’ That was the whole concept it was built on. Pride made you get into the airplane, more than anything else. Certainly not bravery.

  “You were either stood up or stood down. Stood down meant get drunk because you weren’t flying the next day; your name wasn’t on the list, which would go up at 9:00, 10:00, or 11:00 p.m. the night before a raid depending on when the word came through from Eighth Bomber Command. You went on the weather over Germany, not the weather over England. Your weather could be really bad, but if the weather over there was good for visual bombing, you went. Sometimes, of course, it wasn’t good for visual bombing and you did it by radar.

  “Normally, we would be awakened at, say, 1:30 a.m. When you got up and knew you were gonna fly a mission, you hadn’t slept all that well. Some will tell you they had, but they hadn’t. The deepest sleep you’d get was five minutes before they would wake you up. We’d put on our coveralls and shoes and then flying boots over them. We wore our fur-lined flying jackets in to breakfast, as well as our ‘hot-shot Charlie’ hats—the garrison hat with the grommet removed to give it the ‘fifty-mission crush’ look. They would tell us that the truck would be outside in twenty minutes, and we’d go eat breakfast at 2:00 and be at the briefing at about 2:45. Then we’d go down to the ready room and the navigators went to their own briefing, which was much shorter than ours. After that, our co-pilot went down with the crew and shaped them up for the mission; made sure they all had their Mae Wests, parachutes and other gear; that the plane was ready to go. He had two to three hours on his hands in which to check things. The pilots just hung around the ready room, shootin’ the bull and hoping the mission would be scrubbed and they wouldn’t have to go. Then, we’d be told that take-off would be at, say, 5:00 a.m., the start-engines and taxi times when we all went out and weaved around through the taxi strips, following a certain airplane according to the order for take-off.

  “When your turn came to take off, you lined up so that one guy would take off from this side of the runway, and the next guy from the other side. That way you had a better chance of avoiding each others’ prop wash.

  “The B-17 was a very consistent, dependable airplane. You went down the runway, you hit a hundred and ten, you pulled the wheel back and it would take off. You’d come in over the fence at a hundred and ten, it would stall out at ninety-two or ninety-three. Shot up or in good shape, they were pretty consistent. It was amazing, but it was also a tremendous feeling of comfort.

  “The throttle quadrant on a B-17 is shaped like an ‘H’ with a closed top. The top two are the outboard engines; the bottom two are the inboards. There is a circle a few inches in diameter where half on the right is the number three engine, bottom right is the number four, top left is number one and bottom left is number two . . . so you could just roll ’em going down the runway.

  “And boy, did it take punishment. It would fly when it shouldn’t fly. There was no reason for it to fly and it would fly. Everybody in the ’17 knew that the plane would get back. If they could stay in it, and stay alive, they knew they’d get back. We all had tremendous confidence in the airplane. My crew were convinced there was no other airplane like the B-17, and I could be the worst pilot in the world and they were convinced I was the best. What they were doing, I guess, was convincing themselves that they’d get back.

  “I called every B-17 I flew Mizpah, Hebrew, meaning ‘May God protect us while we are apart from one another.’ The name was actually only painted on the first plane I flew. I flew a total of nine different B-17s. If you got one shot up, maybe they’d repair it or use it for spare parts, and the next day you’d be flying a different airplane. It could have flown ninety-two missions, or this could be its first, but the ground crews were so great, it didn’t make much difference.
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  “They would truck us to the ready room where we would yak, go to the john fifteen times and pick up our Mae Wests, parachute back or chest packs. Most of the pilots and co-pilots wore chest chutes because movement in the airplane was so restricted. You kept your harness on but stowed your chute right behind your seat so you could grab it and hook it on just before you had to get out. You also picked up your flak suit, which was like a baseball catcher’s chest protector. Every time we would change planes, my engineer would change the armor plating under the seats because most of the flak would come up from underneath. A lot of the wounds were castration, so we’d put armor plating under our bodies. Some guys wore a flak helmet. I didn’t. I took the inner lining shell out of an infantry helmet and used that. I carried a .45. All the officers . . . the bombardier, navigator, pilot and co-pilot, had .45s. The chief engineer had a tommy gun and the other five enlisted men had carbines. We took them but I was against them because we had been told that if you got knocked down, you shouldn’t give up to civilians because they had probably lost a mother, father, brother, sister, in a bombing raid and would pitchfork you to death. If you saw military and were caught, you should give up to them.

  “There isn’t anybody that wants to get killed. You’d go into the briefing room and you’d get the weather officer, intelligence, flak positions, and so forth. They’d pull the curtain back and you’d see this line going to the target and you’d think, ‘Oh boy, I’m not going on this; this’ll kill me.’ And then you’d say, ‘What I’ll do is, I’ll wait a while and then I’ll go on sick call and get out of it.’ Then you’d go down to the airplane and you’d figure, ‘Well, I’ll go on sick call later.’ And then you’d see everybody get in their planes and you’d know they were just as frightened as you were, and you’d think, ‘What the hell. I’ll go about a hundred miles and find something wrong with the airplane.’ But they had this tradition that an Eighth Air Force sortie never turned back from the target. So, in the end, you didn’t dare turn back. Pride made you go.
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  “On instruments, we took off a minute apart; visually thirty seconds apart. On instruments we would take off and go straight ahead until we broke clear. The weather reports were real bad because we had so little information. The Germans weren’t gonna give us any. But most of the time, the reports were fairly close, and when we broke through we did a circle and looked for the colored flares of the squadron and group leaders. We’d form on the squadron first, then the squadron commander would form on the group.

  “We were off to a comparatively early start Thursday, October 14th. We reached altitude and got over the French coast. Somehow, we failed to pick up the low group of our wing. As we were lead wing, the Colonel decided we had better fall in with another group. We did a three-sixty over the Channel and, seeing a ‘bastard group’ of fifteen planes ahead of us that didn’t seem to be attached to anyone, we just tagged along with them. We picked up enemy fighters at just about the time our own escort had to leave due to fuel consumption. We had P-47s and they could only take us a certain distance in, and you could see the Hun fighters circling out there, waiting for our escort to leave. From that moment, it was an unbelievable horror of fighting. For at least three hours over enemy territory, we had between 300 and 400 enemy fighters shooting tracer and rockets at us. You could see those rockets coming. They were about eighteen inches long, and when they hit they would explode and set a plane on fire. Some twin-engined jobs at about a thousand feet above us were dropping bombs on the formation. There was no way they could aim at any one bomber—they were just dropping bombs into the group. And they were dropping chains or cables to foul our propellers.

  “We were riding Ray Clough’s left wing when he got hit. He dropped out and, I believe, burst into flames because twenty seconds later I looked under my left wing and saw a burning wing floating lazily downward. Oliviero was riding Brown’s wing when Brown got hit by a rocket and disintegrated; a great sheet of flame and then a hole in the formation.
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  Views of B-24 Liberator bombers at war.
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  Under the cover of their fighter protection, B-17E bombers of the 390th Bomb Group, based at Framlingham, England.
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  B-24 Liberator waist gunner Staff Sergeant Clarence Johnson.

  “At this point I took over the lead of the second element just prior to going over the target. Major Ott was riding on three engines and had to drop behind. I never saw him again. Even over the target, the enemy fighters came on through the flak. It was one of the few times they did that. They were really first team, those guys. They had guts and they were damned good fliers. They’d come in close, and if you straggled by as much as fifty yards, you’d had it. You’d get hit by three or four guys. The German fighters normally attacked you from the best position they could get in, usually from above. At Schweinfurt, most of them came in from the front, forty or fifty abreast. They’d peel off and another forty or fifty would come in from the front, fire and peel off. They were close . . . real close.

  “I called out ‘friendly fighters’ by mistake one time. I couldn’t identify an airplane. God, I was horrible at it. Gene Logan, my co-pilot, was real good at identifying them. Many times they would barrel-roll through the group. About 90 percent of the time they weren’t shooting at individual airplanes, just going through and pouring into the group . . . unless you straggled. Then they would come get you. The one exception was our lead plane. They always tried to knock down our lead plane because there were usually only two bombsights in a group . . . the leader and the deputy lead plane, and I guess they knew it. I’d look up and see these guys coming in and I’d scrunch down behind the skin of the airplane, which seemed like about 1/10,000th of an inch thick. They’d come in and the rate of closure would be between 400 and 500 miles an hour and I would always wonder if they were gonna break or collide with us. They’d come in shooting. You could always see the wings ‘blinking’ and you knew they weren’t saying ‘Hello, Charlie’ in Morse code. It was worrying because you’d think, if they hit my wingman then I’ve got to do something about that, but at the same time my oil pressure is up and my cylinder head temperature is up, and I just have too many things to worry about to be frightened . . . except I WAS. That rate of closure. They were coming in through a hail of lead, and they’d keep on coming. You’d see a wing break off one and he’d spin in, but the rest of them kept on coming. ‘My God, he’s not gonna break off, he’s not . . .’ Then, finally, he’d barrel-roll and go over or under us. They pressed home real good.

  “The most frightening thing about the enemy fighters was not so much their pressing of the attack, but knowing that, having pressed in once, they would peel off, go out to the side, line up and press in again!

  “As soon as you hit the coast of France, the first burst of flak would be right off your nose. I don’t know how the hell they knew where you were going to be, but they knew. A flak burst that was a near miss produced a sound like pebbles bouncing off a tin roof, and you’d hear a crackling through the airplane where you were getting shrapnel coming through. In an actual hit, you wouldn’t be there. With a near miss, there would be a ‘whoomf’ sound, and the blast effect moved the airplane. Mostly, we only heard the sound of our own engines, except for the whoomf of the near-miss flak bursts and, of course, the sound of our guns firing. They were REAL loud. Going over the Channel, I’d tell the crew to clear their guns, and this would really break you up! Especially the chief engineer’s turret right behind us. We’d feel that. There was a lot of conversation over the intercom . . . ‘twelve o’clock level,’ ‘three o’clock high’ etc. You couldn’t talk across to your co-pilot without using your throat mike. It was even tough when you were down low. The B-17 engines were slightly behind you, but boy they were noisy.

  “The German 88mm guns which were, I think, mostly used for flak . . . they were tremendously accurate, just fabulous. They used two types. One was predetermined; the other was box barrage. In barrage there’d be a flock of guns and they’d shoot at one spot in the sky and keep shooting at it. In predetermined, they were aiming at planes. The most frightening was the indeterminate one where they were shooting at a spot in the sky. You had to get through that spot when they weren’t shooting. Emden, Kiel, Wilhelmshaven, Munich, Berlin . . . I think they did both at all five of those targets. But Schweinfurt was murder. I’m sure they shot barrage because they had so damned many guns. The German fighters stayed pretty much out of the flak, but on Schweinfurt they did come through it. It’s one of the few times they flew through their own flak, but they were probably under orders. They were expending themselves. There was no reason for it, really.

  “Evasive action? I don’t think you can do it against flak. Certainly not against the barrage type. Where are you going to go? Off the target? You can’t win, except through luck. Now, for the group as a whole flying up to a flak barrage, if the leader says ‘Use evasive action’ as the group is starting to get hit, and the group turns off a bit, that’s ‘evasive action,’ but I don’t think that the people in the low squadron would believe it. Still, for the group it’s the best thing you can do.

  “That indeterminate flak that was coming up, there was nothing you could do about it. You could take no evasive action against a box barrage. This was something that was gonna happen. It was impersonal as hell. There was only one way to counteract it, and it began, ‘Our Father, who art in heaven . . .’

  “The main thing was, the lead bombardier did a beautiful job on the target. You were flying on the code of the day, to be at certain points at certain times . . . the Initial Point and then the Mean Point of Impact. You had to fly straight and level for six, seven minutes . . . I’ve seen it up to twenty-two minutes. You flipped on the automatic pilot and the plane flew wherever the bombardier aimed his bombsight . . . he was flying the plane, really. If the bombing altitude was to be 25,000 feet and the speed 150 indicated, all you did was control the throttles and altitude and he controlled the direction. There was no evasive action. The point was to drop the bombs on the target, and the Germans knew it.

  “About three minutes after dropping our bombs we got hit in number three engine. Due to a loss of the prop governor control, we couldn’t feather it and we began to sweat. We had to use maximum manifold pressure and 2,500 revs to stay in formation. A flak burst just off my side of the nose cracked my windshield into a million pieces. A piece of flak about an inch long and a half inch wide was right in line with my face, but fortunately we had a bullet-resistant windshield and it stuck in the glass. I had the engineer dig it out for me after we landed. We limped home with the formation as far as the Channel and started to let down into the nearest field. We got into Biggin Hill, southeast of London. Seven Forts set down there and they were all shot up. Several had wounded aboard and one had a dead navigator. We had fifteen holes in the ship and only about sixty gallons of gas left.

  “There were always runways somewhere in the neighborhood. If you were coming back from a raid in trouble and needed a field in a hurry, or if you were in soupy weather and couldn’t find one, you’d just fly a circle while saying ‘Hello Darky, Hello Darky’ three times, and give them the code and call letters of the day on your radio. Then this English voice would come on and say ‘Hello, Yank! How was it?’ He’d be kidding you about it but within thirty seconds he’d have you on radar and would say something like, ‘Fly 270 degrees for ninety seconds, then left for thirty seconds on 180 degrees, and there will be an airfield right under you.’

  “The papers said we lost sixty Forts on this Schweinfurt trip. At one time all you could see were burning airplanes and parachutes. But then, we knocked a little hell out of them too. My crew got two fighters, giving us a total of three. After Schweinfurt, I thought the rest of our missions would seem easy.”

  “The tension of waiting to fly was obvious in everyone and suiting up in the crew room gave a clear indication of the stress everyone felt. I think most aircrew were superstitious. I know I was. We dressed in the same order for each trip. The right flight boot must be put on first. The same heavy socks must be used. Personal pieces of clothing, like a girlfriend’s scarf, must be carried. A rabbit’s foot or a stuffed toy would be pushed into pockets. Each had his own talisman. Mine was a hockey sweater that I had worn playing for a Toronto team. I wouldn’t fly without it. I still have it today and my children wonder why I keep this ragged thing around. Most crews had a ritual of things they did while standing around the aircraft waiting. Many urinated on the tail wheel for good luck. Others chain-smoked. Some checked the bricks and bottles they would throw out over Germany as their individual contribution to Hitler’s woes. Bottles were supposed to make a screaming noise as the fell, and so scare the hell out of the Germans below.”

  —from Boys, Bombs and Brussels Sprouts by J. Douglas Harvey

  Over storm-torn clouds’ reflected livid glow, At cold wastelands of dead darkness down below. That his hellfire may consume this night of horror, He pours pitch and brimstone down on their Gomorrah.

  —from War by Georg Heym

  Major-General John M. Bennett, Jr was a commander of the 100th Bomb Group (H) as a colonel in the Eighth Air Force, based at Thorpe Abbotts, Norfolk, in World War II. During his stay there he wrote a series of letters about his war experiences to his father in Texas. These formed the basis of his book Letters From England. According to Harry Crosby, former group navigator of the 100th and author of A Wing and A Prayer, an excellent book about that group, Bennett “came in and quietly but with a glint of steel explained how it was going to be. We would maintain the discipline, on the ground and in the air. New crews would be checked out before they could fly. Stood-down crews would have practice missions every day. Pilots who could not fly formation would become co-pilots. Gunners who did not do their duties would become latrine orderlies. Passes, promotions, and medals would be given as rewards, not as routine. Back at Thorpe Abbotts, we never understood him. I never saw him take a drink. He never took part in the bragging and flight talk in the Officers Club. I don’t think he ever took the grommet out of his hat. He even sat erect.”

  [image: images]

  A wounded gunner returns from combat;

  Major-General Bennett: “The telephone in my quarters rang at five o’clock. I stumbled out of bed and groped my way across the room. ‘Briefing at six o’clock, sir.’ That was the Duty Officer who had been instructed to call me one hour before briefing. This was my first combat mission so my feelings were rather confused. I was very anxious to make the trip, but I was pretty nervous about the whole idea. I put on my heavy underwear and my heavy GI shoes. These shoes are very important in case you have to jump. They won’t pop off when your chute opens. In case you land in an occupied country and are fortunate enough to escape capture, there will be plenty of walking to do. Breakfast at the Combat Mess is difficult to remember. I recall passing some inconsequential remarks with other fliers around me, but don’t believe I ate very much. This is unusual, as breakfast is my favorite meal.

  [image: images]

  Protection afforded by the flak vest worn of this American bomber crew member.

  “The briefing room is right next to Operations. It resembles a crude theater with benches lined up one behind the other. There is a guard at the door who checks each individual who enters to see that he is authorized to be there. The end wall of the building is covered with a huge map of Europe. One can see a great deal of detail as the scale is one inch to eight miles. The Intelligence Section has marked in red those areas where anti-aircraft guns are located. Cities like Berlin, Hamburg, and others show up as large red spots. However, the largest red area on the whole map is the highly industrial Ruhr Valley. Naturally, the Germans are making every effort to protect this important district from Allied bombing.

  “Up until this time the map is not visible to the combat crews as it is covered by a curtain. There is coughing and shuffling of feet as the crews make themselves comfortable. Suddenly the room comes to a dead silence as the Group Intelligence Officer pulls back the curtain covering the map. Outlined in tape on the map is our course to and from the target for today. The suspense is broken by a groan from all sides. The target is right in the middle of the Ruhr Valley.

  “‘Happy Valley,’ as it is called by the Eighth Air Force, has a greater concentration of anti-aircraft guns than any other area of equal size in the world. This explains the general sound of disapproval which was expressed at the briefing. Our only comfort was that this was to be a Pathfinder Mission. This means that the target would be covered with clouds and the anti-aircraft gunners cannot actually see you. Of course, they still have their radar-controlled guns which are plenty accurate. Our target was to be the synthetic gasoline plants at Gelsenkirchen.

  “After the intelligence officer finished, the operations officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Jack Kidd, gave us the time for take-off and instructions for group, wing, and division assemblies. He also went over our route into the target and out again, explaining where we would meet our fighter escort for invasion and withdrawal. Next the weather officer gave us complete data on clouds, direction of winds at various altitudes and temperatures. This was followed by the communications officer who gave us the various frequencies and channels to be used on the radio: group frequency, wing frequency, division channel, fighter to bomber channels for air-sea rescue, and many others. You really need a blonde switchboard operator in a Fortress. All of this is followed by the warning, ‘Don’t use any of these unless absolutely necessary for the success of the mission.’ Colonel Harding, the group CO, then gave a few final words of advice about flying in close formation and how to exercise the supercharger regulators in order to keep them from freezing up at 27,000 feet, our bombing altitude.

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/20-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/18-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
THE
BOMBER AIRCREW
EXPERIENCE

Dealing Out Punishment from the Air

PHILIP KAPLAN

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,





OEBPS/Images/6-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/22-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/4-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/19-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/17-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/10-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
DEALING OUT PUNISHMENT FROM THE AIR
PHILIP KAPLAN






OEBPS/Images/8-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/14-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/25-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/25-1.jpg





