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CHAPTER 1 The Making of a Pilot



A forlorn Army Air Forces private sat alone in the back pew of an unadorned chapel. It was a Friday night, and most of his fellow aviation students at the University of Buffalo were out on the town blowing off steam. He had opted to attend this religious retreat instead.


The private yearned to be a pilot, but he knew the odds were against him. Half his classmates would “wash out” and be relegated to lesser duties. He worried that he might fail too, as he found his coursework difficult and uninspiring and felt he was floundering. Yet if he won his wings, the private faced a far greater problem: he would have to survive the most terrible war in history. The six-month Guadalcanal campaign had just proven the Japanese would be a tenacious foe. In eastern Europe, Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union squared off across a thousand-mile front stretching from Leningrad to the Caucasus Mountains. Meanwhile, British and American forces battled the Germans in northern Africa.


The Normandy D-Day invasion remained over a year away. For now, the air war served as the second front against Hitler’s Fortress Europe. It held perils beyond the private’s imagination. The casualty rate for American airmen was worse than among the Marines in the Pacific—the life expectancy of U.S. Eighth Air Force crews was fourteen missions. Just one quarter of its personnel survived a full twenty-five-mission tour. The struggle for air supremacy had become a war of attrition, and replacements were desperately needed.


The private was eager to become one of them. Six months before, he had been a twenty-year-old civilian facing two options: he could wait to be drafted, or he could volunteer for one of the specialized service branches. He did not want to spend the war marching through muddy battlefields, and the Navy was out of the question as he hated water and did not know how to swim.


Aviation, however, held a certain romance. World War I aces, barnstorming daredevils, and aeronautical record-setters lived fresh in memory. Only fifteen years had passed since Lindbergh’s solo transatlantic flight. Magazines showcased handsome fliers being admired by pretty girls. In contrast, the nickname for the common infantryman—dogface—spoke for itself. If a young man wanted high status, good pay, and a sharp uniform, enlisting in the Army Air Forces was just the ticket.1





So far, however, the private’s experiences had not lived up to his expectations. He passed the qualifying examinations with ease, but boot camp in wintertime Atlantic City had been awful, beginning with his quarters in an unheated hotel designed for summer tourism. His lightweight, short-sleeved uniform offered little protection against the elements. The inductees received a battery of inoculations. As each recruit filed through, a doctor held up a needle to capture his attention. Then a second doctor jabbed him from the opposite side. When the victim turned his head toward the pinprick, the first doctor stabbed the other arm. Some fainted on the spot.


The unit’s drill sergeant spewed profanities as he drove the recruits up and down the boardwalk. When heavy uniforms arrived, he refused to let them drill in their overcoats, marching them in sub-zero temperatures to the point of frostbite. The private thought the sergeant must be insane.


For exercise, the recruits formed a circle and took turns breaking out through the group’s interlocked arms. One scrum had injured the private’s left knee, but he hid his limp as best as he could for fear of washing out.


To add to his troubles, his girlfriend, Mary, had just broken up with him. It was small consolation she had jilted him to enter a convent. Now a novice, she still corresponded with him. “Just around the corner,” she predicted in her most recent letter, “is a darling girl who’s sweet enough and good enough to share with you your heart and home. I know she’ll make you very happy.”


Now, seated in the quiet chapel, the private didn’t realize he was being watched from above. Mary Alice Schmitz, a freshman at Buffalo’s State Teachers’ College, stood perched in the front row of the choir loft with her friends Janice and Lorraine. They had volunteered to help run the religious retreat sponsored by their school’s Newman Center, a ministry organization for Catholics attending secular colleges. Between hymns, the trio checked out the male contingent below. A dozen smartly uniformed soldiers were interspersed among the assembly of worshipers. Per custom, they had removed their Army caps. One head of wavy black hair stood out. Lorraine, a pretty blonde, pointed at him. “Did you see the cute one?”


“I don’t like cute boys!” snapped Mary Alice. She had indeed noticed the handsome private at the registration table, but boys with his kind of looks never seemed interested in bespectacled, serious girls like her. Besides, she volunteered regularly at the local USO and knew how visiting soldiers could be.


Saturday evening found the private at the chapel again. As that day’s portion of the retreat ended, everyone lined up for confession to prepare their souls for Communion the next day. The private entered the confessional, knelt, and murmured, “Bless me Father, for I have sinned.” He usually disliked confession, and he especially hated sharing confidences with priests he did not know. This time, however, his confessor was Father Dempsey, the jovial moderator of the retreat. Something about the priest’s manner helped the words come out. The private confessed more than his sins; he revealed his loneliness and admitted self-doubt. Father Dempsey listened, gave the private his penance, and encouraged him to be more assertive. God would be with him wherever he went.


The private emerged from the confessional with a renewed spirit. A medical student from the university named Charlie Bauer had promised to give him a ride back to his quarters across town, but Bauer was nowhere to be found, even outside in the wintry March air. The private retreated to the sanctuary of the church. There he spotted a young lady making her way down the line of penitents awaiting their turn in the confessional.


What a pretty girl, thought the private. Her glasses didn’t bother him a bit. He had noticed her selling raffle tickets earlier in the day.


Father Dempsey had asked Mary Alice to take a count for breakfast the next morning. Only one soldier remained. Drawing closer, she took in his square chin, steel-gray eyes, and wavy black hair. He was the “cute one” from the evening before. She swallowed and asked if he would attend.


The private said yes, he would be present. His name? “Charles Stanley.” Would she be there tomorrow, too? She would. Normally laconic, the private began to blather away, sharing random thoughts—anything to keep the conversation going. Mary Alice wondered if she would ever be able to break away and finish her duties. Mercifully, Charlie Bauer materialized to take Private Stanley off her hands.2





The next morning, after the retreat’s closing Mass, Charles sat down to breakfast as promised. He had not seen Mary Alice all morning. Just when he was about to give up, she took a seat at the opposite end of his table and began chatting with some of the soldiers. Charles ate his French toast, sipped his tomato juice, and beat his brains out trying to think of something to say to her.


The moderator began a speech and the table quieted down. Charles stole a look at Mary Alice. She caught his glance and smiled. He winked at her, surprised he could be so bold. She did not seem to mind, but refocused her attention on the speaker. He must talk to her again—but how? He needed an entrée, an excuse to begin the conversation.


The program finished and the crowd broke up. Off to one side, Charles spotted Mary Alice talking to Charlie Bauer, again his ride back to the university. Charles strode up and joined them. It happened that Bauer and Mary Alice lived in the same neighborhood and knew each other’s families well. Bauer asked if she wanted a ride home. Mary Alice, who otherwise faced a long bus ride, accepted gladly. By the time the ride was over, Charles had arranged to take her to lunch.3


Mary Alice and Charles saw each other at every chance over the next several weeks. Often, they went to the movies. On Sundays, they returned to her home for dinner. Afterward, as her family listened to Jack Benny and Charlie McCarthy on the radio, Mary Alice and Charles snuggled behind the Sunday funnies.


Mary Alice’s mother did not object when they took a half hour to read a single page. Charles was a teetotaling, well-mannered young man in the service of his country and—most important—a fellow Catholic. Mrs. Schmitz fed him her best meals and plied him with his favorite treat, ice cream. Despite wartime rationing, the family grocery business ensured there were no food shortages in the Schmitz household.


One Sunday afternoon, Mary Alice and Charles rode a bus to nearby Niagara Falls, where Charles kissed her for the first time. They had been dating for a month.


When Charles finished his final week at the university, he took Mary Alice to his graduation dance. The band played a new tune, “Wait for Me, Mary,” seemingly written just for them. Charles whispered, “I love you,” took off his high school ring, and asked Mary Alice to wear it. She said she would because she loved him too.


When the day arrived for Charles to ship out, Mary Alice went to the campus to see him off. After he left, she returned home and threw herself on her bed, sobbing uncontrollably. The next day she would turn eighteen.4





Charles’s next stop was the Army Air Forces (AAF) Classification Center in Nashville. There the Army tested its officer candidates and matched their aptitudes and personality traits to one of three specialties: pilot, navigator, and bombardier. Unsuitable candidates were dropped to the enlisted ranks.


The AAF asked each candidate his preference for placement. Charles listed pilot as his first choice. He assumed pilots needed the highest scores, though this was not necessarily the case. Sometimes navigators needed better marks than pilots due to the required mathematical skills.


Charles’s first hurdle was a day-long battery of exhausting paper-and-pencil tests. Toward afternoon, his head fogged and his vision blurred. By the end, simple arithmetic became difficult. The next day Charles confronted four more hours of written exams, followed by several tests on apparatuses designed to measure his coordination and ability to multitask. The Army had designed these tests to be both challenging and frustrating, so the candidate’s aptitude and attitude could be evaluated simultaneously. Finally, he met with a psychologist on the lookout for emotional disorders. One in ten candidates failed such interviews. Anyone exhibiting homosexual tendencies was disqualified.


The doctor asked Charles whether he got along with his family and if he smoked, gambled, or drank. Yes, no, no, and no. Did he like girls? Charles happened to have a girlfriend in Buffalo. The psychologist finished by wishing him good luck. Charles took this as a good sign.


He faced his AAF physical exam the next day. The exam, the most stringent in the Army, included a critical set of eye examinations. Poor eyesight generated more disqualifications than any other factor. Charles was more concerned that the doctors would discover his bad knee, but he need not have worried. He possessed the exact physical qualities needed by the AAF. His eyesight, reflexes, and hand-to-eye coordination proved to be exceptional. Even among the elite aviation students, he rarely lost at his favorite pastime, ping-pong.


Four days after the tests, an envelope arrived for Charles. He was to train as a pilot.5


Charles now belonged to Army Air Forces Class 44-B. He was part of the most rapid—and successful—expansion of any nation’s military the world had ever known. In June 1939, the Air Corps mustered only 13 B-17 heavy bombers and 22,287 personnel. As war approached, American industry mobilized to produce tens of thousands of fighters, bombers, and transports. An unprecedented number of pilots were needed to man them, along with hosts of other skilled specialists. The Army Air Forces transformed itself into the largest educational institution on earth. By 1944, at 2.4 million personnel, the AAF comprised one-third of the United States Army.


Only eighteen months were allotted for pilot training. Slow learners faced elimination. The war would not wait. First, Charles entered the “Pre-Flight” program at Maxwell Field, Alabama. There he would receive the technical and physical training required of every AAF officer.


Maxwell Field’s history coincided with that of manned flight. The Wright brothers had opened a flying school on the site in 1910. Eventually, it hosted the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS), the first military aviation academy in the world.


The faculty at Maxwell had refined schools of aerial thought that were introduced in the 1920s by Italian fascist Giulio Douhet and General William “Billy” Mitchell. Douhet believed air superiority would win future wars. He held that civilian workers contributed to the war effort as much as soldiers and were therefore legitimate objectives for long-range bombers. Moreover, they would be more easily cowed than uniformed personnel. Mitchell agreed with Douhet on the importance of air power, but he focused more on the enemy’s transportation and industrial targets. Casualties might occur among civilian workers, but only as a necessary side effect. At first the U.S. Army rejected these revolutionary theories and relegated the newborn Air Corps to a supporting role for ground troops. Eventually, however, the Air Corps adopted the doctrines developed at Maxwell. Strategic bombing, not tactical support for infantry, became the Air Corps’ core mission, and the long-range heavy bomber became its main instrument.


Students at Maxwell Field learned that future wars would be won by attacking the enemy’s key industries: steel, electric power, oil, and railroads. Precision bombing would also minimize civilian casualties—an important political consideration for the Western democracies even in wartime.


Strategic bombing became more than a theory when war broke out in Europe. Germany attempted to implement Douhet’s precepts during the Battle of Britain but failed to subjugate the British population. In turn, Britain’s Bomber Command experimented with day raids against German industries but reverted to nighttime attacks against population centers when losses proved too costly. The AAF picked up the mantle of daylight precision bombing and sustained heavy losses, but still failed to achieve air superiority. The efficacy of the Maxwell theories remained in doubt.6


Pre-Flight’s physical conditioning regimen was another innovation developed at Maxwell Field. Its routines, including calisthenics, parallel bars, and dumbbells, were designed to improve coordination and build the muscles associated with flying. Most cadets, including Charles, viewed the newfangled exercises as strange and silly, though they were certainly exhausting.


The most distinctive workout at Maxwell, however, was the legendary “Burma Trail,” a pretzel-shaped cross-country running course. Although one cadet estimated it to be “exactly 77,098,675,233 miles in length,” in actuality the trail featured three miles of diabolical torture better suited for mountain goats. The trail opened with an innocent-looking footpath and swept across a ravine riddled with trees, bushes, and jagged rocks. After climbing a sharp slope, it enjoyed a brief, level sprint before breaking to the left and tripping down steep grades. Up sprang hairpin turns through woods, unnavigable streams, and a staircase hewn out of rock. Traversing a deep ditch, the trail escaped the forest and flattened into a dusty savanna exposed to the hot Alabama sun. Just as all trespassing legs had transformed into wobbly lead weights, it teased around an easy curve, confronted one last impossibly steep incline, and staggered flaccidly across the finish line.


Much to his surprise, Charles thrived on the exercise. He even ran the Burma Trail voluntarily to stay in top shape. He had gained thirty pounds since enlisting, and for the first time, he began to think of himself as a man rather than a boy.7





Maxwell’s academic program proved just as rigorous as its physical training. The cadets could hardly believe the pace of their regimen. Legend had it that a cadet once dropped his pencil in math class and missed a year of algebra.


Charles breezed through the academic subjects, but his other courses—Aircraft Recognition, Naval Recognition, and Radio Code—were another story. Cadets were required to identify Allied and Axis aircraft silhouettes in one-fifth of a second, replicating a fighter pilot’s need to distinguish friend from foe at four hundred miles per hour. Radio Code was even more feared. Each cadet had to master the “dits” and “dahs” at eight words per minute or face elimination.


Charles grappled with these perceptional subjects. His inability to transcribe Morse code gnawed at his nerves. The tension impacted his other studies, and his fragile self-confidence waned.


As usual, Charles sought solace from his two main sources of support: his faith and Mary Alice. These had become intertwined. Mary Alice had attended Catholic schools since kindergarten and knew more about their religion than he did. She instructed him in the Act of Contrition so he would go to heaven if he died without going to confession. They exchanged religious pamphlets and arranged to pray the rosary simultaneously at 9:30 p.m. at every chance.


Now, in his time of crisis, Charles paid a lengthy visit to the chapel. He also wrote a letter to Mary Alice, his longest since leaving Buffalo.


Somehow, the pressure diminished. Over time Charles’s aircraft recognition improved, and even Radio Code came easier. His favorite song, “Comin’ in on a Wing and a Prayer,” auspiciously struck #1 on the Your Hit Parade radio program. He graduated from Maxwell with high marks.8





Charles felt more in his element once he reached flight school. He soloed after only eleven hours in the air. The next question was whether he would choose single- or multi-engine aircraft. He flirted with fighters but ultimately opted for multi-engine training. That way, he could branch into either bombers or transports. He already planned to make a life with Mary Alice after the war, and there might be a post-war demand for commercial pilots.


Working with multiple engines, however, meant Charles would have to command a crew. He had never supervised anyone. The AAF offered little instruction in leadership. It assumed its carefully selected men would become natural leaders once they survived flight training.


Charles’s closest brush with leadership training came when his instructors taught him how to give orders—that is, how to yell at his subordinates. Shouting for effect made him feel self-conscious and embarrassed. His superiors berated him for not barking his orders stridently enough. He confessed in a letter to Mary Alice that he doubted his leadership potential. She would have none of it. In her mind, Charles already was a leader; he just did not realize it yet. She promptly set him straight with a long letter denouncing loudmouths and praising his quiet moral strength.


Mary Alice’s note had its intended effect. Charles’s leadership rating increased. The letter became his favorite, and he carried it constantly as a reminder of her faith. He never doubted his ability to become a leader of men again.


Charles received only a single, one-hour lecture on parachute jumping during his flight training. His female instructor assured the cadets that their chute would not fail them as long as they treated it with the appropriate care. The cadets took no practice jumps—there was too much risk of injury after the AAF’s large investment in the men. Instead, the apparently expendable woman made a demonstration jump, landed in a swamp, and nearly drowned. Unimpressed, the lieutenant in charge of the group declared that anyone who parachuted from a perfectly good airplane ought to have his head examined.


“I’ll stick to the plane, thanks,” commented Charles in a letter to Mary Alice.9





After a gestational nine months, Second Lieutenant Charles Stanley graduated from flight school on February 8, 1944. Forty percent of his class had washed out. Stanley’s graduation was the realization of his most fervent ambition, and—just as important for his morale—meant he got a ten-day pass. First, he traveled home to rural Pennsylvania. Growing up, he had been educated in a one-room schoolhouse, progressing through his lessons so rapidly that he graduated from high school at sixteen. Still growing, he had been too underdeveloped for athletics and shy with girls despite his good looks. Now everyone in town greeted the smartly uniformed soldier as a hometown hero. The kid who had spent his youth in obscurity was now a pilot.


Stanley hoped that Mary Alice would visit, but she could not take time off from school, so he boarded a bus for Buffalo after only a few days at home. They had not seen each other since the prior May. Most of their courtship had been by correspondence. Stanley knew Mary Alice kept a practical eye on their relationship. Had she decided their long-distance romance was hopeless? Was she still the person he remembered?


There had been bumps along the way. The written word had its limitations, and misunderstandings could take weeks to resolve. In one letter, Mary Alice commented that “soldiers are not to be trusted too far away from home.” Stanley bristled when he read it and responded acerbically. He was a soldier far from home. Did she consider him untrustworthy? Mary Alice responded, explaining that she was merely repeating her mother’s warnings about the soldiers she met at the USO. She had taken for granted that her boyfriend was not that kind and failed to see he might be insulted.


Mary Alice suffered her own qualms. “If we’re honest,” she wrote, “we’ll have to admit that we aren’t the same two people who said goodbye.” Maybe their feelings had changed too.


When they reunited, however, their doubts melted like the morning mist. Soon they talked as comfortably as before. Stanley joked about the tradition that women could propose marriage on the upcoming leap-year day. “I’ll never have to propose to you,” he teased. “You’d better!” Mary Alice quipped. It was the perfect time to pop the question, but Stanley chickened out.


After three days, Stanley left for his next phase of training. He considered calling Mary Alice long-distance to ask her to marry him, but again he got cold feet. He never liked talking on the telephone anyway. Instead, he would use his usual medium, a letter. “I guess there is an understanding between us for after the war,” he wrote, “but I feel I owe you more than that—that I should offer you a real ring in place of my graduation ring.”


Stanley dropped the note at the base’s post. With that, he could only sweat it out while he awaited her reply.10





Happily, the AAF granted Stanley’s request to be assigned to heavy bombers and sent him to Smyrna, Tennessee, for transition training. He was less pleased that he had been assigned to fly the B-24 Liberator. Stanley’s first impression was that it must be the ugliest airplane in the AAF.


Despite its homeliness, by many measures the B-24 was the most successful bomber of the war. More airmen flew aboard B-24s than any other airplane. Employed by both the Army and the Navy, it was the only American bomber that served in every theater of operation. Over a thousand Liberators were exported to the British, Canadian, and Australian air forces.


The key was the aircraft’s versatility. Its range and speed exceeded that of the more glamorous B-17, making it an ideal craft not just for raids deep into enemy territory, but also for reconnaissance and submarine-hunting missions. Occasionally, it even served as a transport.


Nevertheless, the B-24 had its drawbacks. The pilots’ small windows provided a limited view. The blunt nose turret featured on later models caused its nose to wander in flight. The B-24’s powerful engines could bully through the choppiest air, but flying it demanded strength, endurance, and attentiveness. Due to the aerodynamic, narrow design of its wings, the plane needed high speed to stay aloft. It glided like a rock. If a wing took a direct hit from a flak shell, it often collapsed or broke off, leaving the crew little time to bail out.


The plane’s real Achilles’ heel was its fuel system. It sprang leaks easily, making the aircraft susceptible to fires and explosions. Fuel transfers from reserve tanks to the mains were tricky, and it was difficult to get a true reading on the fuel gauges.


Airmen were fond of disputing the merits of the B-24 versus the B-17. Liberator pilots sneered there were only four things wrong with the B-17—its engines. Motorheads agreed that the B-24’s Pratt and Whitney engines topped the B-17’s Wright Cyclone motors. Cyclones rattled; Pratt and Whitneys purred.


On the other hand, B-17 pilots boasted of their bomber’s superior handling, ability to fly at higher altitudes, and legendary capacity to endure battle damage. In addition, the B-17 had one unquestioned advantage: its broad, low wings offered a much higher survivability factor during crash landings. Ditching at sea was close to suicidal in a Liberator. The plane would often break up and sink before the crew could escape.


Regardless, one thing was for certain: the B-24 was the far more challenging aircraft to fly, particularly during an emergency. Any mediocre aviator could fly a B-17. A B-24 commander had to be a good pilot, or he was a dead one.11





A week after Stanley mailed his proposal to Mary Alice, her response arrived in the morning post. She kept him waiting until the fourth page. “The answer is ‘yes’ my darling,” she wrote. “I want to wear your ring and I’ll be proud to wear it.” They would not marry until after the war—assuming Stanley survived.


Stanley grinned all day long, but there was little time for celebration. His busy schedule would not allow it.12





At first, Stanley had found learning to fly the B-24 to be somewhat daunting. The controls were more complex than any he had operated before. Moreover, as he was a budding aircraft commander, the AAF expected him to know nearly as much about each crewman’s station on the plane as he did. Some of his future crew might be assigned to his B-24 without having trained in one, and it would be his job to complete their instruction.


Now, however, Stanley believed he could surmount any challenge. He still welcomed Mary Alice’s daily letters of encouragement, but they were not as essential as before. With her help, he had developed into the self-assured pilot the AAF expected him to become. He felt confident he would be designated as a first pilot—the aircraft’s commander—rather than a copilot. In due course, he proved to be correct.


Stanley grew to appreciate the B-24. An awkward, ugly duckling on the ground, it revealed a surprising elegance once aloft. Like many, he learned that to fly a Liberator was to love it.13





Passing through the AAF processing point at Lincoln, Nebraska, Stanley drew his first crewman, a husky bombardier named Edward Seaver. “Big Ed” seemed friendly, capable, and eager to learn. Stanley hit it off with him right away. They soon transferred to Biggs Field near El Paso, Texas, where Stanley would meet the rest of his men and shape them into a crew.


Soon Stanley’s copilot, Robert Plaisance, arrived with a pretty wife and small son in tow. Plaisance stood six foot one but looked thin as a rail. Stanley doubted he would be strong enough to help much in the cockpit. Maybe his slight build had consigned him to the position of copilot.


To Stanley, everything about Plaisance, from his sandy blond hair to his loud sports jacket and his jaunty convertible, just reeked of his native California. He even listed his home address as Hollywood. When Plaisance smiled, his hollow-cheeked, tanned face revealed bright, conceited teeth. His audacious blue eyes sparkled with mischief. His legs stretched languidly like Gary Cooper’s. Stanley wondered if he had been in the movies.


Since Plaisance lived off-base with his family, Stanley hardly got to know him. He never suspected that Plaisance, who was six years older than his straitlaced pilot and considerably more worldly, thought he should command the aircraft in his place.


Other crewmen straggled in. The plane’s flight engineer and top enlisted man would be Corporal Forrest Smalley, one of the few men on base who had previously worked on B-24s. Smalley was the oldest member of the crew at twenty-nine, and Stanley hoped his maturity would set a good example for the rest.


Staff Sergeant Darrell Kiger manned the radio. A former pre-veterinary student, Kiger had washed out as a pilot when he contracted jaundice and could not make up the lost sick time. He switched to radio school, where he became captain of his training class.


Nose gunner Albert Buchholz and tail gunner Sam Spomer were both German-speakers whose parents had immigrated from pre-Nazi Germany. Otherwise, they were as different from each other as their opposing positions on the plane. Buchholz, a burly, rough-looking man, hid his gentility behind a gruff exterior. Spomer, younger and delicately featured, seemed purposeful and willing to please.


Waist gunner Claude Tweedale, the baby of the crew, had been a fireman. His occasional mustache grew with a red tint that clashed with his sandy brown hair and never quite filled in.


Peter Homol took the Sperry ball turret. A stocky five foot six, Homol was large for the position but possessed the steady nerves it took to fly suspended under the plane in a tiny Plexiglas sphere.


In mid-June, a group of navigators arrived, and Leo Cone, a lean six-footer from Montana, joined the crew. Cone promptly demonstrated impeccable navigation. His calm presence helped the crew jell. Plaisance flew better and Ed Seaver often dropped his bombs within five hundred feet of the bull’s-eye, an excellent mark. The gunners peppered their targets with accuracy.


By the main criteria set by the AAF—the speed at which they earned their proficiency ratings—they were a fine crew. They ranked third among twenty-eight crews at the end of their first month.14





Regardless of their rating, only one factor would earn Stanley the crew’s respect: they needed to have complete faith in his flying skills. Like all of them, Stanley was learning on the job. It was his first time flying the turret-nosed version of the B-24. Always self-critical and honest with himself, he knew better than anyone that some of his flights were less than perfect.


One evening, Stanley and Cone happened to be outdoors practicing celestial navigation when they spotted two planes flying toward nearby Mount Franklin, a seven-thousand-foot peak. They’ll turn, Stanley thought. But the lead plane flew straight into the mountainside and dissolved in a ball of flame. The second plane barely veered off. The fire could be seen for miles. Eight men died in the crash.


The accident reminded the crew that their lives were in Stanley’s hands. His test came when he was forced to make a nighttime landing in a blinding rainstorm. Stanley executed the difficult landing flawlessly, convincing his men that he could get them through the war in one piece. The forming of the crew was complete.15





With their flight training concluded, the crew was granted a seven-day leave. It was their final chance to see their loved ones before they went off to war.


Once again, Stanley faced the dilemma of limited time and the desire to see both his family in Pennsylvania and his fiancée in Buffalo. Mary Alice solved the problem by traveling to the Stanley home, bringing her mother along as chaperone.


The Stanley family, like Mary Alice’s, had been unscarred by the Great Depression. His father worked as the chief engineer of a pump station for a natural gas pipeline. Their house stood with a half dozen others on the station’s grounds, far out in the country forty miles north of Pittsburgh.


Mary Alice had never seen a farm before. Cows grazed within view of the Stanleys’ front porch, and the smells were far different from those of the city, as were the noises—or the lack of them. Even the constant pockita-pockita from the pumps sounded muffled. Mary Alice found the experience to be as exotic as a journey to the far side of the world.


On Saturday, his last night before going off to war, they stayed up all night on the porch swing. Charles’s head rested on Mary Alice’s lap while her fingers twirled the dark waves of his hair. After a time, they had said everything there was to say. They sat awake in silence until dawn.


Behind them, in the Stanleys’ front window, hung a white flag with a red border and a single blue star in the middle. The blue star represented Charles. A gold star would replace it if he were killed. Charles assured Mary Alice he would return, but both knew there were no guarantees.


After Sunday Mass, Mary Alice accompanied Charles to the train station. On the platform, a pit grew in her stomach until she thought she might lose her breakfast. A train whistle startled her, and she nearly collapsed.


Perhaps it was the lack of sleep, but there were no dramatic farewells. Stanley felt numb. Mary Alice could not find the words. She fought tears and worried she might lose control if she hugged him. They kissed, said goodbye, and he boarded.


Mary Alice waved ferociously, hoping in vain for a last glimpse. The train was gone and so was he.16










CHAPTER 2 Shot Down Twice



After a long sea voyage, Stanley and his men arrived in southern Italy and joined the Fifteenth Air Force. The Fifteenth, while not as large or famous as the Eighth Air Force based in Great Britain, was playing a key role in the air war over Europe.


After Italy surrendered to the Allies, the benefits of stationing bombers there had been too great to be ignored. Much of the Third Reich’s most vital strategic asset, its oil supply, lay within range. The AAF also hoped—erroneously—that “sunny Italy” would offer better flying weather than England.


In April 1944, the Fifteenth began attacks on the vast Ploesti oil complex. Raids against central and southeastern Europe continued over the next several months. The losses were appalling. Almost 500 of its heavy bombers went down between April and June. In July alone, the Fifteenth lost another 318 bombers. Meanwhile, luckier crews completed their tours and went home. Stanley’s crew, with hundreds of others, rushed in as replacements.1


Stanley’s men were assigned to the 464th Bomb Group at Pantanella. They took residence in two hilltop tents, one for the four officers and one for the six enlisted men. Stanley’s abode offered a view of the twin runways in the valley below but little else. It had no heat and no water. The base featured no hot showers. The nearest town lay thirty miles away.


Nevertheless, morale remained high. The Red Army had just overrun Ploesti, removing the Fifteenth’s nastiest target. The Russians had also liberated thousands of downed airmen from Romanian prisoner-of-war camps. Shortly after Stanley’s arrival, seventy-nine recently freed POWs returned to the base. Although the men looked ragged and hungry, the sight of them reassured everyone that being shot down was not a death sentence.


Stanley’s first mission, during which he served only as an observer, came on September 17, a raid against Budapest. Several missions leading his own crew followed. Eventually, he was assigned a regular aircraft, a tired-looking B-24 called the Fertile Turtle after an Ogden Nash poem: “The turtle lives ’twixt plated decks, which practically conceal its sex. I think it clever of the turtle in such a fix to be so fertile.” The plane’s nose art featured a turtle excreting bomb-like eggs from its rear. The plane suffered from chronic mechanical maladies, but Stanley developed an attachment to it equal to the devotion a sea captain feels toward his vessel.


The Turtle exhibited its usual troubles on an October 7 mission to Ersekujar, Hungary. Stanley was forced to land her on three engines. He took this as a positive sign. If he could coax the Turtle to make a good landing absent an engine, she must be a good and a lucky ship. Ersekujar, however, was a near milk-run. No one could tell how the plane might perform over more dangerous targets.2





On October 13, 1944, a duty officer woke Stanley at 3:30 a.m. The pilot, in turn, roused his tentmates. Leo Cone lit the heating contraption he had devised—a stove fed by 100 octane aviation fuel. The four officers donned their flight suits and stepped out into the pre-dawn bleakness. Below, silhouettes of twin-finned B-24s brooded on either side of the twin runways.


After a breakfast of powdered eggs, blackened toast, and pancakes smothered with lardy butter, they finished their cups of hot GI coffee and shuffled to Group Headquarters. Inside, they took seats on empty ammo boxes. Most of the men puffed away at cigarettes, and a smoky haze obscured the curtained map dominating the front of the room. It was Friday the 13th. Moreover, today would be the thirteenth mission for the crews led by pilots Lt. William Price and Lt. Raymond Borg. Superstition abounded.


Bob Plaisance had been lobbying for a chance to become a first pilot for weeks. The brass had scheduled a veteran pilot to check him out, but the man finished his tour before it could happen. Frustrated, Plaisance braced for another day in the copilot’s chair.


The adjutant strode in and barked, “Ten-hut!” The room snapped to. The CO, Colonel Schroeder, entered and gave a perfunctory “Be seated, gentlemen. Smoke ’em if you got ’em.” An aide unveiled the mission map. Their target would be Blechhammer, a synthetic oil refinery at the far end of their range. Groans settled. It would be a long, tough, dangerous day.3





Hitler had lacked petroleum even when he controlled Ploesti. Germany did, however, possess a plentiful coal supply that could be converted to synthetic gasoline. Hitler’s production czar, Albert Speer, built several conversion plants in eastern Europe outside of the range of the Eighth Air Force. They produced most of the Reich’s high-octane aviation fuel. The plants were Hitler’s Achilles’ heel, and only the Fifteenth could reach them.


The twin refineries at Blechhammer North and South served as Germany’s largest synthetic complex. The Fifteenth had bombed the site six times since July. Now slave laborers from the nearby Auschwitz concentration camp had brought it back to life. Reflecting the complex’s significance, the Germans had increased the number of flak guns protecting it by 25 percent.


The chaplain closed the briefing with a prayer. Pilots collected flimsies—detailed instructions printed on edible paper—while navigators picked up charts and bombardiers received aerial photos of the target. Everyone drew an escape kit containing nylon maps, gold-backed dollars, a compass, and other survival gear. Then trucks carried them to their awaiting planes.4


The 464th took off, formed up, and joined several other bomb groups over the Adriatic. Hundreds of warbirds filled the vast expanse. Every flight stirred Stanley’s pride that his country could launch an armada of this scale and power.


The Turtle flew merrily across Hungary. A hundred barges floated on the Danube just west of Budapest. A few ineffective flak shells whizzed skyward. An hour later, the formation found the initial point (IP) for the bomb run and turned toward the target.


The sky ahead shone an azure blue. Below, German smoke generators created thick black ground cover. Flak gunners pumped shells skyward. At their appointed elevation, each casing burst into 1,500 deadly pieces of shrapnel. Every airplane within 200 yards would take hits. The barrages carpeted the skies over Blechhammer North and South.


The 464th penetrated the thick gauntlet. Black puffs belched jagged, razor-sharp steel fragments. Booming concussions rocked the planes. A cliché claimed that flak could be “thick enough to walk on.” This looked more like an impenetrable wall. No one recalled having seen worse. The shrapnel did not discriminate between officers and enlisted men, nor between the virtuous and sinners. Either one of them had their name on it or not.


A cluster of shards found No Excuse, piloted by Lt. William Price. The plane spiraled to the right and passed out of sight at ten thousand feet. Just then Lt. Raymond Borg’s plane—the optimistically named Be Comin Back—took direct hits and winged over. Eight chutes emerged. The B-24 passed through plumes of smoke and transformed into a giant fireball against the ground. Neither Price nor Borg would return from his thirteenth mission. More fragments struck Yellow Oboe. Its pilot, Lt. John Suber, dropped out of formation. Gaps formed all over the sky as more B-24s fell in flames.5


The Turtle rocked as a shell ripped through its right outboard engine. Half a dozen bursts flayed the aircraft with jagged steel, perforating the waist section. Voices yelled, “We’re hit!” over the interphone. “Bombs away!” cried Ed Seaver.


The Turtle plummeted. Stanley was not sure he could stabilize her. The stricken propeller windmilled limply. Stanley tried to feather it—lock it into place with the blade turned into the wind—but the mechanism failed. The other engine on the right side had lost its supercharger and could not function at the high altitude. Gasoline sieved everywhere.


Out of the blue, the right inboard propeller kicked alive, but only at reduced power. The aircraft had fallen low enough that the engine could work without the supercharger.


Stanley leveled the plane off and made a quick survey. The damage was bad, but no one was hurt. High-octane fumes pervaded the air. One spark could blow the Turtle to smithereens. Darrell Kiger felt as if his skin was on fire from the soaking gasoline.


The pilots discussed their next move. Plaisance wanted to head for home. Stanley disagreed. Italy lay 650 miles away, across Hungary, Yugoslavia, and the Adriatic Sea. If they attempted to cross the Adriatic and failed, the results would be fatal. He had not become a pilot to drown.


The only sure landing spot in Yugoslavia, the British fighter base on the Island of Vis, lay on the far side of the country, thirty miles off the Dalmatian Coast. Even if they could get that far, landing on its runway—half the length of a typical B-24 airfield—was notoriously tricky.


The conventional move would be to head east toward the Russian lines in Poland, but danger lurked there. Trigger-happy, often drunken Russian pilots frequently fired on unfamiliar Allied aircraft. Only a month ago, a plane from their bomb group had been downed by a Soviet fighter. The crew was lucky no one was killed. Moreover, the Warsaw Uprising had just occurred. Stanley hated that the Red Army had paused outside the city limits to let the Nazis crush the Polish resistance.


Romania was four times as distant, but its battlefront was less intense. One of the freed POWs back at base had mentioned a U.S. mission in Bucharest that repatriated American fliers. Stanley consulted with Leo Cone. He agreed Romania was the best bet—if the plane could hold out long enough.


The pilot decided: they would try for Romania. Cone gave the pilots a new heading.6





The Turtle did not want to fly straight. Only the two propellers on the left side spun as they should. Stanley countered the asymmetrical propulsion by increasing power to the left inboard engine while decreasing that of the outboard. He compensated for the lost thrust by elevating the pitch of the propellers. He pressed against the left rudder pedal with all his might. After half an hour, as his leg trembled with fatigue, he spelled it by crossing his right leg to the pedal. When that leg gave away, Stanley jammed both feet against it. When cramping and exhaustion set in, Plaisance took over. Eventually, he too became exhausted and gave the controls back to Stanley.


Per standard procedure, Stanley ordered the crew to lighten the plane. They scurried to throw out every loose item—flak jackets, helmets, and even the waist guns and ammunition.


For two hours the pilots maintained altitude at nine thousand feet above a dense layer of clouds. The undercast blinded Leo Cone to any geographical reference point, forcing him to navigate by dead reckoning—an artful combination of mathematical precision and educated guesswork. Plotting a straight line to Romania would have been relatively easy, but he had to estimate where the flak-defended cities were, direct the pilots around them, and then recalculate the path toward safety. To make matters worse, Cone did not know exactly where the Russian lines were. No American or British flier did, as the Soviets would not disclose their locations.


At last Cone announced they had probably passed the Russian front. The pilots looked for a break in the clouds to regain their bearings and locate a place to land. An opening appeared, and Stanley banked into it. A rivulet of Transylvanian mountains loomed below. Landing was impossible. They had to bail out, preferably over a valley.


They were down to their last gallons of fuel. Stanley ordered the bomb bay doors to be opened. Suddenly a panicked voice filled his earphones. Five fighter planes—maybe German Fw 190s—were taking off from an airstrip below.


Fear seized the crew. They had dumped their waist guns and most of the ammunition. A machine gun chattered. Maybe Spomer had fired from the tail turret. Thinking they were under attack, Stanley swooped into a protective cloud bank and emerged over a saw-toothed ridge.


The fighters followed. Ed Seaver identified them as Russian Yaks. He was about to notify Stanley when the Turtle lurched as though someone had punched it in the nose. The right inboard engine had given out. Stanley feathered it and pressed the button on his throat mic. “We have two minutes of flying time left,” he cautioned. The Turtle veered starboard, below the peaks of the surrounding mountains. They were out of time. Stanley rang the bailout buzzer.


Al Buchholz, crouching behind Forrest Smalley at the bomb bay, heard the signal. Moments passed, but Smalley remained in his way. Buchholz itched to give him a good shove. They were a thousand feet off the ground—barely enough room for their parachutes to billow. Just as the nose gunner readied to give him a hard push, Smalley leapt. Buchholz followed and pulled his rip cord. Now he understood Smalley’s hesitation. They had just cleared a sheer mountain crest. If Buchholz had heaved Smalley out, his chute would not have had time to open.


Leo Cone came to the cockpit and reported that the crew had jumped. Stanley struggled to prevent the aircraft from winging over. Another sharp rise loomed ahead.


“For God’s sake,” cried Plaisance, “get us over that ridge!”7





Four planes from the 464th Bomb Group failed to return that day—those piloted by Stanley, Borg, Price, and Suber. Down to three engines, Suber headed for the short emergency landing strip on the Island of Vis. His attempt to land the crippled aircraft failed. All ten crewmen died.


Overall, the Fifteenth Air Force lost sixteen heavy bombers that day. It was a high toll for five precious minutes over the target. Reconnaissance photographs showed that most of the bombs had fallen wide of the mark. The mission had been a failure.8





Seventeen days later, a glum envoy delivered a telegram to Stanley’s mother. Every serviceman’s parent dreaded this moment. Her son was either wounded, missing in action, or dead.


She dropped onto a chair and opened the horrid yellow envelope. The message read, “The Secy. of War desires me to express his deep regret that your son Lt. Chas. E. Stanley has been reported missing in action since thirteen Oct. over Germany.” She wept. Charles might still be alive. She jotted a quick note to Mary Alice:




Charles has been missing in action over Germany since Oct 13. I’ll let you know further information as soon as I receive it. Sixty percent of the missing are later reported safe, so let’s pray harder than we ever did before that he will turn up and that it is God’s will to return him safely to us. This is an awful shock even though I have been expecting it since I didn’t hear from him. I can’t write any more.


With love, Mrs. Stanley





The note stunned Mary Alice, though the news was not unexpected. Charles had not written in ten days. She did not cry until she telephoned a Dominican monastery of cloistered nuns to ask them to pray for Charles. Then the dam burst. No consolation from her family could stop the tears.


Night came. She wanted to write her usual letter to Charles but realized the futility and instead retreated to bed. Sleep would not come. She wondered if she could have helped him more. Perhaps she should have gone to confession and Mass more often. Couldn’t she have written more letters? What did life hold for her if Charles were dead? He was her whole future.


At last, she dropped off. Her mother stayed awake all night.9





The Fertile Turtle scraped over the mountain ridge with mere feet to spare. Leo Cone let the pilots know he was leaving, retreated to the bomb bay, and rolled out. The pilots had seconds to follow; one of them had to go first. Plaisance offered to stay. Maybe the copilot meant well, but Stanley’s temper flared. As pilot, he would leave the ship last. This was no time to argue. Stanley jerked his right thumb over his ear: “Out!”


Plaisance obeyed. He leapt, cleared the plane, and popped his parachute open. He twirled once before the Turtle smashed into a hillside. He was sure that Stanley’s mangled body lay inside. Plaisance hit the ground. Searing pain shot upward from his left foot.


He pulled himself up with curses and groans. An open-mouthed peasant and his wife materialized. Plaisance beckoned them forward, but they stood transfixed. He unbuckled his chute and yelled at the top of his lungs; perhaps a more sharp-witted soul lived nearby. In response, a smiling young boy approached. Plaisance pointed up the mountainside toward the crash site. The boy allowed Plaisance to put his arm around his shoulder. Together they hobbled upward.


When they were halfway there, Stanley appeared over a ridge. Plaisance gasped, shocked that he had survived. Plaisance had bailed out at three hundred feet, well below the recommended thousand-feet minimum. Stanley had jumped from less without a scratch.


Reunited, they grinned and shook hands. Plaisance asked how he had managed it.


Stanley had yanked his rip cord even before he cleared the bomb bay. The bursting parachute stopped him in midair. He had felt the heat rise when the Turtle crashed, and he landed close by, crouching on all fours. Flame engulfed the wreckage. His first thought had been to ensure that the top-secret bombsight did not fall into enemy hands, but the fire ignited loose ammunition like lethal popcorn. The plane’s nose was embedded in the hillside. The bombsight must certainly have been destroyed.


Stanley’s gamble of flying to Romania had paid off—just barely. If the aircraft had given out mere minutes earlier, the crew would have gone down behind enemy lines. The two pilots agreed to stay near the plane and see what came. Romania had been a German ally until just six weeks before. Hopefully, the civilians would not be hostile.


Dozens of curious people approached. Once they realized the airmen were Americans, they welcomed them with open arms. One peasant offered fresh milk, raw bacon, and black bread. Another man fashioned a cane for Plaisance. A few indicated the pilots should follow them.


Off they trudged along the mountain ridge, hampered by Plaisance’s lame ankle. Soon Sam Spomer caught up with them. After a few miles, they bumped into a Romanian gendarme who guided them to a farmhouse, where they spent the night.


Plaisance awoke to severe stomach cramps and diarrhea. The gendarme borrowed a two-wheeled horse-drawn cart and carried him into the nearest town, Campeni. Soon the other crewmen straggled in.


Over the next week, life became so comfortable that the crew pressed Stanley to extend their stay. Their hosts treated them with kindness and generosity, the Transylvanian countryside was beautiful, and the local cuisine provided a welcome respite from Army chow. The war could wait.


Stanley overruled them. It was their duty to return as soon as possible. Besides, their position seemed dicey. The money in their escape kits was running low, and the occupying Russians glowered at them with Slavic suspicion. Most important, the crew’s loved ones must have received missing-in-action telegrams by now. They must be worried.


At last, transport was arranged. The trip aboard an open Romanian army truck offered a behind-the-scenes view of the Eastern Front rarely witnessed by Americans. Columns of Russian soldiers bounded toward battle aboard American-made Lend-Lease trucks. The white stars on the vehicles had been repainted red. Whenever one broke down or ran out of gas, the troops simply piled out and walked on. Female military police officers directed traffic—a novelty to the Americans.


Bucharest was half-destroyed. There the colonel in charge of Operation Reunion, the American mission to repatriate the recently liberated POWs, put them on a flight to Italy.


Relief turned to disappointment once they reached Pantanella. Other crews now occupied their tents. Leo Cone’s ingenious heating apparatus was gone, and scavengers had stolen their cigarettes, candy bars, and shaving kits. Smalley and Buchholz had been turned down for promotions because they were absent.10





Mary Alice had learned that her fiancée was missing on Halloween, spoiling her fun with the trick-or-treaters. The next morning, despite an ache in her side and a lingering head cold, she decided to go to school. It was All Saints’ Day, a holy day of obligation, and she needed to attend Mass anyway.


A letter from Charles awaited when she returned home. He had parachuted over a friendly country. Her prayers, he said, had “helped bring us all through safely.”


A happy exhaustion set in. Mary Alice’s appetite returned, and her pain vanished. By evening it all seemed like a bad dream. Her worries had lasted just twenty-four hours. How, she wondered, could she have stood it if it had gone on much longer? And what if the news had been the worst?


Mary Alice’s mother realized the Stanley family might not have heard that Charles was safe. Since the Stanley family did not have a phone, she called one of their neighbors. The woman rushed over to Stanley’s home shouting the news. Charles’s mother slumped onto the nearest chair.


“If we never have another nightmare like that,” Mrs. Stanley confided in a letter to Mary Alice, “it will be plenty soon enough.”11





The AAF, knowing that breaks from the stress of combat were essential, had established a series of rest camps to restore the airmen’s bodies and spirits. The Stanley crew set off for Capri without Bob Plaisance, who was confined to the base hospital with amoebic dysentery.


The enlisted men settled into one hotel and the officers another. The officers’ quarters offered spectacular views over a sheer, dizzying cliff. The room featured a bidet, a fixture they had never seen before. A hot bath was the greatest luxury of all.


Everything was inexpensive in Capri, including wine, brandy, and gin mixed with seltzer. The men vastly outnumbered the female delegation of WACs, nurses, and Red Cross workers. If a local young lady attended a dance, she always came protected by a chaperone. Nevertheless, some fliers pursued wine, women, and song to such an extent that they returned to action in worse shape than when they began.


Stanley spent most of his evenings in Capri reading, watching movies, or beating all comers at ping-pong. During the day, he and kindred spirit Leo Cone hiked Capri’s many mountain trails. At the peak of one path, they found the ruins of the palace of the Roman emperor Tiberius. Across the bay, Mount Vesuvius brooded over the ruins of Pompeii.


No trip to Capri was complete without a trip to the famous Blue Grotto. On their last day, Stanley and Cone rode a funicolare, a small wooden cable car, two thousand feet down to sea level and hired a boatman. Inside the grotto, their tiny craft glided on a luminous pool of silver. Stanley was glad to have seen it but even happier when he reached dry land.12





On November 19, the crew flew their first combat mission since being shot down—a foray against Linz. Plaisance still felt too weak to carry his share of the flying, so Stanley picked up the slack. Everyone felt on edge. All illusions of invulnerability had vanished.


Over the target, a shell exploded close enough to their belly to push the plane upward. A chunk of steel missed Leo Cone’s head by inches. Another shard penetrated the radio compartment, ricocheted, and struck Kiger in the back of his flak jacket. Fortunately, the fragment was spent, and everyone returned to base in one piece.


Three days later, the crew joined a massive raid against the Munich rail yards. Plaisance had departed for his overdue vacation at Capri, so another copilot substituted. Ed Seaver was also excused. Leo Cone would act as togglier, dropping bombs on the mark of the lead bombardier.


The formation encountered thick clouds over the Austrian Alps. Pilots could barely see the planes next to them. The bombers climbed, but the pea soup lingered. Planes scattered to avoid collisions. Stanley found himself alone above Bavaria. Skiers dotted the slopes below.


Berchtesgaden, Hitler’s personal retreat, lay close at hand. Stanley felt tempted to bomb it but reasoned the brass would not approve of an unauthorized attack. Leo Cone suggested Spittal, Austria, a small rail center, instead. They found a train sitting in the yard. Cone released the bombs using pure guesswork. Sam Spomer reported a direct hit from his perch in the tail, but Cone doubted it.


Less than half of the 550 heavy bombers reached Munich that day. Bad weather thwarted accurate bombing. The 459th Bomb Group called the raid “the most mixed up and confusing mission this group ever participated in.” It had not been the Fifteenth Air Force’s finest hour.13


The following day, Thanksgiving, the 464th enjoyed a holiday dinner highlighted by real turkey straight from the good old U.S.A. The men agreed that the cooks had outdone themselves—everyone but Stanley, who was too ill with a stomach ailment to get anything down. It was his third Thanksgiving away from his family. Worse, there was no mail from home or Mary Alice.


Stanley’s mood did not improve when bad news came a few days later. When he had arrived in Italy, the quota for returning home was fifty missions. Sorties deep into the Third Reich, such as those to Blechhammer, had received double mission credits. Now those operations counted for only one mission, and everyone had to fly thirty-five sorties before going home. The new system effectively increased the required number of combat flights. The men grumbled; they thought it unfair that the rules had been changed midway into their tours.


Stanley did not mention the discouraging news to his mother or his sweetheart in his next notes, which he wrote on December 1. Ed Seaver sat across the tent from him writing his own letter. He expected a promotion to first lieutenant to come soon and told his parents to prepare for a big surprise.14





The next morning, Stanley found his copilot for the day, Lt. William “Don” Baker, at their pre-dawn briefing. They had slightly known each other stateside at Biggs Field. Baker had the day off but volunteered for this flight to pick up the mission credit.


An adjutant called the room to attention, and the briefing officer pulled back the curtain to reveal the target. The red line on the map led all the way to Blechhammer. Blechhammer? Again?


Colonel Schroeder brought the men up to date. Allied successes against other oil targets had enhanced Blechhammer’s importance. Intelligence reports indicated the south complex would resume production within two weeks. The 464th would drop delayed-action bombs and propaganda leaflets along with the usual high-impact and incendiary bombs. The leaflets explained that the time bombs were intended to delay repairs. The attacks would continue until the people broke with the Nazis. Of course, the slave laborers working at the site had no choice in the matter.


New information had also arrived regarding possible bailout areas. Marshal Tito’s Partisans controlled a safe zone in central Bosnia. If a plane could not return to Italy—or reach the emergency airstrip on the Island of Vis—airmen stood a good chance of evading capture there.15


Stanley’s crew boarded the silver-hued Yellow Love—yellow being the color for Stanley’s 777th Squadron, love being radio code for the yellow “L” painted on the plane’s waist. Coincidentally, it was a B-24 “L” model with a light “stinger” gun replacing the tail turret. It also lacked the lower ball turret of earlier B-24s. Peter Homol, who normally manned the ball, took a waist gun instead. Once in the air, Stanley judged the B-24L to be the finest, most nimble model he had ever flown. He was also pleased that Baker proved to be an able pilot.


An undercast obscured Yugoslavia. Red-tailed P-51s from the 332nd Fighter Group, the famed Tuskegee Airmen, buzzed around reassuringly.


A supercharger acted up over Hungary. Stanley pushed the engines to their limits to keep pace with the formation, burning extra gasoline. Blechhammer already lay at the far limit of their range. If there were any more problems, he might not have enough fuel to return to Italy.


Fifteen miles from the target, the clouds dispersed. The Liberators had an open sky for a visual run at 23,500 feet. The Germans fired up their smudge pots to obscure the target. The flak gunners took aim; they manned even more cannon than before. The bombers usually spent four to five minutes over the field of fire—this time they would take a full seven.16





The 460th Bomb Group led the way. The sky filled with black and red bursts as hot, jagged shards spewed in all directions. One of the planes took a direct hit and lumbered leftward toward the Russian lines.


Thirty-one B-24s from the 465th came next. One of its box leaders erupted in flames, careened into a headlong spin, and dissolved in a ball of fire.


The 464th passed over the target in the unenviable Tail-End Charlie position. Flak gunners always honed their skills on the front of the pack, saving their best aim for those in the rear. Slowed by its defective supercharger, Stanley’s Yellow Love trailed even them.


The broad expanse resonated with thunderous explosions. The air teemed with screaming steel. Just ahead, Red Jig retched as a flak shell burst next to its right side. A man flew out of the gaping hole in the waist and popped his parachute open. The plane limped toward home, its tail swaying like a fish.


Ed Seaver cried, “Bombs away!” as Yellow Love dropped its load. A flak shell burst in front of nearby Yellow How. Parachutes streamed from all exits.


Stanley’s wheel trembled in his hands. The plane yawed. Shrapnel darted past Al Buchholz’s head. Gasoline fumes filled the frigid air.


They managed to reach clear sky, and Stanley asked for a damage report. A shell had punched a melon-sized hole in the left wing. It was too large for the self-sealing gas tank. Baker and Smalley hustled to transfer the remaining fuel but could not save much; the leaking gas had flooded the two port engines. Stanley feathered them to prevent a fire.


Yellow Love was in nearly as much trouble as the Fertile Turtle had been six weeks before. That time the two right engines had been damaged. This time it was the ones on the left. Stanley decided to follow the formation as far as he could. He ordered the crew to open the bomb bay doors, the nose wheel doors, and the camera hatch to let out the fumes. Freezing wind swirled through. Everyone shivered as they cast loose items out.


They soon lost sight of the formation. Yellow Love stumbled onward for ninety minutes, every moment a noisy, cold test of the crew’s nerves. Stanley and Baker took turns fighting the uneven thrust. An undercast obstructed Leo Cone’s view of the ground through Hungary and into Yugoslavia, but at last he determined they had reached the Partisan-held pocket shown on his maps.


He moved to the cockpit and shouted the news. At first, Stanley resisted ordering a bailout. Yellow Love was not quite a perfectly good aircraft, but two engines were running. Shouldn’t they fly closer to the coast? No, argued Cone. Partisans controlled the territory below, but the area ahead was unsure. The crew should jump now, while they had plenty of altitude. Stanley was forced to agree and ordered the crew to prepare.


Everyone donned their parachutes. When the bailout bell rang, they tumbled out the bomb bays like seasoned paratroopers. Satisfied that everyone else was gone, Leo Cone let the pilots know and jumped himself. Baker left his seat and moved toward the bays. Stanley followed.


At the precipice, Baker paused. It was not easy to trust one’s fate to a parachute. He blocked Stanley’s exit. Any moment, Yellow Love would wing over, trapping them both inside. Stanley needed to get Baker out, and fast.17





Albert Buchholz hit the ground and tumbled rearward. Rough-clothed women and children surrounded him. He decided not to try his German. The group led him to a humble two-story farmhouse. Ed Seaver lay inside on a simple bed. He had cracked his coccyx on landing.


A few hours later, armed men arrived sporting red stars on their caps. Two of them supported a barely conscious Sam Spomer. Nothing seemed broken, but Spomer felt too concussed to walk. The peasants shared lamb soup and corn bread before the Americans bedded down. Partisans stood vigil all night, rifles at the ready. Perhaps the area was not safe after all.


The next morning, Seaver’s back was so stiff he could hardly walk. Spomer still felt woozy. Buchholz helped them onto a horse-drawn cart. The Partisans guided them to a house where Homol, Kiger, Smalley, and Tweedale had spent the night. Soon Leo Cone joined them. The navigator’s parachute had failed to open on the first yank, and he had tumbled several thousand feet while he worked his chest pack open. It was a good thing he had jumped from a respectable height.


Only the pilots remained missing.18





Stanley stepped next to Don Baker and pointed out the bomb bays. As Baker’s eyes focused below, Stanley stepped back and shoved him out. Stanley followed as soon as he saw Baker’s parachute blossom. His own silk opened with a nice thwack. The clouds passed peacefully.


Near the ground, Stanley relaxed his legs to roll with the impact. His face slammed into the earth anyway. He sat up and caught his breath. How strange, he mused. He had done better before with far less altitude and no experience. He gathered his chute and set off to find the others.


Before long he came across an isolated farmhouse. A bearded old codger sat by the barn. The man seemed nonplussed, as though American flyboys dropped onto his farm every day. “Partisans? Partisans?” repeated Stanley. The man nodded and invited him into his home.


In the morning, Partisans guided Baker to the same house. Soon a horse and buggy carried the two pilots to Prijedor, a Partisan command center.


The rest of the crew joined them in town the next day. All were stunned by the signs of war. Miasmic ruins smoldered. Putrid smells wafted about. Ragged refugees huddled around open fires. The guerillas seemed armed to the teeth. A few had Partisan uniforms, but more were dressed in various items of captured German clothing. Most wore neglected civilian garb. Only the red stars on their caps marked their allegiance.


An officer briefed them on their situation through a translator. A battle raged in nearby Banja Luka, just twenty miles to the southeast; Prijedor was unsafe. The crew would be transported to a town called Sanski Most, the gathering point for the airmen downed in the area.


Around midnight, the Americans boarded a boxcar attached to an antique miniature steam engine. The narrow-gauge railroad track, just over two feet wide, looked half the size of those in America. The Austro-Hungarian Empire had built the Steinbeisbahn line before World War I to service its forestry industry. It still served as the region’s main transportation link.


The sleepless airmen arrived in Sanski Most after a night-long ride. They checked their maps and realized they were not much farther from the fighting than before. Everyone hoped the Partisans knew what they were doing.19
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