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PROLOGUE

THEY WERE CLOSE NOW, THE zeros. Running him down from behind.

Thirty minutes ago his belly gunner had counted over 20 on the Buka airstrip, close to a dozen kicking up dust as they taxied for takeoff. They would be on him soon; they should have been on him by now.

“Give me forty-five more seconds.”

It was Kendrick, over the interphone. The waist gunner and Photo Joe. Asking, begging, for just a little more time to get his pictures. The photographs, they’d said back at the base, that could change the course of the war. Almost four hours in the air and this is what it had come to. Forty-five seconds.

Below him the low sun caused the stunted eucalyptus trees to cast dappled shadows on the flowering frangipani of Japanese-held Bougainville Island. Far to the east the active volcano, Mount Bagana, spewed slender flutes of black smoke into the cloudless sky, like veins in blue granite. But it was neither the island’s flora nor its topography that interested Captain Jay Zeamer and the anxious crew of his B-17 Flying Fortress this morning. It was the hidden reefs of Empress Augusta Bay. The reefs that lay submerged just beneath the breaking waves where the Marine landings would take place. The reefs waiting like bear traps to snag their LSTs.

The reefs, the airfields, the enemy defenses: these were the reasons why Jay and his men were here. A lonely B-17 600 miles from home. Soon to face the might of the Japanese Imperial Navy’s most elite fighter pilots, a desperate enemy determined to prevent the Americans from returning with their photos. The impossible mission, someone had called it. Now Jay Zeamer knew why.

Not that every recon flight wasn’t a deadly gamble. No fighter escort. Not even a friendly formation to help ward off the swarms of bogeys. Jay knew too many recon crews who had never returned. That was the rub. Scouting enemy positions was only half the job. Getting the information back would be the “impossible” part. The Zero pilots knew it as well.

Jay scanned the bay again. Visibility was clear. Just a scrim of ground haze over the shore, which the infrared camera filters would cut through with ease.

Now the tail gunner’s voice crackling over the interphone. Another fighter squadron lifting off, this time from Bougainville. A dozen at least.

Jay thought about cutting and running. No one would blame him. No one could. He had volunteered for this job with the clear understanding that he’d run the operation his way. His way meant any way—any way—he wanted. They had already reconnoitered Buka Island. The flight wouldn’t be a total waste. Hell, Buka was where the wolves behind him had picked up his scent.

Why hadn’t he trusted his gut, gone with his initial response? At first he’d said no when they’d tacked on the Buka run at the last minute. Just Bougainville, he’d told them. Forget Buka; Buka was suicide. He should have held firm. What could they have done? Grounded him? He’d been disciplined before, too many times to count. Washed out of one Bomb Group for being too flaky, nearly court-martialed by another for that stunt over Rabaul. A lot of people didn’t like Jay. Aloof, they called him. A screwoff. No respect for authority.

And this was where it had gotten him.

When they wouldn’t give him a plane he’d foraged one, plucked from the boneyard at the rump end of the runway, and rebuilt it from the wheels up. When they wouldn’t give him a crew he’d recruited one, men like himself; misfits they called them at first, but each now an Airman with whom he’d entrust his life. And when they wouldn’t give him assignments he’d volunteered for them, recon missions no one else wanted, missions they all had to be a little crazy to take on. Missions like this one, which right now his every good sense was screaming at him to abort.

But then Jay envisioned the Marines. It was the middle of June 1943, and the war in the Pacific hung by a thread. In the 18 months since Pearl Harbor the Japanese had controlled the game, spreading like algae across the vast, watery theater, securing far-flung bases with impunity. Yet now the tide just might be turning. First at Midway, then on Guadalcanal. Small steps. But steps. And the island below him—Bougainville—was next. The key to unlocking the stranglehold of the Empire of the Rising Sun.

After Bougainville there would be New Guinea, and from New Guinea a return to the Philippines, until finally the ships of the U.S. Navy would be lapping at Japanese shores. Forget the great and grand strategies transmitted from Washington, pushpins on a map. The turnaround in this war would begin with boots on the ground at Bougainville. Marines depending on his photos in order to reach that beachhead. If he didn’t do the job, if he throttled and fled, someone else would have to come back and do it all over again. He could not live with that.

Then another thought, creeping into his mind on cat’s paws. A man’s character is his fate. He hadn’t been much for philosophy back at M.I.T. He was an engineer, a maker, a builder, with little use for pious pronouncements. But he never forgot that line. A man’s character is his fate. One of the Greeks. Heraclitus? He considered himself a man of character, a pilot of character. He was the captain of a United States Army Air Force bomber crew, a leader of men. Well, he’d soon find out his fate. Their fate.

The first wave of Zeros hit them from the front. Through his port window he caught the bright yellow strobes of the twin 7.7-millimeter machine guns winking from the Zeke’s nose. Then the larger red flare from one of its two 20-millimeter cannons flashed from the wing. The sound of the shells like shotgun blasts fired into a bucket of sand as they smashed into his plane.

They were going for the bomber’s front bubble, blasting it with cannon fire. But the bombardier Joe Sarnoski down in the Greenhouse was giving as good as he got, the red tracers from his twin .50-cals cutting bright curving arcs through the azure sky. Joe nailed the lead Zero, sending it into a spin, and now the entire crew opened up, even Kendrick at the waist windows, finished with his photos. Seventeen machine guns streaking the sky with evanescent streams of gray-black smoke. The old Fortress juddered and wheezed from their recoil.

The rumble reached the cockpit first from the nose and then converged on him from behind, up from the belly gun and down from the top turret. Finally it growled through the fuselage from the tail gunner’s blister all the way to the flight deck. It was the kind of noise you never forget, accompanied by the familiar odor, the smell of the fight, the grease and powder.

From the corner of his eye he saw Joe Sarnoski blast a second bogey, raking the Zeke from the engine cowling to the wing tanks, the enemy fighter’s aviation fuel erupting into orange flames that streaked to its tail. It was as if the bombardier were plowing a highway. The irony was not lost on Jay—Joe was his best friend and had insisted on coming along on this one last mission before cashing his golden ticket back to the States, his kit already packed back in his quarters.

Jay silently thanked God that he had just as another Zero hove into view in front of him. He pressed the trigger button on his wheel that fired the special nose gun he’d installed just for this purpose. The bullets punctured the Zeke’s fuselage, and he watched the aircraft flame out, making certain that it spiraled into the Solomon Sea.

He was still craning his neck when the flash erupted in the cockpit. There was the briefest effusion of colors.

And then everything went dark.
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PART

I

On my honor, I will do my best

To do my duty to God and my country and to obey the Scout Law;

To help other people at all times;

To keep myself physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.

—Boy Scout Oath
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WANDERLUST

JAY ZEAMER JR.’S PARENTS SUSPECTED early on that their oldest child was a born renegade. The boy was not long out of cloth diapers, no older than four, when he began disappearing from the Zeamer household in the verdant suburb of Orange, New Jersey. Sometimes his mother, Marjorie, would find him sitting on the roof of the porch jutting from their clapboard Victorian home, having crawled out of an upstairs window to study the stars in the night sky. At other times he went missing for hours, before a frantic Jay Sr. would receive a call from a local policeman informing him that his son had been discovered wandering among the breweries and hatmakers that dominated the city’s downtown streets.

Jay’s wanderlust should not have come as a surprise to his parents, particularly Jay Sr. The branches of the Zeamer family tree were thick with wayfarers and adventurers, including at least fifteen of Jay’s German-born forebears who had fought for the Colonies during America’s Revolution. Continuing the custom, Jay Jr.’s great-great-grandfather John had become a teamster by the age of fourteen, hauling lumber and whiskey across hundreds of miles of Pennsylvania backcountry over bone-jarring tracks. And his grandfather Jeremiah had traced the Oregon Trail to California by covered wagon and sidewheeler steamer at the conclusion of the Civil War. Then he had sailed home to Philadelphia via the Cape Horn passage to edit and publish a weekly newspaper.

After Jay Sr. had served a short apprenticeship on his father’s newspaper, he too took to the road, wrangling an appointment through a family friend to Puerto Rico’s Department of Education. “The job involved bookkeeping,” he wrote back to his family, “of which I had no practical knowledge.” His government employer apparently agreed, and dismissed him after seven months.

But Jay Sr. had made use of his short stint in San Juan to become fluent in Spanish, an achievement that he parlayed into a job as a stenographic interpreter on various Spanish-speaking Caribbean islands and, later, for the Mexican Railway in Veracruz. Sensing that revolution was imminent, he left Mexico in 1911, and spent his next 42 years, he wrote, as a globe-hopping “traveling man,” selling leather belting for machinery “the world over covering all industrial countries except Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa.”

Jay Sr. made his home base in the southeastern Pennsylvania town of Carlisle, not far from where his great-great-grandfather had purchased a 218-acre homestead in 1765 from the family of William Penn himself. And it was into this cosmopolitan family that Jay Jr., the first of four Zeamer children, arrived on July 25, 1918.

World War I was well into its fourth grinding year when Jay Jr. was born. Since America’s entry into the conflict a little over a year earlier, newspapers had covered the war like no other before. That July was no different, and as the Zeamers welcomed their first child into the world the front pages of newspapers and radio broadcasts were replete with reports from the Western Front chronicling the latest bloodletting at the Second Battle of the Marne, Germany’s last great offensive. Like hundreds of small towns across the country, Carlisle, with close to 11,000 residents, did its patriotic part, and had also mourned its fallen sons, including the privates Doyle Ashburn and Harvey Kelley, who were killed that week on the banks of that faraway French river.

Jay Sr. had enlisted in the Army infantry at the war’s outset and earned his “doughboy” credentials in boot camp, although the lingering effects of a childhood bout with tuberculosis had kept him stateside. Still, if the appellation of the “War to End All Wars” was to be believed, he and Marjorie hoped and prayed that babies born in 1918, including their older son, would never have to fight in another global conflict.

Jay was only two when his father pulled up stakes in Pennsylvania and moved the family to New Jersey in order to be nearer to the major transportation hubs of Newark and New York City, a mere 15 miles away from Orange. It was around this time that Marjorie, a striking, dark-eyed brunette whose cheekbones could cut falling silk, realized that if she didn’t keep a constant eye on her oldest boy she often would have no idea where he’d vanished to.

Despite its proximity to New York, Orange in the 1920s had only recently shed its pastoral roots. And though its main streets were by then crowded with breweries and thriving boot- and shoemaking factories taking advantage of the tannic acid produced by the town’s thousands of hemlock trees, spinneys of thick oak enclosing small farmsteads were only a short distance away. These rural areas virtually called out to be explored by a boy who was, as Marjorie wrote of Jay Jr., “brimming with an almost unrestrained energy, a curious spirit of investigation and adventure.”

At the same time Jay also exhibited a natural mechanical bent. His parents marveled over the toy trains and automobiles he built in his father’s workshop, mobile facsimiles propelled by springs or elaborate elastic-band motors that the boy concocted from scratch. Foremost in the Zeamer family’s memory, however, was Jay’s fascination with airplanes; his brother Jere, three years younger, described the model planes Jay constructed as “impressive for both their complexity and quality.”

In 1926, when Jay was eight, his father’s successful career had allowed the family to put away enough money to purchase a clapboard vacation cottage in the bucolic seaside hamlet of Boothbay Harbor, Maine. By this time the Zeamer family had expanded to six with the arrivals of Jere and two sisters: Isabel and Anne. The first summer that the family packed into their station wagon and headed north, it was as if an entire new world opened up to their eldest child. In fact, Boothbay Harbor would have a hold on Jay for the rest of his life.

The Zeamer cottage was hard by the seashore and surrounded by a seemingly unending forest that made the outlands of Orange seem sparse. This heightened young Jay’s innate curiosity. It was as if the little New England hamlet had sprung from the ground solely for his amusement, and he would disappear for hours on end exploring the ancient Abenaki Indian trails that crosshatched the thick north woods. There was also a timeless aspect to the harbor itself, and the buzzing hive of fisherman and shipbuilders made it seem to Jay like the busiest place on earth.

On summer afternoons, when the prevailing southwest breezes strengthened to form thunderheads to the north, Jay imagined being transported back in time. One day he fancied himself fighting in the Revolutionary War, perhaps as the captain of the ship of the line in the Continental Navy which had traded shot with a British antagonist right outside the cove; the next, he was a mate aboard the Confederate schooner that sneaked into Portland Harbor a few miles down the coast at the height of the Civil War and made off onto the high seas with a captured Union revenue cutter.

Jay’s love of the water came to fruition with the rowboat that he built from scratch, like his toy cars, trains, and airplanes, shortly after his tenth birthday. He had nailed it together from cadged planks and stray building material he found lying about the village—even its oars had been fashioned from hardwood scavenged from behind an abandoned sawmill—and it was the joy he took in sailing this flat-bottomed dory that sealed his parents’ suspicion that he was a different kind of boy.

Though Jay Sr. took his older son’s adventurous nature in the spirit of a proud father, Marjorie hated it when Jay rowed off alone during the predawn hours in what she referred to as “the tub,” sculling across the placid cove, dipping out of sight into the harbor’s every rocky nook. She would watch nervously from her front porch as he weaved among the rows of tall-masted schooners, survivors of the Great War’s Merchant Marine fleet, lying at anchor far off in the Gulf of Maine. Jay’s little rowboat, she remembered, “was no masterpiece, to be sure,” but it was watertight and shipshape, and Jay never seemed to tire of tying onto those old schooners and clambering up through their rigging, staring out to sea. It was if something was beckoning him to make a mark in the wide world.

Soon Jay became a regular sight prowling the fishing wharves down at the harbor. His mother was taken aback one afternoon when, as she walked into the village center with her son, several fishermen and lobstermen waved and paused to chat with her boy about everything from the tide tables to the day’s catch. On special occasions, such as a birthday or holiday, Jay would even be invited to accompany these hard, leather-skinned men out on their day trips. Later, when the Zeamer family sat down to dinner, Jay regaled them with fishing lore and the rudiments of navigation he had soaked up like a sponge. He made certain, of course, to leave out the salty phrases his new friends were teaching him. Jay’s parents sensed that it was on these day trips that their son was discovering what it was like to be part of a crew working together toward a shared goal.

Sometimes in the early evenings Jay rowed out to the harbor mouth to await the return of the village’s small commercial fleet, his dory nearly obscured by the flocks of complaining seagulls swooping for scraps. This was when Marjorie fretted the most. It was not unusual for sudden squalls to blow in at that time of day, scouring rocky Popham Beach with pelting sheets of vertical rain that turned the bay into a roiled cauldron. But fishermen rushing home would spy Jay in his little eggshell craft, throw him a rope to tie on, lift him aboard, and then proceed while his rowboat bounced along in the wake of their vessels.

Jay was also known about the village as the boy to see for any odd job that needed doing and doing well, and by his early teens he had saved up enough money to buy a small, used daysailer. From then on, his excursions became even more daring. Once he’d been far out in the bay with his two best friends, Norton Joerg and Russell Thompson, when a late-afternoon thundergust capsized the boat and left the three boys clinging to the upturned keel. A passing lobsterman helped them right the craft and towed them back to port. Jay was as humiliated as he was thankful. But that was far from the worst of it.

His mother was fond of telling the story about the first time her son and his two friends tacked out beyond the last lookout station on distant Squirrel Island. The morning had begun as a fine summer’s day to be out on the water, and for once Marjorie felt no trepidation as she packed lunches for Jay, Norton, and Russell. She did not even notice when an eerie summer calm settled over the sea, although her son and his friends certainly did. The boys were stranded miles from shore, and forced to take turns paddling toward land with the little boat’s single oar. Dusk came and went, and then darkness fell, and search parties in motor craft crisscrossed the sea-lanes beyond the harbor’s opening to no avail. At last, near midnight, the exhausted and famished threesome splashed onto the beach and nearly collapsed.

Jay was grounded from sailing for two weeks, a punishment somewhat mitigated by the second passion of his young life, the Boy Scouts of America. The Maine forests were God’s gift to a curious young man who reveled in the Scout ethos of individuality and responsibility. In 1930, as the United States plunged deeper into the Great Depression, most 12-year-old boys were happy just to have Scouting as a relief from the frightening economic times. The nation was still predominantly rural, and Scouting offered a chance to master skills they could very well use when they became men. Jay appreciated that, but there was something more to the organization for him. He wanted to be the best Boy Scout who ever lived.

He so took to the Scout essentials of swimming, camping, Morse Code, mapmaking, first aid, knot-tying, canoeing, and all the rest—neighbors would listen and smile as he practiced his campfire songs in the backyard—that in time there was hardly room left on his uniform’s sash for the scores of merit badges he earned. On family blueberrying hikes up nearby Mount Pisgah he assumed the role of field guide, pointing out the different types of trees, animals, birds, and even insects. And on clear nights he would gaze at the sky and mentally sketch the constellations while memorizing the origins of their ancient names. Within a year he had risen from Tenderfoot to the highest rank, Eagle Scout; and back home in New Jersey he became the youngest patrol leader in the history of Orange’s local Troop 5.

This presented a problem. Despite Jay’s Eagle Scout rank, his scoutmaster recognized that placing a 13-year-old in charge of older boys was bound to create tensions. So instead of assigning Jay his rightful place in the troop, the Scoutmaster culled a group of 10-, 11-, and 12-year-olds for Jay to mentor and train. Soon Jay’s charges were not only holding their own against the older Scouts in local and regional competitions, but besting them outright at informal jamborees.

This was all well and good until Jay Sr. and Marjorie noticed a steady decline in Jay’s test scores during his freshman year at Orange Public High School. Despite his obvious intelligence, Jay found his schoolbooks virtual chloroform in print and preferred instead to devote most of his energy to honing his Scouting skills. His father was befuddled. Jay Sr. considered the Boy Scouts a worthy venture, but not at the expense of his son’s studies. After several warnings that Jay seemed to ignore, at the conclusion of the school year his parents pulled him from Orange High School and enrolled him in Indiana’s Culver Military Academy. It was his father’s hope that the boarding school’s reputation for academic rigor would, as Jay put it later in life, “knock some schooling into me.”

So it was that in late August 1933, as the last days of summer shortened and the fishing boats of Boothbay Harbor were refitted for the coming cod season, Jay left behind his beloved sea. He was, for the first time, bound without surrounding family to make his own way in the world. For his parents, it was a prescient decision.
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THE WILD BLUE YONDER

JAY TOOK TO CULVER’S MILITARY atmosphere like a hound to the fox. The institution, existing today as the collected schools of the coed Culver Academies, was an all-boys boarding school when Jay made his way to northern Indiana in the autumn of 1933. The academy had been founded in 1894 by the magnate and philanthropist Henry Harrison Culver, whose oven business had earned him the name “Cooking Range King.” Culver’s mission statement for the school was succinct: “For the purpose of thoroughly preparing young men for the best colleges, scientific schools and businesses of America.” In Jay’s case, Culver’s promise held true.

Jay’s grades improved immediately and dramatically, and by the midpoint of his first year at Culver he had also established himself as a better rifle shot than most of the older students, earning a spot on the school’s intercollegiate rifle team as well as membership in the Culver Rifles Honor Guard. He soon held the school record of better than 100 shots without missing the bull’s-eye, a distinction he would maintain until his graduation and beyond.

Yet even the strict discipline maintained by the Culver staff could not manage to knock all the insouciance out of the Eagle Scout with the eagle eye, who still managed to find time to flout school regulations. His greatest transgression was purchasing and refurbishing a dilapidated Overland Whippet, the precursor to the Jeep and at the time America’s smallest car. The Whippet, manufactured by the legendary Willys-Overland motor company, was on the market for only five years before being replaced by a larger coupé, and the model Jay picked up had been discontinued two years before his arrival at Culver. It was, in the vernacular, a jalopy with more than 100,000 miles on it. But when Jay inspected its engine he determined that he could rebuild the thing, and that is exactly what he did after school and on weekends, testing and refining the vehicle on the long, lonely roads abutting nearby Lake Michigan. There was only one problem: Culver had a regulation against students owning automobiles.

Jay surreptitiously stored the Whippet in the academy’s community garage, more or less hidden in plain sight among the school and faculty vehicles. But one day the unaccounted-for car with the unaccountable owner was discovered, and Jay was summoned by the academy’s dean of discipline. Jay strode into his disciplinary hearing on the offensive, arguing that since he was already enrolled in the school’s engineering program, working on the automobile constituted an unaccredited extracurricular activity. He even demonstrated how, in his spare time, he had completely dismantled and rebuilt the vehicle’s engine.

To Jay’s surprise, the dean demanded a trial run in which the car performed so admirably that the Whippet was designated a school project. Incredibly, instead of being punished for his infraction, Jay not only was allowed to keep the car but was given extra credit for his work on it. At the conclusion of his junior year he even drove the rebuilt roadster home to New Jersey. With his startling blue eyes and thick auburn hair combed into a Woody Woodpecker swoop, he must have seemed every bit the young bon vivant motoring through the cornfields of the Midwest that spring. He subsequently put another 50,000 miles on the Whippet. It was an indication of things to come.

JAY GRADUATED FROM CULVER ACADEMY in 1936 and applied to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, already a venerable university. As at Culver, Jay’s ambition at M.I.T. was to study civil engineering. He envisioned himself, he once put it, scampering over half-built bridges spanning high above great rivers. But first he had to talk his way into the school because the university initially rejected his application.

Despite his academic turnaround at Culver, Jay’s poor grades from his freshman year at Orange High had dragged down his overall grade-point average, and in a polite but firm form letter the school informed him that he was free to reapply after spending a year at another college or university. Refusing to take no for an answer, Jay drove to Cambridge and camped outside the office of the director of admissions until he was granted an audience. The director was so impressed with the young man’s persistence that he made an offer—if Jay attended M.I.T.’s summer school courses in physics and science and maintained an A average, the school would review his application. Jay did just that and was accepted into the university’s engineering school that fall.

At M.I.T. Jay enrolled in the ROTC program of the Army Corps of Engineers, and one day after drills a fellow junior officer suggested that he tag along with a group heading to Boston’s Logan Airport. There was a long tradition of “flying students” at M.I.T.—the U.S. Navy had established its first ground school for pilot training in 1917 on the school’s campus, where selected candidates underwent training in navigation, gunnery, electrical engineering, aeronautical instruments, photography, and signals. And though the Navy’s flight school had been closed at the end of World War I, the popular student Flying Club still maintained the tradition.

Jay’s fellow ROTC junior officer was a member of the club, and that afternoon he took Jay up in its lone aircraft, a sturdy little 40-horsepower, tandem-seat Piper Cub, one of the most popular airplanes of the era. Awed by his first experience in what the British called the “Flitfire,” Jay enrolled in the Flying Club the moment his feet hit the ground.

Like Saint-Exupéry, Jay discovered that flight released his mind “from the tyranny of petty things,” and within a year he had obtained his pilot’s license, accumulated more than 100 hours of solo flying time in his logbook, and been elected the club’s manager. Now, instead of running his old jalopy up and down the East Coast during school vacations, he often borrowed the Piper Cub to fly home to New Jersey. It was during one these breaks that he took his father and then his teeth-gritting mother aloft on their first flights.

In the meanwhile, it had been nearly a year since Hitler’s Third Reich had completed its Anschluss with Austria and seized the Sudetenland, and young men of Jay’s generation recognized that it was only a matter of time before the European conflict expanded. Though as late as 1938 political isolationists in the United States still held sway—that year a mere 2,021 Americans enlisted in the armed services—Jay sensed that world war loomed. The following summer, between his sophomore and junior years at M.I.T., he enlisted in the Army Infantry Reserves on his twenty-first birthday—July 25, 1939, less than six weeks before Nazi Germany would invade Poland.

Although his father had not been deployed overseas during the Great War, volunteering to serve his country was for Jay a continuance of a long Zeamer tradition; it also harked back to those elements of Scouting that so enthralled him, particularly the Boy Scout credo with its emphasis on the Bill of Rights and the Constitution. Those tenets had drilled into Jay the idea that such freedoms were worth not only fighting for but, if need be, dying for. And though it was a natural tendency to follow in his father’s footsteps, Jay still wanted, awfully badly, to be a flier. To that end, barely a month after being sworn into the Army Infantry Reserves as a second lieutenant, he applied to Navy Flight School to be trained as a pilot. His application was rejected. Since childhood he had been plagued by poor eyesight, a type of nearsightedness that ran in the family and also affected his younger brother, Jere. The two boys refused to wear eyeglasses, considering their use “the height of laziness,” and instead consumed carrots “by the bushel” on the theory that the vitamin A produced by the beta-carotene-rich root vegetable was a cure for bad eyes. It did not help.

Jay’s suspicion that he had inherited his bad eyes from his father was correct, but not for the reasons he believed. When Jay Sr. was a newborn he had shared a bedroom with a tubercular cousin and had contracted what was then known as scrofula infantum, a childhood tubercular infection also called the king’s evil. The infection attacked the lymph glands in his throat, and for the first eight years of his life, Jay’s father had suffered from such a serious speech impediment that only his family could understand him. He had also been the victim of periodic bouts of “tubercular blindness.” As Jay Sr. noted in an account of the family’s history, “Growing to manhood the vocal deficiencies were overcome—but not the eyesight.”

When Jay researched the symptoms of his father’s childhood condition he discovered that scrofula infantum could not be passed down through family genes but that general nearsightedness, which also affected his father, could. As angry as he remained at the Navy’s rejection, he was also relieved that his father’s illness had not been the reason for it. Still, whatever the cause of his bad eyesight, he vowed that this obstacle would not end his dream of going to war in the air. Rummaging through the M.I.T. library he found a book describing an alternative therapy for improving one’s eyesight, called the Bates Method.

The then-revolutionary Bates Method had been introduced by the eye-care physician William Bates around the turn of the century. Bates held that nearly all eyesight problems were the result of a habitual strain on the eyes, and that eyeglasses only worsened the conditions. Such was his disdain for eyeglasses that he kept an anvil in his office to smash those worn by new patients. Bates had died in 1931, but one of the major proponents of his method was the ophthalmologist Dr. Harold Peppard, whose New York City practice drew patients from around the country. In due course Jay began taking the train from Boston to visit Peppard.

Following Bates’s prescribed treatments, Peppard’s controversial process for improving vision included exposing his patients’ eyes to direct sunlight in order, as Bates had written, to change the shape of their eyeballs and alleviate eyestrain. Even at the time professionals in the field of established ophthalmology condemned this as outright quackery, and Bates’s theories were subsequently proved a physiological impossibility in humans. But for Jay these eccentricities were offset by the testimonials of enthusiastic followers of the Bates Method, who included the health and fitness guru Bernarr Macfadden and the noted British writer Aldous Huxley, whose corneas had been scarred in a fire during his childhood and who claimed that the Bates Method had improved his damaged eyesight significantly.

Moreover, Jay had come of age in an era of modern scientific marvels that only a generation earlier would have been considered miraculous. These inventions and discoveries were rapidly transforming a world mechanized and electrified by combustion engines, instant transoceanic communications, power grids, and even the first small steps toward unlocking the secrets of the atom. For many, particularly the American doughboys and the shattered European soldiers and civilians who had survived the horrors of the mechanized killing of the Great War, the interwar period was a time of introspection, of searching for the means to cope with this frightening new world.

To Jay’s generation, on the other hand, infinities were being overtaken in rapid order and they embraced these changes as the harbingers of everything good that could be accomplished through science and engineering. After all, many of these astounding technological advances had come in the field of medicine, and within his lifetime Jay had witnessed the identification of separate human blood types, the acceptance of pharmacology as a science, and the discovery of penicillin and the insulin molecule. Amid all this progress anything seemed possible to bright young men like Jay, even if it involved staring at the sun.

In September 1939, following a dozen or so visits to Dr. Peppard, Jay returned to the Navy recruiting station in Boston to retake his eye test on the same day that Britain declared war on Germany. This time, he passed. But the United States was not yet in the European fight, and the peacetime U.S. Navy had a policy of rejecting reapplicants who had originally failed their physicals. To Jay it must have seemed a godsend when, only two days later, a flight surgeon from the Army Air Corps arrived on the M.I.T. campus to administer physicals to any students interested in that branch’s flight school. Jay joined twenty-one other applicants in undergoing the physical, and was one of only four to tentatively qualify for postgraduate flight training. He was told he would be notified if the Army’s aviation branch needed him.

By the time of his graduation in June 1940, Jay had heard nothing from the Army’s flying arm and, honoring his infantry commitment, he said good-bye to his brother, by then also an engineering undergraduate at M.I.T., and flew home to Orange to bid farewell to his parents. The slow train that transported Jay to boot camp at southern New Jersey’s Fort Dix was in direct contradiction to the seeming suddenness with which his younger sisters felt that their big brother had been transformed from an aspiring civilian engineer to an Army second lieutenant. Jay and his family were further taken aback when less than a month after his arrival at Fort Dix a telegram came, notifying him that he had been accepted into the Army Air Corps Flight School.

Though he felt that his perseverance—all those visits to Dr. Peppard’s Manhattan ophthalmology center; all those days and nights training his eye muscles—had finally paid off, his ecstasy turned to anger when he learned that he would not be allowed to carry the seniority for the time he had accrued since his enlistment in the Infantry Reserves. In fact, in order to resign from the infantry and reenlist in the Army Air Corps, he would lose his two years of time “in grade” as a second lieutenant. But his desire to fly overcame any doubts, and within days Jay reported to the Army’s Primary Flying School in Glenview, Illinois, for three months of initial training. Glenview was a weeding-out process, with Jay and the other flying cadets spending dawn to dusk either at calisthenics or at “ground school”—classroom lessons in the various skills needed to fly an aircraft. If you showed an aptitude for these requirements you moved on to pilot training. If not, you were returned to a general army assignment.

Despite his Piper Cub experience, Jay was far from the best potential pilot at Glenview. But the leadership skills he had forged in the Boy Scouts caught the attention of his superiors, who appointed him captain of cadets. At the conclusion of the 12-week course only 15 of the 47 candidates who had reported to the Primary Flying School that summer were deemed Airmen material, Jay among them. From Illinois he was sent to Alabama’s Maxwell Field for another six months of training at the Army’s Advanced Flight School, where he finally was allowed to step into a military aircraft.

His mornings at Maxwell were stacked with classes in communications, technical supply, radar operations, weather forecasting, armament identification, and radio operation. He proved a natural at distinguishing the silhouettes of German and Japanese aircraft from British and U.S. planes as they flashed in rapid succession across a projector screen. And while the other students complained during Morse Code classes that trying to decipher the clicks and clacks was like listening to Rice Krispies being poured into a bowl, Jay enjoyed showing off the dit-dah proficiency he had honed in the Scouts. Each cadet was also expected to be fluent in close order drill and the handling of small arms, from pistols to rifles to riot guns. Again, Jay’s experience with the Culver Rifles put him on a par even with pilots from rural backgrounds who had been raised to hunt for their dinners.

Afternoons at Maxwell were reserved for actual flights with an instructor, usually in a two-seat trainer. It was here that Jay was introduced to aviation maneuvers—loops and chandelles, spins and touch-and-gos—that he had only read about. He spent hours practicing takeoffs and landings, go-arounds, instrument flying, cross-country navigation, and night-formation flying. He’d often exit the cockpit dripping sweat, his flight suit soaked to its logbook pockets.

When the trainees were finally allowed to solo, the instructors at Maxwell expected them to abide by several hard-and-fast rules. One maxim involved takeoffs: the student pilots were taught to take a hard right turn as soon as they gained altitude. On one of his first solo flights Jay was so excited that he forgot his “starboard procedure,” and as punishment he was forced to wear his parachute strapped tight around his chest and legs that night at chow. He never forgot again.

But aside from that rare miscue, Jay was a model cadet behind the yoke of both single-engine and twin-engine trainers, and in March 1941 he graduated from Maxwell and received his coveted wings. He was again commissioned a second lieutenant, this time in the United States Army Air Corps.
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JAY & JOE

TO THE ADVENTUROUS YOUNG FLIERS of Jay’s generation, nothing was more captivating than the martial images of World War I’s dashing “Knights of the Sky.” Jay was enthralled by the romance of these early fighter pilots, particularly the several Americans who had dominated wartime headlines while succeeding one another to claim the coveted title “Ace of Aces.” Two decades later their names still resonated—Raoul Lufbery, Frank Luke, Frank Bayliss, David Putnam. But Jay identified most closely with the greatest of them all, Eddie Rickenbacker. It was the tales of Rickenbacker’s derring-do that he had pored over as boy, and it was not hard to recognize the similarities between the two Airmen.

Like Jay, Rickenbacker was an automobile buff. In his youth he had competed in the first Indianapolis 500 and set land speed records at the Daytona Raceway. Rickenbacker enlisted when America entered the Great War and, given his background, he was assigned a position as a driver on the staff of Gen. John J. “Black Jack” Pershing, the commander of the American Expeditionary Force in Europe. But Rickenbacker chafed at his role as a glorified chauffeur and within months he fast-talked his way into the recently established U.S. Army Air Service as a pilot in training. Much as Jay would not allow his rejection from the Navy’s flight program to stand in his way of becoming a flier, nothing could stop Rickenbacker from climbing into a cockpit.

Once aloft, Rickenbacker took his cue from his mentor, the Franco-American ace Lufbery, and honed his reputation as a lone-wolf fighter pilot. It was a habit that served him well as he patrolled the skies deep inside Germany by himself. And though aerial tactics and fighter-plane design had naturally advanced by leaps in the decades between the two world wars, Jay never forgot the solitary aspect of the Rickenbacker legend, and imagined himself following the same flight patterns over the same French and German terrain.

The comparisons between the two men, however, went only so far. Rickenbacker had been born into poverty, and after his father died in a construction accident he was forced to drop out of elementary school and work at two jobs in order to help support his mother and six brothers and sisters. Jay had been fortunate enough to attend a prestigious university while Rickenbacker had settled for a mail-order diploma from the International Correspondence School based in Scranton, Pennsylvania. But like Jay, at heart Rickenbacker was a consummate if amateur engineer who lived by the code “A machine has to have a purpose.”

There was one other major difference between Jay and Rickenbacker. Though Jay carried a relatively scant 155 pounds on his six-foot frame, the configuration of the instrument panels common to the Army’s attack and pursuit aircraft in the early 1940s led the service to prefer shorter men in the cockpits of its fighter planes. So Jay was rejected yet again, this time by the Air Corps’ fighter branch, and instead assigned to bombers. This time he could not concoct any clever arguments to reverse the Army’s decision, and with his ambitions of honing his dogfighting skills in preparation for duels against Germany’s new Red Barons dashed, he was assigned to the 43rd Bomb Group based at Langley Field near Newport News, Virginia.

The 43rd had recently been carved from the Army Air Corps’ venerable 2nd Bomb Group, and it consisted of four squadrons readying to fly the new B-17 Flying Fortresses. The bombers were only just trickling off the Boeing Airplane Company’s assembly lines, and initially Jay and his fellow rookies had to content themselves with flight simulation drills and hours upon hours of classwork. This did not mean Jay could not admire the Flying Fortress from afar, and a few days after his arrival at Langley he attended an aerial exhibition put on by the 43rd for what Airmen called the “brass hats” from Washington. The politicians who attended these mock combat demonstrations controlled the purse strings for the nascent USAAF, and in order to leave the best impression, the Group’s commanding officers chose only the unit’s most accomplished Airmen to take part.

That day Jay watched in amazement as the bombardier in the lead B-17 planted several 500-pound dummy bombs within 75 feet of his target at altitudes ranging from 5,000 to 8,000 feet. Afterward, Jay sought out the Airman whose uncanny accuracy had piqued his curiosity. Most bombardiers were not hard to find. A B-17 bombsight’s eyepiece was rimmed with a black rubber ring, and as the bombardier sighted his targets the rubber would mix with sweat and rub off, inevitably giving the “rock dropper” what looked like a permanent shiner. That night Jay combed the barracks and mess halls at Langley, stopping to chat with any man who looked as if he had just been in a bar fight. Though he never did find his man, he did learn his name—Joseph Sarnoski. Sarnoski, he was told, was considered the most skilled bombardier on the base, if not in the entire U.S. Army Air Force.

The next morning Jay reported to his first Bombing and Gunnery class. He nearly fell out of his chair when the lithe, open-faced instructor with the faint black outline rimming his left eye introduced himself as Staff Sgt. Joe Sarnoski. After class Jay offered to buy him a beer. He needed to know, he said, how Sarnoski got those bombs so close.

Joe wasn’t certain what to make of this. He was well aware that every bomber pilot in the service was expected to be able to perform the duties of each member of his crew, whether navigating, flight engineering, or even tail gunning. So it was not completely unheard of for an officer to pick the brains of enlisted Airmen. Still, it wasn’t often that a lieutenant approached a sergeant, a complete stranger at that, and offered to stand him a drink. Joe went along, and as the weeks passed and Jay picked Joe’s brain about the B-17’s idiosyncrasies, the two became fast friends. Joe was only too happy to share his expertise. Joe, who hailed from the hard regions of Pennsylvania coal country, was not only flattered by the attention, but a bit in awe of the college man so eager to befriend him. Conversely, it did not take long for Jay to discover that Joe was one of those special men who wear their grace lightly. As he would one day write to Joe’s sister Victoria, “In the end, Joe took me under his wing.”

Given Jay’s personality and Joe’s sly sense of humor, it is very likely that Jay intended the pun.

THREE YEARS JAY’S SENIOR, JOE Sarnoski was the fifth of 16 children born to Polish immigrants who had settled in the coal-rich Carbondale area of northeastern Pennsylvania around the turn of the century. His father Johann—later Americanized to “John”—had found work in the mines there, but when his health began to fail in the late 1920s he and his wife Josephine used the little money he’d saved to purchase a ramshackle farmhouse with no indoor plumbing on a small plot of land on the outskirts of town.

His timing could not have been worse. He had barely signed the deed when the Great Depression hit. For the next decade the lean economic times would lie over the Sarnoski farmstead like an illness.

Though Jay and Joe were both Pennsylvanians by birth, the 130 miles that separated Carbondale from Carlisle might as well have been an ocean. Whereas Jay had grown up in the semi-luxury of an upper-middle-class household, Joe and his family had never known anything but hard manual labor. For reasons that baffled even his children, John Sarnoski refused to refer to his two-and-a-half-acre spread as a farm—“our land” was how he always referred to it. Nonetheless the Sarnoski boys and girls were a regular sight by the side of the road selling the tomatoes, beets, beans, and cucumbers their mother cultivated in her small vegetable garden, and the brood also hawked wild blueberries and mulberries they collected from the nearby woods.

As the years passed the Sarnoski children arrived almost annually, with the aid of a midwife; none was born in a hospital. When they were old enough their parents assigned them all specific jobs, whether canning vegetables, tending chickens, washing diapers, putting up jam, or feeding the lone milk cow. Josephine, whose halting English masked her proficiency in four other languages, also taught her daughters how to sew most of the family’s clothes.

Like so many emigrants to America, John and Josephine revered the educational opportunities their adopted country offered. But with money tight and the older children needed at home, it was not until Joe’s graduation that any of the Sarnoskis earned a high school degree. This accomplishment reflected Joe’s personal work ethic as much as his eclectic sense of wonder.

Between school and assisting his older brother Walter with dawn-to-dusk chores—which included near-daily hunting and fishing forays to put food on the table—Joe managed to explore an astonishing range of interests. Though he was slight of stature, his natural athleticism took form in his deftness not only as a skier and ice skater, but also on his high school baseball team, where he was a star infielder. He also taught himself to play a passable accordion and was a gifted and extroverted crooner who would burst into song in either English or Polish at the hint of an audience. When word of his talent spread through Carbondale’s large Polish community, he found himself picking up extra cash on weekends singing and playing at weddings and anniversary parties. He also took a part-time job as a chauffeur for a neighbor who owned a car but did not know how to drive. Most of the money Joe earned he turned over to his parents, who allowed him to keep a few dollars for himself. This extra cash was usually deposited into his “Buy a Motorcycle Fund”—a rusty tin box he stored under his bed.

Meanwhile, Joe’s schoolteachers were astonished that this son of a dirt farmer had such a wide range of interests, which included not only music but classical poetry. This may have stemmed from Joe’s deep spirituality. His family and friends noted that he rarely went anywhere without his hand-carved wooden rosary beads stuffed deep into his pocket. Joe was what his sister Matilda called “fussy” over his younger siblings, particularly the girls, slyly imparting life lessons in the form of stories and yarns.

“When he tried to teach us things, we listened,” says Matilda, ten years Joe’s junior. “He wanted us to grow up to be good people, and as young as I was, he could tell I wanted to be educated like him.” To that end, Joe promised Matilda that if she studied hard enough to become the valedictorian of her high school class, he would buy her a wristwatch.

Finally and perhaps most important—and much like the young Jay—early in his youth Joe developed a passion for airplanes. He plastered the walls of what the Sarnoskis called their farmhouse’s “Great Room,” where he bunked with his six brothers, with photos and drawings of all manner of aircraft torn from newspapers and magazines, and his bed was strewn with facsimiles of gliders, fighter planes, and bombers he had carved from softwood or fashioned out of metal detritus such as shotgun shells. Despite his longing to save all his cash for a motorcycle, there were times when he could not resist the allure of a new model airplane kit he’d spotted in a downtown store window, and he would dig into his wedding-singer cache and splurge. He would then disappear for hours—or as long as his chores would allow—to assemble his new toy.

Though Joe’s strong hands helped make the farm run, John and Josephine recognized that they could not hold their son back forever. In March 1936, two months after Joe’s twenty-first birthday, they presented him with a bus ticket to Baltimore. He tried to argue, but his parents convinced him that his younger brothers were now strong enough to assume his workload. When Joe exited the bus depot in downtown Baltimore the next day, he walked straight to a nearby army recruiting station and enlisted in the Air Corps as a cadet.

The Polish immigrants’ son proved an adept and eager student, and after completing boot camp he was shipped to Lowry Field in Colorado. There he passed the Corps’ Chemical Warfare course, its advanced Aircraft Armorer course, and, finally, the intellectually rugged Bombsight Maintenance course. He was then promoted to sergeant and transferred to the 41st Reconnaissance Squadron of the 2nd Bomb Group, a part of the very unit soon to be spun off into a separate Bomb Group numbered the 43rd.

Through all his travels and despite his workload, Joe wrote home as often as he could—his sister Matilda remembers how the family considered it “a big occasion” whenever a letter arrived. His mother answered his letters just as regularly, dictating her thoughts in Polish to one of her daughters, who would transcribe her words into English. She would also relay any comments from her more reticent yet equally proud husband. On his first Christmas furlough Joe took advantage of his $700 annual base salary to arrive back at the homestead with a new tricycle for his youngest brother, Francis, the baby of the family. It was the first store-bought gift any of the Sarnoski children had ever received, and the entire brood greeted Joe as if he were Santa Claus. It also convinced Matilda that he was not joking about buying her a wristwatch.

After what Matilda remembered as “one of the best Christmases our family ever celebrated,” Joe returned to Langley to report to his new Bomb Group. Three months later the first B-17s began to arrive at the airbase for a series of operational flight tests. Joe took one look at the gleaming B-17 Flying Fortresses just assigned to his outfit and—like Jay Zeamer a few years later—fell in love.

THE CLOSER JAY AND JOE grew, the more Jay came to admire the hardy bombardier. Here was someone who had known an economic despair that Jay had never suffered, yet there was always a smile dancing about his pale blue eyes. Both men gradually came to realize that they had more in common than their love of flight, and Jay was delighted to learn that before Joe had enlisted he’d finally saved enough money to purchase a decrepit Indian motorcycle that, like Jay with his boarding school jalopy, Joe had rebuilt nearly from scratch. Joe loved to take his bike out to explore the backcountry dirt trails that crisscrossed the wooded fields surrounding his family’s rural property, much as Jay had delighted in leading his Boy Scout excursions into the Maine forests.

More urgently, by the summer of 1941 any Airmen with a modicum of military sense recognized that war with Germany was not far off, and the two often joked about how, if given the opportunity to fly together, they would drop a couple of 500-pounders down the chimney of Hitler’s Reichskanslei in Berlin and be home in time to watch Joe’s sister Matilda, in high school by this time, graduate as valedictorian.

In mid-1941 Joe was transferred from Langley to serve as a bombing instructor in Bangor, Maine. He was so certain that his next posting would take him across the Atlantic that he and his girlfriend Marie—a Betty Grable look-alike from Richmond, Virginia, whom he had met at a mixer off-base—invited Jay to a small going-away dinner where they announced their engagement. Though Jay also saw his future in the skies somewhere above Europe, both men recognized that this might be the last they ever saw of each other until the war was over—if they survived it. Despite their jokes about being home for Matilda’s graduation, the increasingly shrill newspaper headlines left no doubt that the coming conflagration would be a long and bloody slog against Hitler and his seemingly inexhaustible supply of men and war machines.

What neither man likely reckoned was that before the year was out they would indeed be fighting determined enemies, just not the ones they had envisioned.
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“THE SACRED DUTY OF THE LEADING RACE”

WHEN JAY ARRIVED AT LANGLEY airbase as a green second lieutenant, the U.S. Army Air Corps was, in many respects, still in its infancy. It had become an official branch of the service only 15 years earlier, and Army traditionalists, most notably from the Infantry and Artillery Corps, often derided its pilots as nothing more than glorified mailmen. But as the United States’ entry into the conflict raging across Europe became increasingly expected, the Air Corps’ leadership realized that it had one major tool it could employ against its service rivals—publicity.

The American public at the moment was riveted by news reports out of England describing the beleaguered Royal Air Force’s last-stand heroics during the Battle of Britain. With German bombs falling literally outside the radio studios from which journalists like the CBS correspondent Edward R. Murrow and NBC’s Fred Bate and John MacVane broadcast, U.S. Secretary of War Henry Stimson and Army Chief of Staff George Marshall collaborated to use this opportunity to advocate for a stronger role for their own Army’s aviation branch. Consequently, at Stimson’s and Marshall’s decree, in June 1941 the Air Corps was redesignated the United States Army Air Forces. This specification not only provided the air arm of the service with greater autonomy but also was an attempt to curtail the increasingly divisive arguments within the Army over control of aviation doctrine and organization.

Marshall placed the gruff and versatile Gen. Henry H. “Hap” Arnold in command of this new air force. Arnold, the 56-year-old scion of a prominent Pennsylvania family known for its political and military service, proved a natural fit. In his youth Arnold had overcome his initial fear of flying to take to the air under the tutelage of the Wright brothers before becoming a barnstorming stunt pilot. Later, as a protégé of the legendary and controversial Gen. Billy Mitchell during World War I, he had overseen the expansion of what was then called the U.S. Air Service.

Like most seasoned military men of the era, Arnold—known throughout the Army as the “Chief”—had no doubt that the United States would soon be embroiled in a world war. He set his priorities for the USAAF accordingly, particularly emphasizing the rapid expansion of its training and procurement operations. He spent the summer and fall of 1941 overseeing the construction of military airfields across the country while also ensuring that the nation’s airplane factories and machine shops were adapted to a war footing. As a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Arnold knew that he would be responsible for attaining a quasi-autonomous status for the USAAF when the United States entered the hostilities. And of course this is exactly what occurred following the attack on Pearl Harbor.

It was amid this operational frenzy that in the spring of 1941 Jay and a number of other young lieutenants from the 43rd Bomb Group received orders to report to Ohio’s Wright Airfield to service-test a new twin-engine medium bomber, the B-26 Marauder, just coming on line. Jay was certified as a copilot and engineering officer aboard the Marauder—nicknamed the “Widow Maker” for its dive speed and 4,000-pound payload—and he spent the next several months in Ohio before deploying back to Langley in September. Much to his chagrin, his old Flying Fortress outfit, the 43rd, was in the process of being transferred to New England, and instead of rejoining it he was folded into a new Bomb Group, the 22nd, scheduled to receive a shipment of B-26 Marauders. Though initially conceived as a heavy bomber unit, the recently activated 22nd—soon to be known as the Red Raiders—had been allotted only one of the four-engine B-17s still only slowly trickling into service. Worse for Jay, that lone Fortress was reserved for use by the Group’s colonels and majors, while Jay and his fellow junior officers were relegated to training on the unit’s old, undersized, underpowered B-18 Bolos as they awaited the arrival of the Marauders.

In theory, Jay’s transfer to the 22nd should have been a seamless fit. He had spent months flying the stubby-winged B-26, and his experience gave him a leg up on his fellow officers in the Group. In fact, Jay was devastated, and viewed the downgrade from heavy bombers to medium bombers as something akin to a demotion. Worse, he was still rated as only an engineering officer and copilot, and seemed destined to remain so. As his superiors made clear in their field-jacket reports, Jay just did not seem to have the feel for piloting a B-26. He was not alone.

With its two powerful eighteen-cylinder radial engines, its low-drag fuselage, and the largest propellers and shortest wings of any military aircraft in the world, the Marauder was above all else designed to be flown fast. Yet the plane’s colorful nickname, Widow Maker, often cut both ways; as one of the 22nd’s more experienced navigators wrote in his diary, “It’s a very safe airplane once it gets up in the air because it’s so awfully fast and bristling with guns. But the amazing thing is, the damn airplane itself has been our most treacherous enemy.”

Takeoffs proved particularly problematic. A Marauder fully loaded with fuel and ammunition needed to attain maximum thrust practically immediately, especially on short runways. And only the smoothest of surfaces could accommodate the odd tricycle configuration of the aircraft’s landing gear. Should a B-26’s single nose wheel collide with even the smallest object as it sped down a runaway or, more likely, should it descend into an unseen rut or trough, the odds of the plane flipping were great. For that reason Marauder pilots were instructed to always leave their landing gear retracted when making a crash landing on unfamiliar terrain. Referring to the aircraft’s developer, the same navigator who had called the plane “our most treacherous enemy” added, “Sometimes I wish they were stuck up Glenn Martin’s fanny. He makes them and he ought to have to fly them.”

But it was landings that earned the B-26 a second, more pejorative nickname—the Flying Coffin. Most American bombers of the era, including the massive Flying Fortress, were designed to approach an airstrip in a semi-glide pattern. A Marauder, however, had to be brought in hot and fast at 140 miles per hour until, at the last moment, its pilot yoked back hard before touching down. Jay had never completely mastered this skill back in Ohio, and that had prevented him from attaining pilot’s status. Now, with the 22nd, this shortcoming was catching up to him.
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