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Preface


When it was lowered into the Austrian ground, my grandfather’s body was broken and burned, wearing a bloodied Army Air Corps flying suit. His wooden coffin was placed atop another casket, which in turn was stacked on top of the first coffin to be lowered into the grave. Cpl. Delbert Wayne Trueman, twenty-seven years old, was buried with strangers in a foreign land.

He was killed in the fall of 1944 on his first combat mission in World War II. Like the men buried with him, Delbert spiraled to his death aboard a crippled bomber from the skies above Vienna.

His grave was carved out of an isolated section of a remarkably beautiful place: the Zentralfriedhof, Vienna’s sprawling Central Cemetery. The park is home to the remains of famous residents such as Johann Strauss, Ludwig van Beethoven, Franz Schubert, and Johannes Brahms. Now, it held a dead airman whom the German soldiers recorded as Dellert N. Triebmann. They marked his crowded grave with a simple cross and moved on to the next plot and another three coffins.

It took the American military ten months to transform Delbert from husband and father to soldier, gunner, and casualty. It would take that same military more than four years to locate his grave, recover his body, and return him to his Indiana hometown.

He was first reported missing and then killed in action. The army could not say where he was, only that troops were searching for his remains. When they found him, they did not tell his family for months. The journey home took him through western Europe and the hands of soldiers and civilians tasked with returning the bodies of thousands of GIs, airmen, marines, and sailors to their families in the United States. Over the years, my grandfather’s body would be buried, disinterred, carried on an airplane, buried again, re-exhumed, stacked in storage, winched aboard a ship, placed on trains, ferried across a river, lifted into a hearse and, finally, buried alongside his younger brother Dale. It was Dale—a bomber pilot—who was killed first, in a wartime death that Delbert vowed to make right.

The night before Delbert died, as he prepared to sleep knowing his first taste of war was just hours away, he wrote a letter. Since enlisting and leaving Indiana, his letters home were bright and typically sent to his daughter—my mother—who was six years old at the time. He teased her, calling her “Bud,” “Judy Poody,” and “Honey Bunny Boo.” He encouraged her to write letters and draw pictures of airplanes for him. He asked about school, her grades, and whether she was helping her mother. Please don’t cry when I call home, he asked, because I want to talk to you.

He mailed Judy presents—cowboy boots, money, a toy pistol, a tiny airman’s uniform complete with a jacket and service cap. She and her friends were already bounding through their neighborhood wearing hand grenade belts and helmets and playing “Army.” Nazis and Japs were always the bad guys.

Delbert now scribbled a quick note from Europe. He said nothing of the next day’s mission. He knew he was headed to Vienna, a place hated by American air crews because the antiaircraft flak was so accurate and so thick it turned the skies black. Instead, he wrote that he was feeling a bit down because no mail from home had caught up with him since arriving at his base a week earlier. Rather than Judy, this letter was only for his wife.


Gosh, there just isn’t anything to write about tonite so I will quit. Say hello to all for me and have them write. Bye sweet and don’t forget I still love you very much and always will. Write me now.



Two weeks after my grandfather was buried in Vienna, a young man from Western Union bicycled to the front porch of my grandmother’s house. It was a Tuesday morning, and she was inside washing her hair when he knocked on the front door. The boy’s face alone conveyed terrible news as he handed her a telegram.


The Secretary of War desires me to express his deep regret that your husband Corporal Delbert W. Trueman has been reported missing in action since seventeen October over Austria. If further details or other information are received you will be promptly notified.



* * *

More than thirty years later, I am holding that telegram. It is tucked into a yellow envelope with a cellophane window that displays my grandmother’s Indiana address from 1944.

I am fifteen years old, and my sisters and I are sitting on the orange shag carpet that blankets our quad-level home in a new subdivision. The yard has no trees. Our brother is somewhere in the house, too young to care or understand what our mother is telling us.

She wants to show us her past, a chapter she’s never shared. We are old enough now, she says. A wooden crate, worn smooth by time, rests at her feet. It is a box that was first held by my grandmother and then passed on to my mother, who is opening it for us. It holds pieces of a life.

When she lifts the lid, the air turns musty.

In a quiet voice, my mom says she was barely six when her dad left for the Army Air Corps in early 1944. She tells us that when he was away, she and Grandma would sing every night while washing the dishes: “Off we go, into the wild blue yonder!”

My mom reaches into the crate. She hands us a Western Union telegram. Its purple type is still glued in place, every letter capitalized as it announces her father is missing in action.

* * *

When my mom tells us her dad was killed in the war, we know this means World War II, even as images of helicopters and Vietnamese jungles fill our television.

I think back to a few years earlier, to a day when she kept us home from school. We didn’t have fevers or runny noses, even for winter in Detroit. But it was a holiday of sorts, the twelfth day of February, 1973: The prisoners of war were coming home from Vietnam, and she wanted us to see them. My mom wanted us to watch the happy reunions with wives and children who had waited years to know their loved ones were still alive. We didn’t know yet about her missing father, or how our grandmother had hoped for her soldier-husband to come home from another continent.

We squeezed around a portable black-and-white TV set up in the living room, where the only voice belonged to the announcer who, my memory assures me, was Walter Cronkite. I couldn’t understand why we weren’t in the basement family room, with the bigger, color TV, the couch, and blankets. Maybe that would have felt too much like hooky, like goofing off when we were supposed to be paying attention. This was serious.

To a twelve-year-old’s eyes fixed on the screen, the POWs looked handsome as they stepped from the airplane. I’d never met these men, but I knew them: Jeremiah Denton, Everett Alvarez, Robinson Risner. I’d memorized their names and pictures, grainy men who stared back from the pages of a Reader’s Digest I saved. I knew their faces as well as I did those of Al Kaline, Elton John, and Jack Lord, the other lights in my seventh-grade universe.

The POWs on television were all airmen, just like the navy officer whose name was stamped into the metal bracelet around my wrist: LT. CMDR. THOMAS H. PILKINGTON. He flew into oblivion after launching his fighter jet from the USS Coral Sea one night in 1966 and crashing somewhere in North Vietnam. When I sent a letter to his sister to learn more, she wrote back with hopes that the Viet Cong held Tom in a prison camp. She said she believed her brother was missing but alive, and would come home. I believed, too.

I twisted the bracelet around and around as the broadcast continued. My sister wore the name of an Air Force guy, CAPT. JAMES E. STEADMAN. We were not a military family. My dad had been an army sergeant during the Korean War, but his only weapon was a typewriter at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Writing reports, he joked, was safer than firing a howitzer at people who would shoot back. Yet everyone in our family wore a bracelet for a soldier missing in Vietnam. Whenever we talked of our bracelets, it was of “my guy.” My guy was from Illinois. My guy was not married. My guy was twenty-five.

It was only later, in newspaper interviews and autobiographies, that we learned of the degradation and beatings, the starvation and psychological torture endured by the POWs. How men blinked their eyes to convey coded words to their families, and how the Hanoi Hilton, with its filth and cruelty, was worse than any of us, child or parent, could have fathomed. And that Thomas Pilkington and James Steadman would never emerge from the jungles where their fighter jets disappeared.

But that winter day, the men were smiling and slender, in dark shoes, dark slacks, khaki jackets zipped to their collarbones. Their hair was short. In his left hand, each man carried a small travel bag; I tried to imagine what it held after years in prison, perhaps a toothbrush and comb to fill the emptiness. Once on the tarmac, each man raised his right hand, saluted an officer, and walked off the television screen.

* * *

My mom continues to unpack the crate and its layers. Here is a scrapbook bulging with newspaper clippings about high school basketball and football games. Tiny crumbs of yellowed newsprint fall from the pages. A strand of twine wraps around dozens of envelopes addressed to her in neat blue handwriting. “Tell all your grand-folks hello for me and then run over to Mother, grab her by the neck, pull her down and squeeze to beat the band. Put a big smacker on her kisser, will you?”

Next come typed letters from the War Department, enlistment papers, and a small case holding a pair of aviator glasses, an ugly crack spread across one lens. A slender blue box with a hinged lid reveals a Purple Heart strung on wide ribbon. A scuffed leather wallet contains Italian lira, an Indiana driver’s license, and a black-and-white snapshot: my six-year-old mother, standing between my grandmother and a smiling man in uniform.
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Delbert and Virginia Trueman, with their daughter, Judy, in June 1944. Kim Clarke photo



I do not yet know this man, the airmen he died with, or the others who formed a different army, one that fanned out across Europe after the war to bring home hundreds of thousands of men like him.

All I know is fascination. The letters, the photos, pieces of a past I don’t know and a grandfather I’ve never heard of—a mystery sits boxed in front of me, with my mother and grandmother in roles that are foreign to me. I return the lid to the crate and carry it into my bedroom.


Chapter 1
War


It was the early morning of October 17, 1944, when Delbert Trueman approached a skinny, dark-haired kid alongside a hulking B-24 bomber on an Italian airfield. Bob Davis was all of nineteen years old but had something that Delbert, at age twenty-seven, did not: combat experience. Delbert was new to Italy, new to the dusty air base of the 450th Bomb Group, and new to the fear and nerves of a bomb run. Davis had survived more than two dozen flights over enemy territory from his position as a gunner in the plane’s midsection. He’d flown over Munich, Budapest, Vienna, and sooty Romanian oil fields, the B-24 Liberator barreling through flak explosions as the crew unleashed bombs on factories and refineries.

Delbert had spent all of 1944 as an Army Air Corps recruit, flying aboard bombers in Texas, Georgia, and Massachusetts. When he wasn’t in the air and over the Gulf of Mexico or the Eastern Seaboard, he was on the ground training. Small men were favorites as gunners, and Delbert was groomed to be a nose gunner in the fat-bellied craft often maligned by aircrews as a “flying boxcar.” His size made him particularly suited for the cramped bubble that dotted the nose and tail of a B-24 bomber.

He was resigned to being a gunner. His first choice, like so many men joining the Air Corps, had been to be a pilot. It was the glamour job, the command position glorified in recruitment posters and magazine advertisements, and Delbert desperately wanted to be behind the controls of a bomber. When the army said his eyesight was too weak to be a pilot, he knew it was merely an excuse. His eyes were fine. “Evidently they had just filled their quota for pilots when they washed me out,” he would tell his wife. “It sure is disgusting, to say the least.”

But he marveled at what he saw from the sky. Flying out of a base from the southern tip of Texas, he soared over the Gulf of Mexico, flecked with tiny fishing boats and dark convoys of navy vessels. He wrote home:


Boy let me tell you that it gives a fellow a funny feeling when he goes out over that water for the first time. Of course we wear “Mae West” life belts and parachutes in case we would have the occasion to use them. I hope that time never comes, huh? It was an awful pretty sight to see, as you can imagine.



Now Delbert was envisioning combat as he stood with Davis along a runway in Manduria, a centuries-old village of olive groves, almond trees, and peasants leading horse-drawn carts. Wedged into the heel of Italy’s boot, Manduria was an airstrip abandoned in late 1943 by the Italian Air Force. By October 1944, it was an established American base with more than 2,200 men and hundreds of B-24 Liberator bombers. Men nicknamed the base “Frantic.”

Local stonemasons had been hired to construct barracks. Each of the four squadrons that made up the 450th Bomb Group had erected a day room, a place where men could relax, write letters, and have a drink; the day rooms complemented an officers’ club that served cognac for thirty lira, or thirty cents, and champagne for 110 lira. The squadrons took up sides in athletics, with basketball and baseball teams sprouting up. Boxing was a favorite among the men, who went crazy when boxing great Joe Louis and other fighters staged a few rounds at the air base. Other forms of entertainment included nightly movies and the occasional touring show. Song-and-dance man Jack Haley stopped by to deliver an evening of music and comedy, although the showgirls who joined him onstage were a bigger hit with the crews.

The laughs were welcome, and necessary. The 450th had been engaged in heavy combat since dropping its first bombs in January 1944. The airmen were the Cottontails, so called when the radio propagandist Axis Sally singled out “the white-tail Liberators” after one of their missions; the group’s planes bore white rudders. In turn, the men called her the “Berlin Bitch.” Their B-24 bombers were lifting off regularly for marshaling yards and oil refineries across western and central Europe. The 450th and other groups from the Fifteenth Air Force took a particularly intense pounding whenever they flew to Ploesti, a Romanian city lined with giant oil tanks; flak from German antiaircraft guns was always fierce and accurate. Men lost friends who only hours earlier sat beside them at breakfast; officers learned to write compassionate letters to mothers and wives. “We have grown accustomed to missing faces at the group club bar,” wrote an officer as he recorded the 450th’s daily activities. “Is the group getting heartless? No! We are becoming reconciled to the realities of war and seasoned to the outcomes of combat.”

This was the world Bob Davis knew. He had been in Manduria for four months and already six of the ten men from his original crew were dead. The churn of combat was relentless. Delbert met up with Davis at the rear of the B-24; looking up, he could see the tail gun turret he would soon occupy. Months earlier at gunnery school in Texas, when learning to handle and fire a bomber’s weapons, Delbert’s upper body had turned purple from the constant recoil of the .50-caliber machine-gun barrels slamming into his shoulders. He could barely lift his arms afterward. For weeks, the recruits practiced shooting, firing everything from twelve-gauge shotguns to mounted machine guns and unloading thousands of rounds of ammunition. They shot at clay plates and clay pigeons, and at fixed targets pulled by trucks. To the Air Corps, the mission of a gunner was clear and critical: “Find a way to hit the fighter before it destroyed the bomber.” As his first combat mission approached, Delbert would be aiming to shoot down any German fighter planes that tried to intercept his B-24.

The airmen always got their assignment the night before a mission. For the first time since landing in Manduria a week earlier, Delbert learned he was going up, and he blanched when he heard the target: Vienna. It was the most heavily defended European city outside of Berlin. They were to bomb the Osterreichische Saurerwerke, a factory where workers produced engines for German tanks. Men hated flying to Vienna because the flak was so precise and so thick, it turned the day black. It didn’t take much to bring down a B-24, or cause it to explode in midair; a shard of red-hot flak was the Nazis’ stone for the Goliath-like Liberators. In the briefing room, Delbert turned to Charlie Ward, his best friend from gunnery school, and stared in disbelief. Ward took one look and thought he read Delbert’s mind: I’m not coming back.

Bob Davis saw that same fear on Delbert’s face as they huddled alongside the bomber. What’s it like? What’s combat like? Delbert had heard the other men talk about Vienna, the noise, the dirty bursts of flak that rattled the planes and sliced through fuselages, the stink of cordite. Outside of Germany, no city was better fortified, with guns trained on the American bombers that every day swarmed overhead with their deadly cargo.

The Fifteenth Air Force had been bombing Vienna and its suburbs since the spring of 1944, chipping away at airplane factories, armaments plants, and oil refineries on the city’s outskirts. By early fall, the B-24s were unleashing their bombs on the center of the Austrian capital. The city, often thought of as the cultural heart of Europe, had become an increasingly important target. With the Allies’ successful invasion at Normandy in June and the consequent liberation of Paris and Rome, Hitler’s hold on Europe was failing. As Allied troops moved closer toward Germany, the Nazis withdrew to Europe’s interior, shifting men and equipment to cities like Vienna. By the fall of 1944, the Germans had two hundred heavy flak units stationed in Austria, with more than a quarter of them in and around Vienna. Soldiers trained close to 450 guns of varying firepower on the skies above the city. Teenaged boys as young as fifteen handled the powerful flak guns, propelling grenade-like shells that exploded four and five miles above the earth.

Davis knew Delbert was anxious. Now was the time to talk, because once the bomber lifted off, the noise in the fuselage would be deafening. It was always quiet on the morning of a mission. Men were rousted at an ungodly hour, dressed, drank coffee and ate toast if they could stomach it, and made their way to the planes. Davis motioned Delbert away from the bomber, and the men walked over to a nearby fence along the airfield. They made small talk, and quickly found a common bond: Both were married. In fact, of the ten men who would climb into the bomber, they and the pilot were the only ones with wives, and Delbert alone was a father.

Davis was a newlywed. Four months earlier, before shipping out of southern Virginia for Europe, he had sent a telegram to his girlfriend, Kathleen, in Brooklyn. Come down to the base, he said, let’s get married. They were both children of immigrants who had made New York their new home. Davis’s father came from Russia; his girlfriend’s parents had immigrated from Ireland. Davis wanted to be a married man before flying off to the war. Kathleen took a train to Langley Field, and Davis’s crewmates pitched in to buy a wedding ring he would place on her finger. Davis’s lieutenant gave him a night off, and while the rest of the crew made a training run to Bermuda and back, he and Kathleen made their way to nearby Hampton. A Baptist minister pronounced them married on June 23 at 10:30 at night. Six days later, Davis and his crewmates flew to Italy.

Delbert’s wedding ring was not on his hand that October 1944 morning. The men had been warned to leave all personal belongings in the barracks. There was no reason to carry anything that, God forbid, the enemy could use against a flier if he was shot down and captured. Delbert followed orders. He abandoned the tiny Bible from his in-laws, the one designed to fit in his breast pocket, a brass cover to protect his heart if the plane could not. His wallet, its worn leather curved to his body, carried a tattered newspaper clipping about his brother. Slipped throughout were snapshots, black-and-white memories of his wife and daughter. Delbert’s favorite, a photo of all three of them, was tucked behind a plastic sleeve along with a dried and faded four-leaf clover. He removed his gold wedding band, inscribed with the name of his bride. He left everything in a pile on his bunk, and told his pal Charlie Ward to make sure his stuff got to his wife, Virginia, if anything went wrong.

He had been in Italy for only seven days and would be flying with strangers like Davis. Officers always assigned new men like him to seasoned crews. Green crews were split up, sent off to orientation, and teamed up with instructors; they were then assigned to fly several missions with experienced crews. These were the veterans, even though some men were nearly a decade younger than Delbert. It would be suicide to send an inexperienced crew into combat; no amount of training could simulate the noise and smell and terror of the real thing. Seasoned crews didn’t like flying with newcomers. Green fliers disrupted a bond that was forged in combat, a sense of reliance and trust that was now threatened by someone whose skills and reactions were unknown. Replacement crewmen like Delbert were also flesh-and-blood reminders of men who were gone.

Delbert wouldn’t fly with his friend Charlie, at least not right away. They had trained together in the States and flown with each other across the Atlantic to Italy; now, despite sharing barracks, each was assigned to a veteran crew. Eventually, he and Ward and all the guys from his original crew would reassemble and fly together. Once a man was credited with fifty missions, he was eligible to go home.

Bob Davis was more than halfway there with twenty-eight missions to his credit. He’d been to Vienna, and tried to put Delbert at ease. “Don’t worry,” Davis assured him, “October 17 is my wife’s birthday and nothing bad will happen on her big day.” Delbert relaxed a bit, and as a green flare went up from the airfield control tower, the men climbed into the airplane. Plenty of B-24s in the 450th bore provocative nose art with painted names like “Booby Trap,” “Bachelor’s Bedlam” and “Ten Fighting Cocks.” But as more and more bombers were rushed to the war, there was less and less time for fancy nose work. Davis liked to say the paint wasn’t even dry before the planes were shot down. The B-24 he and Delbert boarded was anonymous, known only by its serial number of 42-51566. At 8:30 a.m. on October 17, the silver bomber and twenty-seven other Liberators rumbled down the runway, pulled away from the earth, and flew north toward Austria.

Seven hours later, planes returning from Vienna began landing in Manduria. It was shortly after 3:30 p.m. when the first bomber touched down. As always, women from the Red Cross greeted the returning crews with hot coffee and cake doughnuts. A few planes straggled in around five o’clock after stopping at other fields to refuel. Dinner came and went, and a final bomber landed at 6:35 p.m. Charlie Ward, Delbert’s best friend, waited. His mission had been a rough one, with flak nicking his bomber’s fuel tank. With gasoline pouring into the bomb bay, the nose gunner and bombardier bailed out over Vienna. But Ward and his crewmates made it back. Now, he scanned the skies for Delbert’s aircraft.

In the offices of the 450th, clerks compiled reports of that day’s mission. They recorded the route to Vienna, the assault on the city and its results (“a break in the clouds at bombs-away permitted a fleeting glimpse of the primary target area and it is believed that bombs struck in the vicinity of the city gas works, possibly carrying over into the Saurerwerke installations.”). Twenty-eight planes took part in the run, with four turning back early and twenty-four making it all the way to Vienna. Twenty-three bombers, it was noted, returned safely to Manduria. A clerk typed: “One lost.”

* * *

Delbert Trueman had enlisted in the Army Air Corps for one reason: Dale, his younger, brasher brother.

When Dale passed an early but critical phase of pilot training in late 1942, he celebrated with beer. Lots of beer. After two failed flights to qualify, including a near-collision in the sky with another plane, he faced his third and final attempt. Flying a PT-19 trainer alongside an instructor, Dale maneuvered the aircraft through a series of stalls. He made the plane climb and then banked it in sweeping, 180-degree curves. He performed lazy eights, crisscrossing the sky at differing speeds and changing horizons. Next came a spin and a forced landing. When the test was over, the flight instructor was direct: “Mr. Trueman, that was a remarkable ride compared to the first two you gave me.” He told Dale to drink a few beers and relax.

Dale followed orders and rewarded himself with Schlitz: “I slopped up so damn much it. . . . I must have had 15 or 20 big glasses,” he wrote. The next morning, he had a booming headache, but it was worth it. He was competitive, and the prospect of failing a qualifying flight was almost too much to bear. He knew how to fly an airplane well before enlisting. Even his lieutenant was baffled at the initial botched test flights and scolded Dale for wasting his time with sloppy flying, followed by the flawless third attempt.

“All I could think of,” Dale wrote to his parents as he nursed his hangover, “was what you and some others back there would think if I washed out. I wouldn’t like it myself either, and you don’t know how much you want to stay in this air corps until you get so close to being out of it.” He would go on to become a second lieutenant and the pilot of a B-24—the very job his older brother would one day covet.

Delbert and Dale were born twenty-six months apart in Danville, Illinois, the first children of Paul and Nellie Trueman. Delbert arrived first, on Valentine’s Day of 1917, almost nine months to the day that Paul and Nellie wed. Dale was born in the spring of 1919. Between the boys’ births, Danville and the rest of the nation found themselves at war in Europe. Paul registered for the military draft—attesting that he was physically able, of medium height and build, with brown hair and dark brown eyes—but was never called up.

Men of Paul’s generation did not have careers so much as they had jobs, and he was a workingman: a mechanic at the local service station, a clerk for the Chicago and Eastern Illinois Railroad, a delivery truck driver, a salesman. Nellie stayed home in the house they rented, raising the boys. When she and Paul celebrated their fifth wedding anniversary, Nellie was pregnant for the third time; a daughter, Virginia, was born in August 1921.

Nellie knew big families. She was one of nine children; her brothers, sisters, and their families were spread throughout Danville, and the three Trueman children had aunts, uncles, and cousins in the neighborhood, as well as their grandparents. But it was Paul’s family—namely, a cousin—that prompted him and Nellie to leave Danville in 1926 and move 160 miles to the northeast, across the state line to Marion, Indiana. Paul would go to work with his cousin at Globe Mercantile, selling furniture and other home goods from a downtown Marion storefront. The Trueman family grew again in 1928 with the birth of Beverly, whom everyone affectionately called Babe.

Delbert and Dale established themselves as athletes in Marion by the time they were teenagers. Delbert made a name for himself in high school, appearing regularly on the sports pages as he steered the varsity basketball and football teams to victory in a town that entertained itself with the exploits of the Marion Giants. He was ramrod straight, both on and off the field. For all his popularity, from his pick as president of the junior class to receiving the high school’s top athletic award, classmates still voted him “most bashful.” No one would accuse Del Trueman of being wild.

Dale followed, starring on the basketball court and, like his brother, serving as president of his junior class. He was taller and lankier than Delbert and had a smile that looked to border on a laugh. By graduating from Marion High, each boy already had more education than his parents; Paul and Nellie had attended school as far as eighth grade as youngsters in Illinois. After high school and the basketball team, Dale suited up as a wing for the Idyl Wyld Roller Hockey Team, a group that would bring Marion a small measure of fame as state champions. His nickname was a far cry from his reserved, older brother. Dale Trueman was known as “Stud.”
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Dale Trueman (left), with his older brother, Delbert, and their father, Paul. Kim Clarke photo



When the Japanese bombed the American military base at Pearl Harbor in 1941, there was a direct impact on Marion. Wendell Ray Hurley, who had been in the same high school class with Dale, was among the sailors to go down with the USS Arizona. He was twenty-two years old and, as in high school, he was a musician, performing in the navy. He had been aboard the Arizona for just three weeks before the attack that launched the nation into war.

Decisions faced the Trueman men.

Once again, Paul Trueman registered for the military draft. He was heavier than during World War I, his hair was gray, and his right forearm bore a tattoo: an American flag. He was forty-seven, and he and Nellie were still raising Babe at home. No one, including the military, expected men of his age to be called into combat. The real question of the government was what kind of skills older men could contribute on the home front.

The draft would also spare Delbert. He was married with a young daughter and, while eligible to be called, he and other fathers were passed over in favor of single men in town. Life went on in Marion amid the rationing of food and the collecting of rubber, tin, and grease. Delbert crisscrossed the city as a meter reader for the local electrical company, and his wife, Virginia, worked as a bookkeeper. They went out on Friday nights to watch the Marion High basketball team; Saturday nights were spent playing cards with friends.

It was Dale who took the biggest step. Living at home with his parents and working as a salesman, he decided to enlist with the Air Corps in March 1942. He traveled fifty miles north to Fort Wayne to volunteer at Baer Field, an air base that residents had watched materialize from cornfields in less than a year. Hundreds of men had worked around the clock to build an Army Air Corps base that would grow to house ten thousand airmen bound for overseas combat.

It would take just as long—one year—for Dale to be groomed for war, moving from the northern Indiana base to pilot training in Texas, Arizona, and California. In those twelve months, he would be commissioned an officer—2nd Lt. Dale J. Trueman—with gold bars on his uniform lapels. He also wore gold on his left hand, having married his Marion girlfriend, Leah Hayes, on Valentine’s Day while stationed in Waco, Texas. They posed for photos amid cactus and barracks at Blackland Army Flying School in central Texas.

[image: ]

Newlyweds Dale and Leah Trueman in 1943. Kim Clarke photo



Together, the newlyweds moved to yet another base, this time in Salinas, California, where Dale would learn to handle a B-24 Liberator, a heavy bomber that carried a crew of ten and just as many five-hundred-pound bombs and .50-caliber machine guns. If the sleek B-17 Flying Fortress was the Air Corps’ glamorous bomber, the B-24 was its workhorse. It was the biggest airplane Dale had ever flown.

“Dad, you sent me a clipping of the B-17 and the Lancaster. The 24 has both of them beat as to bomb load, amount of gas, rate of climb and speed, and better engines. Anything else? Oh yes—firepower is better,” he wrote from Salinas. His letters to Paul and Nellie were long, detailed, and written in perfect script. He mailed home a sketch of a B-24 torn from a magazine, drawing a circle around the cartoonish pilot and scribbling “ME.”

He was learning to handle the giant bomber at speeds of 225 miles per hour and faster, sometimes skimming just above the California ground at 500 feet. And the missions were longer, in preparation for the bombing runs he most likely would make from a base in England into France and Germany. “We’re starting to fly eight-hour missions now,” he told his father in late June, “and that’s a long time to stay up in one stretch.”

Dale had been at the controls nearly nine hours on July 5 when his B-24 slammed into the California countryside. It was 3:30 in the morning, and he had never flown so far or so long in the dark. He and his crew had covered the whole of Southern California throughout the night, from Salinas to Hunter-Liggett and south to Blythe, near the borders of Arizona and Mexico. They were returning north and trying to reach the airport in Bakersfield, and fell five miles short of the runway.

One of the plane’s four engines—the No. 2 powerplant on the left wing—had a bad propeller, and Dale shut it down. Gauges indicated that the remaining three engines each held fifty gallons of gas, a trickle compared to the 2,900 gallons the plane was built to carry. From his seat behind Dale, the radio operator’s attempts to contact the ground for landing clearance went unheard, and no one in the Bakersfield tower saw the plane as it soared in the distant black sky. The No. 1 engine, the only thing keeping the left wing aloft, ran out of gas. The plane plunged to the ground and burst into flames, igniting the air and sparking a grass fire. One airman was thrown from the wreck and managed to pull another man from the plane. Seven men, including Dale Trueman, were burned beyond recognition; they joined the 40 percent of airmen who failed Air Corps training because of something so innocent as lousy eyesight or so unlucky as running out of fuel four thousand feet in the air.

The war suddenly came home to Delbert. He and his family were preparing to leave the house for a Sunday matinee when the phone rang. He had just returned to Marion the day before from a trip to California to see Dale, joined by his mother and sister; the women had stayed behind for a longer visit. His father couldn’t make the journey because there was too much to do at home. Dale had told his dad they would see each other later that summer when a furlough allowed for six days in Marion. (“Have your work pretty well caught up so you don’t have to work all the time,” he told his dad.) Delbert got back from Salinas on the Fourth of July, and the next day’s phone call from the air base shattered all plans.

It was Delbert’s job to tell his father. No one could find Paul at home; he was playing golf, and Delbert drove to the course. When he heard the news, Paul Trueman collapsed.

Nellie Trueman was now a Gold Star mother, with a gold-fringed banner to hang in her front window, telling everyone in Marion that her Air Corps pilot son was dead at age twenty-four. Leah Hayes Trueman was a widow coming home to Indiana after twenty weeks of marriage. Delbert became disillusioned and gripped by the desire to somehow fix the loss of his brother and the damage to his family. He would look for a way to take his brother’s place.

Dale Trueman’s commanding officer told the Truemans that the pilot died defending American ideals. “He would have rather given his life on the scene of battle, but to me he did,” wrote Lt. Col. Harvey P. Barnard Jr., adding “he gave his life nobly, honorably and without hesitation.”

Still, the Air Corps would blame Dale Trueman for the crash, saying he used poor judgment by trying to fly so far on not enough fuel. Officers also said he should have known how to land the B-24 safely with only two engines. The cause of the accident was clear: “Momentary lack of proficiency.”

* * *

He was always Uncle Dale. I never met him, but when my mom spoke of Uncle Dale, it was matter-of-fact, as if he were alive and well and just in the next room. As a child, she loved watching him skate with the roller hockey team. He was fun and funny. He took her to the airport south of town, where he would lift her into a tiny Piper Cub, and together they would fly above the houses and streets of Marion.

On the day he died, when she was about to go to the movies and her dad received that terrible phone call, her reaction was like that of a five-year-old: Are we still going to the show? That’s how she remembered that afternoon.

If there was a salve for the pain of Dale Trueman’s death, it was that he died stateside. As his body was escorted home by a uniformed Air Corps lieutenant in 1943, the Trueman family was able to plan a funeral, meet his casket at the Marion train station, and bury Dale within a mile of where he grew up. Less than two weeks passed between his death and funeral, where members of the old roller hockey team reunited to serve as pallbearers.

For families of soldiers dying overseas, in places like Tunisia and Sicily, the wait was much longer. The military had no plan for bringing home the dead from battlefields.




Chapter 2
“His Duty”


No one had wanted Delbert Trueman to enlist in the military, particularly his wife. They had a six-year-old daughter to think of. He was now his parents’ only son.

But someone, he argued, had to carry on for his brother, Dale. Someone, he said, had to bear the burden of his family’s pain. “He didn’t seem to be angry. He was hurt more than anything,” my grandmother would recall. “He was just hurt, like he felt he had to do something to take Dale’s place.”

Delbert and Virginia Vey met in high school. He was a year behind her in school, but Virginia knew who he was: the popular but shy boy from the basketball team. He was handsome. And he was dating one of Virginia’s best friends, Mary Ann Lees. When he asked Virginia to go out with him, she said yes. “I did sort of take it on the sly,” my grandmother told me. “I really shouldn’t have.”

Virginia had had her own share of boyfriends throughout high school. She knew Delbert was a ladies’ man and they secretly dated for a while before becoming known as a couple by the end of his senior year in 1935. “Finally, he broke up with Mary Ann. It almost broke us up as friends,” she said.

Delbert’s play with the basketball team earned him a scholarship to Butler University in Indianapolis. When he left Marion for college, Virginia was prepared to wait for him. She
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