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			PRAISE FOR THE MIGHTY EIGHTH

			“No one does oral history better than Gerald Astor . . . here the men of the mightiest air force ever built tell their story in their own words—of trials, tribulations, triumphs, terror, and tedium.”

			—Stephen Ambrose, author of Band of Brothers

			“Bold, brawny, epic in scope . . . Astor captures the fire and passion of these tens of thousands of U.S. airmen who flew through the inferno that was the bomber war over Europe.”

			—Stephen Coonts, author of The Red Horseman

			“[Astor’s] many interviews of American airmen turn up some fascinating anecdotes, catching the grim realities of air combat in a way that more conventional strategic histories cannot . . . Revealing and vivid personal sketches of the quiet heroes in a unit that suffered more lives lost than the entire Marine Corps in WWII.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“The first-person testimony of these courageous men is invaluable in terms of understanding both the process of protracted war and its effect on the human spirit. Their anecdotes are fascinating . . . Excelling in weaving these stories into a broader analysis of the Eighth’s role in the air war with Germany, Astor demonstrates once again that he’s one of the most accomplished oral historians at work today.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Astor stitches together about a hundred eyewitness experiences of the combat, linking them with a workmanlike narrative of the battle’s course. Here he presents the saga, frequently disastrous, of American daylight bombing against Germany . . . Riveting vignettes of dogfights and destruction.”

			—Booklist

			“Gerald Astor has proven himself a master. Here, World War II is brought to life through the hammer blows of their airborne triumphs and fears. This book should be of interest to anyone who fought that war—or any war—in the air, and those who want to understand what combat was like for the airmen and their leaders.”

			—J. Robert Moskin, author of American Statecraft
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			PREFACE

			Rummaging through the attic of World War II in search of oral and eyewitness history one realizes that the amount of material about what was then the U.S. Army Air Corps far exceeds the collections of any other military branch. There are several reasons for this volume of information. Because the roles of pilot, navigator and bombardier, the officer component and close to half of the flight personnel required a high level of intelligence, technical knowledge and book learning, the Air Corps initially demanded a minimum of two years of college, and when it ran out of qualified candidates required applicants to pass entrance examinations. Several of the enlisted men’s positions, the flight engineer and radio operator slots, also involved an ability to acquire information and skill. The kinds of intelligence tests given then, and to a considerable extent today, were partially based upon reading and comprehension of the English language. Under these circumstances it is not surprising to find that a large number of the flight crews had a learned or innate ability to communicate.

			The fact that all of those who flew combat were volunteers suggests that these were men with some outgoing, assertive aspect to their personalities. Whatever motivated them to fly—infatuation with the notion of flight, the glamour that went with wings pinned to the uniform breast, an aversion to the life of a foot soldier—they made a choice rather than having their kind of service chosen for them.

			Perhaps most influential was the kind of war they lived. If they survived a mission, they came home to a bed, hot food, showers and clean clothes. They had a place that was their own, if not a room, at least a bunk with a foot locker and some other space in which to keep personal items. Airmen usually had a respite between their encounters with the enemy, a night at the minimum or even several days, which gave them an opportunity to keep a diary or journal. Ground troops while in combat toted only what they needed to survive and even if pulled off the front line, their lodgings would only consist of a tent without the amenities that would enable them to preserve a personal log. For that matter, foot soldiers were strictly enjoined against carrying a diary or account of their experiences because if they were captured or fell on the field of battle, the information could be highly useful to enemy intelligence. Airmen could leave any documents about their doings back in their quarters, safe even if they were shot down.

			Because the airmen jotted down their experiences so soon after the fact, there is perhaps less of a susceptibility to the distortions of memory that influence accounts well after the experience. On the other hand, even the freshest recall of things does not eliminate the possibility of self-serving descriptions. And just as eyewitnesses to an event often see things differently, so too did airmen able to view the action only from their own vantage point differ with one another.

			Within the limitations of a single book it wasn’t possible to cover every unit of the Mighty Eighth and that organization was only one of several involved in the European campaign. That being said, I believe the history of the Eighth Air Force as presented by those who served as sources for this book gives a true picture of what the battle for the skies was like.
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			THE MIGHTY EIGHTH IS BORN

			Within twenty-four hours after the first bombs from carrier-based Japanese airplanes exploded at Pearl Harbor, the United States entered a world-wide war in which the flying machine, largely a bit player previously, assumed an ever larger role. But, on December 7, 1941, what would become the single largest component of the American aerial arms, the Eighth Air Force, which carried the heaviest portion of war in the skies to Germany, did not even exist on paper. For that matter, the entire U.S. Air Force hardly deserved the name, so deficient was it in terms of numbers of combat aircraft performance capability and qualified airmen compared to enemy forces.

			The Japanese Mitsubishi Zero or Zeke fighters in the South Pacific flew faster, higher and farther than any comparable aircraft in the American arsenal. In Europe, the German Messerschmitt 109 and 110 and the Focke Wulf 190s could outperform the P-39s and P-40s, the best U.S. Air Corps fighters. Only the biggest bombers, the four-engine B-17 Flying Fortress and the B-24 Liberator, surpassed what the enemy operated, but this reflected more the Axis powers’ decision to employ smaller bombers than any deficiency of design or production on their part.

			The inventory of all types of planes available to the handful of air crews was small; U.S. factories had yet to move into high gear and much of what was produced had been committed to Allies already engaged in combat. What had been accomplished during the two years and three months from the onset of the war in Europe to the entry of the United States was a series of plans that would eventually help shape the use of American military assets. During what were officially labeled United States–British Staff Conversations of March 27, 1941, and became known as ABC-1, the participants settled on a number of policies including, “U.S. Army air bombardment units [would] operate offensively in collaboration with the Royal Air Force, primarily against German Military Power at its source.” In the immediate aftermath of the devastation wrought against the U.S. fleet and the rapid onslaught of the Japanese against the Asiatic outposts of the Allies, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and his associates, in accord with such agreements as ABC-1 and various elaborations of the overall War Plan Orange series, had agreed that execution of the war against Germany held first priority.

			In preparation for the mandates of ABC-1, before December 7, 1941, an American military mission occupied offices in London. But even before then, in recognition of the ties with Great Britain and the inevitability of a confrontation with Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany, a stream of U.S. observers made their way to England to watch the RAF fight the Battle of Britain against German fighters and bombers during the summer of 1940. They also scouted potential bases for American contingents and managed lend-lease deals that included American-built planes such as A-20 light bombers dubbed “Bostons” by the RAF.

			The advent of war almost instantly changed the nomenclature from the limited title of “mission” to U.S. Army Forces in the British Isles (USAFBI), and the label presaged the establishment of a significant presence of men and machines. As chief of the Army Air Forces, Lt. Gen. Henry (Hap) Arnold secured approval from the War Department to activate an air force as part of USAFBI. He chose Maj. Gen. Carl Spaatz, a World War I combat pilot, respected tactician, strategist and administrator to head the outfit and nominated Brig. Gen. Ira Eaker to run the bomber command. Even before Spaatz and Eaker could begin to mobilize the airplanes to carry out the task, they encountered fierce opposition from the brass in charge of all U.S. Army efforts in England. The traditional resistance of ground commanders to grant any autonomy to the air forces succumbed only through the intervention of Army chief of staff Gen. George C. Marshall. The vehicle tapped for Spaatz and Eaker was the Eighth Air Force, activated in January 1942.

			While the newly formed outfit initially consisted of a medium bombardment group, two pursuit groups (the designations of fighters or interceptors were not yet in vogue) and auxiliary units, other priorities reduced the Eighth to a bare skeletal form as the Japanese advanced in the Pacific. The original bomber group committed to the Eighth joined Lt. Col. James H. Doolittle to train for his mission against Tokyo. Other aircraft allotted to the Eighth were siphoned away to participate in the critical antisubmarine warfare off the U.S. coast and for other responsibilities.

			In February of 1942, Ira Eaker took up station in England as the head of the Eighth Bomber Command, but the parent organization was not in residence until May 11, 1942, when the first contingent of thirty-nine officers and 384 enlisted men set foot on British soil. Eaker, at the time all too aware of what little material strength he brought with him, rose to speak to an assembly of RAF guests at an early June ceremony at the newly opened High Wycombe headquarters. “We won’t do much talking until we’ve done more fighting. We hope that when we leave you’ll be glad we came. Thank you.”

			Eaker’s twenty-three words could hardly offend the host country as they implicitly recognized that six months after the declaration of war, the American contribution to the air war effort in Europe had been only money and goods while British fliers continued to pay a bloody price. But while the British approved the gracious note, furious discord marked the opinions and policies of the two Allies even before they joined forces to fight.

			With less than thirty years’ presence in the fields of combat, aerial warfare had never generated a consensus on its conduct. In 1907, a scant four years after the Wright brothers successfully demonstrated a twelve-second, 120-foot flight at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the U.S. Army created the Aeronautical Division as a wholly controlled subsidiary of the Signal Corps. The premise for this arrangement lay in the belief that the basic role of the airplane would be as a more mobile reconnaissance tool, an improvement on the balloon-borne observer who had appeared overhead as early as the French Revolution and later in the Civil War. In 1910, nineteen-year-old U.S. Military Academy plebe Carl Spaatz gazed skyward and saw aviation pioneer Glenn Curtiss win a $10,000 prize as the first to fly all the way down the Hudson River from Albany to New York City, passing West Point en route. Spaatz instantly decided to make a career in the fledgling Aeronautical Service.

			During World War I, while experts tinkered with such basic problems as reducing the fatality rate in accidents below that incurred during battle, and preventing machine guns from shooting off propeller blades, the air arm, renamed the Aviation Section, remained a Signal Corps fief until 1918 when American Expeditionary Force commander, Gen. John J. Pershing, removed Signal Corps control and President Woodrow Wilson officially proclaimed the Air Service as an organization within the Army. The military mission had slowly begun to evolve from solely scouting to a more active role in warfare. The European combatants all sought to develop aircraft that themselves served as weapons. The initial idea of inflicting damage on the foe’s observation planes soon led to a battle for control of the air. Machine guns enabled fliers to strafe ground forces, and the addition of bombs provided the opportunity to hammer troop concentrations, artillery positions and even lines of transportation. The top Allied commanders had even begun to think of striking at cities or factories; although in some circles there was great reluctance to the notion of dropping high explosives on civilian areas. Occasionally, German airplanes and long range artillery did hit some populated sections, and their dirigibles struck London.

			As the possible roles for an air force evolved, individuals who would play major parts in World War II surfaced. Carl Spaatz, already a rising star in the Air Service and involved in training Americans at a French installation wangled a tour as a combat pilot where he flew a Spad (U.S. design and production of planes during World War I was limited to manufacturing engines). In a brief period of three weeks he knocked down a trio of enemy Fokkers but also suffered the indignity of being shot out of the skies by the foe. He was able to walk away from his wrecked plane. Two key members of the Eighth, Ira Eaker and Jimmy Doolittle, both earned their wings in 1918 but neither saw action. However, the most important Air Service figure to achieve prominence was Billy Mitchell.

			During World War I, Pershing, who had employed airplanes and airmen like Spaatz when he pursued Pancho Villa, the Mexican revolutionary—bandit in American eyes—across the border, relied on Mitchell to oversee his air arm. Mitchell, who only qualified as an aviator in 1916, gradually assumed the enthusiasm of a convert. At first, somewhat cautiously following the script that dictated a subservient role for airplanes, he showed a talent for innovation. He developed techniques for more effective offensive use of the airplane, massing his assets for an attack in October that led an analyst for the Associated Press to write: “This navy of the air is to be expanded until no part of Germany is safe from the rain of bombs. It is a thing apart from the fighting, observation and bombing squadrons attached to the various army corps. The work of the independent force is bombing munitions works, factories, cities and other important centers far behind the German lines. It has been promised that eventually Berlin itself will know what an air raid means, and the whole great project is a direct answer to the German air attacks on helpless and unfortified British, French, and Belgian cities.”

			Mitchell even petitioned Pershing to assign an infantry division to the Air Service which would load up aircraft with parachute-equipped soldiers and drop them behind the enemy lines. The 1918 November armistice aborted all plans for raids on cities and the employment of airborne troops but Mitchell emerged from the war with a prophet’s zeal. He talked of a need for an independent air force, one that while supporting the ground efforts, would have its own agenda and control its destiny.

			Mitchell believed in the airplane as an offensive weapon limited only by the capabilities of the machine, the location of bases, the weather and the strength of the enemy in the air. Discounting the role of antiaircraft guns, he argued there was no defense against aviation other than another air force. It naturally followed that the first responsibility of the fliers would be to obtain supremacy of the skies. Once that was achieved, planes could freely attack enemy ground troops, transportation, supply dumps and communications. Initially, Mitchell limited the offensive actions to these, but subsequently he admitted to another possibility. “We must expect . . . to have the enemy attempt to destroy any or all of our combatant or industrial [my italics] forces—his attacks being entirely controlled by the dictates of strategy, and the means of bringing the war to a quick conclusion. It may be at times the best strategy to damage and destroy property, and to kill and disable an enemy’s forces and resources at points far removed from the field of battle of either armies or navies.” Without using the word, Mitchell in 1921 had made the civilian a potential target. Four years later he flatly declared that bombers would smash “centers of production of all kinds, means of transportation, agricultural areas, ports and shipping, . . . they will destroy the means of making war.”

			Convinced by his experience with bombs dropped upon troops being marshaled in the rear of the front lines, Mitchell now argued that the airplane had superseded ships as the best means to defend the U.S. He persuaded congressmen, anxious to find a less expensive way to protect the national interest, to order a test of his theory. Near the mouth of the Chesapeake in 1921, navy fliers destroyed a captured German U-boat sitting on the water’s surface. Then Mitchell’s contingent of eight biplanes, at a speed of ninety miles per hour and an altitude of 8,000 feet, sank the anchored former German battleship Oestfriesland, the cruiser Frankfurt and a destroyer within thirty minutes.

			While the results might appear conclusive they were hardly accepted by vested or even impartial interests. Sitting targets which offered no opposition to the bombers hardly replicated what might be expected in a real attack. But even more deadly to Mitchell’s cause, the ground commanders who dominated the Army stoutly resisted any attempt to obtain independence for the airmen and their missions. An equally adamant Navy establishment saw Mitchell’s proposals as usurping its position. Advocates of a stronger and more independent air force hoped a second demonstration off Cape Hatteras in 1923 would convince the policy makers. A galaxy of top brass from the navy and army as well as a contingent of reporters gathered to observe an assault upon a pair of 16,000-ton battleships. The Virginia and the New Jersey, already obsolescent in World War I, served as the targets. Samuel Taylor Moore, a former AEF balloon officer and newsman with a rooting interest in the fortunes of airmen, recalled the dismay among the aviation-minded when Pershing interrupted a briefing by Maj. Gen. Mason Patrick, chief of the Air Service. Patrick had hardly begun his remarks about the controversy over the vulnerability of armed ships to attack from the sky when Pershing undercut him. “What General Patrick is telling you is that his Air Service is having some target practice.” Good soldier Patrick stopped his talk, saluted and concluded, “Yes, the Air Service is having target practice.”

			Eight planes, each bearing a pair of 600-pound bombs set upon the New Jersey. They scored four hits that left the aged vessel with a slight list. A second assault from an altitude of 6,000 feet with one-ton bombs registered a couple of near misses and increased the list but the battleship remained afloat. The Virginia, however, capsized after being blasted by a flight at 3,000 feet while Mitchell himself led a final raid on the New Jersey. One aircraft, making two runs over the ship pinpointed its explosives perfectly. The battlewagon heaved and bucked in a flash of fire and smoke before heading for the bottom of the bay.

			The event failed to persuade anyone of consequence. Admirals scoffed that ships under way could have maneuvered out of harm’s way and perhaps destroyed the planes with their guns. The army generals similarly dismissed the affair as a stunt without implications for the airpower role. Mitchell turned Jeremiah, preaching his gospel to the public when officialdom refused to heed. Inevitably that led to the prophet’s doom, in this case a court-martial that forced him to resign from the Army.

			The prophet may have been silenced, but followers, albeit more circumspect in their utterances, remained. The controversy continued to simmer until a committee named by President Calvin Coolidge studied the matter. Chaired by Dwight W. Morrow (his daughter would marry Charles Lindbergh), the results of the inquiry were some minor revisions in the status of the Air Service, promises of more adequate funding, increases in strength and the designation as the Army Air Corps.

			During the 1930s, the subject of independence occasionally reared its head only to have it chopped off by panels and committees. With that avenue blocked, the Air Corps planners sought to define a mission and create the tools to carry it out. Aside from Mitchell, the other thinker who influenced the development of airpower was an Italian named Giulio Douhet. During the early 1920s, Douhet, a more classical military scholar than Mitchell or another air-war proponent, Hugh Trenchard of the Royal Flying Corps, expounded the theme that modern war involved an entire society, “the soldier carrying his rifle, the woman loading shells in a factory, the farmer growing his wheat, the scientist experimenting in his laboratory.” His was a concept of strategic bombing, rather than tactical support for the ground forces. Douhet believed the rain of explosives would not only halt wartime production, but that the terror it wrought would annihilate the will to oppose. “How could a country go on living and working, oppressed by the nightmare of imminent destruction and death?” His was a war without mercy, “tragic,” he admitted, “one in which morality or civilized behavior had no place,” and even included the use of poison gas on the noncombatants. Douhet scoffed at distinctions between the killing of soldiers or civilians. He consoled the appalled by arguing such a conflict would end swiftly, perhaps with less bloodshed over the long run than such horrors as inflicted in World War I.

			Like Mitchell, Douhet argued that the airplane, if properly employed, could quickly eliminate the capacity of the enemy to wage war. Inevitably, the followers of Mitchell and Douhet saw the bomber as the weapon of choice. The accepted philosophy among this school of warfare was stated by RAF commander Hugh Trenchard who issued a statement, “It is not necessary . . . for an air force, in order to defeat the enemy nation, to defeat its armed forces first. Air power can dispense with that intermediate step, can pass over the enemy, navies and armies, and penetrate the air defenses and directly attack the centers of production, transportation and communications from which the enemy war effort is maintained.” Trenchard explained that domination of the skies would naturally lead to a direct offensive against the foe’s vital centers. Harold George (subsequently commander of the U.S. Air Transport Command), as a member of the Air Corps Tactical School faculty in 1935 declared, “The spectacle of huge air forces meeting in the air is the figment of imagination of the uninitiated.” Ground force proponents may have continued to believe the only way to win lay in physically conquering enemy armies and occupying the land, but to airmen their attitudes only confirmed their ignorance of what modern war would be about.

			The pursuit or interceptor, the fighter plane in later parlance, was not an offensive weapon useful against the strategic centers delineated by Douhet. Its major function lay in fending off attacks by enemy bombers and defensive efforts, but would not produce victory outright. Influential aviators like Carl Spaatz, who had cut his combat teeth in pursuit ships during World War I, now wholeheartedly focused on the bombers. Not only did they bear the means to obliterate the vital organs of an enemy, but the very nature of the beast, its size and payload forced the development of engines with innovations like superchargers, variable pitch propellers that gave it the capacity for speed and sustained flight at high altitudes, going far beyond the state-of-the-art fighters. As early as 1931 Spaatz wrote to a colleague, “Normally, at low altitudes, i.e., altitudes below 15,000 feet, penetration of attack and bombardment [aircraft formations] into enemy territory will be shallow unless protected by pursuit. At altitudes above 15,000 feet observation from the ground becomes difficult, and above 20,000 feet bombardment airplanes can make deep penetrations without pursuit protection.” He was willing to grant that the former object of his affection still had a role as a weapon for ground support.

			During the 1930s, an Air Corps study team pondered the proper specifications for a genuine escort for bombers and decided that under the existing state of military aeronautics the requirements defeated the performance characteristics of a genuine fighter. A later board that included Eaker and Col. Frank Hunter, the first chief of fighter command when the Eighth Air Force began operations in England, reached a similar conclusion. The authors covered their backsides with a remark about the feasibility of continuing a search for an escort able to travel the distance while providing fighter quality. Neither British nor German aeronautical designers and engineers of the period between World War I and World War II could discover how to build an airplane capable of accompanying bombers without being vulnerable in itself. During the Battle of Britain in 1940, the RAF dined heartily on the German two-engine escorts which possessed the range but not the speed or maneuverability to cope with the defenders’ Spitfires and Hurricanes. Likewise, when the RAF sought to chaperone its heavyweights with Typhoons and Tornadoes they too could not compete with German fighters.

			In 1932, the bombsight invented by C. L. Norden, originally for the Navy, won adoption by the Air Corps. Its accuracy encouraged U.S. strategists further toward a critical decision, the emphasis on high altitude, daylight bombing. Spaatz had predicated his ideas partially on the limits of the human eye and optical instruments of the day. He knew nothing of radar that could locate aircraft over distance, through darkness and cloud cover. Nor did he foresee that designers could create fighters able to reach levels far above 20,000 feet. It is also true that later he tempered his initial remarks with cautionary comments that indicated bombers might still be vulnerable to fighters under certain circumstances. At first, Spaatz did not include the goal of strategic attacks upon an enemy’s populated areas and their means of production as espoused by both Mitchell and Douhet, but instead theorized that airpower would concentrate upon combined operations with the ground forces.

			The mélange of ideas on airpower, its components and its mission influenced the kinds of aircraft manufactured by the U.S. as World War II approached. The essential stance of America during the 1920s and 30s was a defensive, isolationist one. With a country 3,000 miles long, 1,500 miles wide, an airplane capable of traveling great distances that could be based anywhere in the States and still hit attackers at the shoreline seemed attractive to the Air Corps. The big bomber would also serve to protect far-off interests, the Philippines, Hawaii and Alaska. It was regarded as the main aerial tool and its development became the top priority for the Air Corps and civilian industry.

			In 1933–34, Boeing designed and built the first B-17. Although the performance of the prototype four-engine bomber bowled over the Air Corps with its first flights in 1935, a crash of the original model briefly dampened enthusiasm and limited orders. But the major obstacle to a fleet of B-17s was possible duplication of the Navy’s role. Advocates of seapower and budget-oriented bureaucrats lobbied against aerial dreadnaughts as usurping the Navy’s function with an excessively expensive tool. Medium, short-range land bombers could back up carrier strikes with torpedo bombers launched at any adversary that approached American shores. Only after Nazi Germany devoured both Czechoslovakia and Austria, did Franklin Roosevelt and his advisors agree to modest increases in the B-17 fleet.

			The B-17B, standard in 1941, packed just five flexible .30 caliber machine guns, lacked a belly turret and tail gunner, and possessed little protective armor. It hardly lived up to the publicity that labeled it a “Flying Fortress.” But by the end of World War II the addition of twelve or even thirteen .50 caliber machine guns plus steel padding in vulnerable areas, power-driven turrets, gunners to the rear and below and bulletproof windshields lent some credence to the name.

			The B-24 Liberator, the other U.S. heavyweight of the American war in Europe also sprang from Roosevelt’s intervention on behalf of airpower. Invited to develop a prototype, Consolidated Aircraft Company took on the job of creating a four-engine bomber with higher speed and a greater payload than the B-17. In its original design, the Liberator also lacked firepower, power-operated turrets and sufficient protection for the crew. Nevertheless the planes began to roll off the assembly line by early 1941. Toward the close of that year as the smoke and fire engulfed Pearl Harbor, the heavy bomber armada counted slightly fewer than 300 inadequately weaponed or armor-protected planes.

			The two modern fighter planes with which the Air Corps entered the war reflect the preoccupation with the long-range bomber. The intelligence on which the top brass and civilian leaders based their criteria for performance was abysmal, leading to such absurdities as a General Headquarters Air Force statement, “. . . the airplane design had reached the point where a large airplane could be made to go as fast as a small one and that the defensive armament of the large plane was more than a match for the small plane.” Only six months off lay the Battle of Britain, where the RAF and Luftwaffe fighters engaged in furious dogfights exceeding any speed, height or firepower that the best U.S. bombers could achieve. In addition, the American fighters of the day were built on the premise of coastal defense. No high-altitude heavy bombers could be expected to assault the continent, and for low-level strafing and bombing runs the P-39s and P-40s would be effective.

			The P-39 Airacobra, a sleek ship on the ground, maneuvered poorly, climbed slowly and not high enough. During the war, however, P-39s were gratefully accepted by the Soviet Army which valued them for their use against enemy ground troops and installations. The P-40 Warhawk, a considerable improvement, nevertheless took too much time reaching upper altitudes, and was at a considerable disadvantage against the tighter turning capability of enemy planes like the Japanese Zero. The Airacobra and Warhawk were already obsolescent by the time they fired their first shots in anger. Improvements began with the P-38, the Lockheed twin engine whose turbosuperchargers enabled it to operate at great speed even in the rarefied atmosphere. The P-38 Lightnings, able to act as fighter bombers and blessed with good range, rolled off assembly lines slowly, starting in 1939. They would become the first effective U.S.-built escort for the Eighth Air Force.

			By 1940, in spite of the nonsense spewed in the official GHQ paper, the Air Corps realized it needed something better if it was to compete with the enemy fighters. In May 1941, the XP-47B left the ground. Subsequently, Ira Eaker himself test flew the plane and endorsed it heartily, but not until 1943 did engineers get the bugs out of the Thunderbolt making it fit for combat. As an escort and fighter bomber it would serve valiantly for the Eighth Air Force and other American outfits around the world.

			At the same time as aeronautical designers and engineers conceived and built the P-47, North American Aviation, under contract to the RAF for a new fighter, created the P-51 Mustang. An instant hit with the client who declared it, “the best American fighter that has reached this country,” the P-51, with the addition of the British Merlin 61 engine, would become the favorite fighter of the Eighth Air Force because its speed, high-altitude capability and range, enhanced through extra fuel tanks, enabled it to accompany the Forts and Liberators wherever they went.

			The Air Corps also contracted for light and medium bombers, two-engine aircraft—the A-20, B-25 and B-26. Except for a very brief period, these planes were not part of the Mighty Eighth’s inventory, but since the simpler machines were available and required fewer crewmen they went to war in Europe before their bigger brethren.

			Just as the designers and manufacturers of warplanes slowly moved to build implements that would be appropriate for the demands of combat in the 1940s, so too did the future leaders of the Air Corps develop their skills and understanding of what would be required. Arnold, Spaatz and Eaker all began their march to prominence during World War I. Other key people of what eventually became known as “the Mighty Eighth” embarked on their march to the command path slightly later.

			Arnold, a 1909 West Point grad, actually learned to fly from the Wright brothers in Dayton, Ohio, before he completed his instruction at the Army school set up at College Park, Maryland. The flimsy, experimental machines of the day imperiled even the best of the aviators. In 1912, according to one biography, with more than a thousand successful flights behind him, Arnold barely survived a terrifying stall and dive towards the ground from which he managed to pull out only at the last moment. Supposedly he told a fellow officer, “A man doesn’t face death twice,” and he refused to fly again for four years.

			A staff officer during World War I, Arnold, then a rising star of the Air Service, stoutly supported Billy Mitchell. The wrath of the War Department against the Mitchell entourage almost consigned Arnold’s career to a black hole, but he successfully navigated his way back from an obscure post until he soared to the top of the heap. He admitted he lacked patience or tolerance and demanded the utmost of subordinates.

			Spaatz, an outspoken adherent of the Mitchell philosophy and the need for a separate air force, escaped serious disciplinary action for his comments, largely because as a mere major he seemed less of a target than the likes of Mitchell and Arnold. Frustrated by the rejection of the new ideas on airpower, Spaatz busied himself with improving the limited assets of what was now the Army Air Corps. During this period, Spaatz investigated and promulgated new tactical notions. He contributed to improvements of air-to-ground communications. He sought engines that would enable his branch to win air races against Navy entries. He influenced designs on drawing boards, and although he did not ignore the need for pursuit ships, his input was most notable in connection with long-range bombers. By 1939 he had advanced to chief of the Plans Division for the Air Corps and perhaps enlightened by the punishment meted out to Mitchell had become known as a team player, a fellow who could be counted upon to follow orders and almost equally important, one who measured his words carefully.

			Ira Eaker, five years younger than Spaatz and destined to become Spaatz’s deputy and lead the Mighty Eighth in its earliest and darkest period, missed an opportunity for combat in World War I but he too endorsed the Mitchell program. Less outspoken than many of his contemporaries, Eaker, in his post as an executive officer to an assistant secretary of war, with the blessing of Maj. Gen. Mason Patrick, chief of the Air Service, funneled useful documents to support Mitchell’s case. When the case for an independent, stronger outfit collapsed, Eaker escaped opprobrium.

			A scholar of law at Columbia and of journalism at the University of Southern California while in uniform, Eaker also piloted goodwill flights to Central America, occupied the cockpit during a world-record 150-hour endurance flight featuring midair refueling in 1929, and in 1936 became the first pilot ever to fly coast-to-coast strictly on instruments. Recognized for his skillful handling of political powers and as an artful propagandist for the Air Corps, he gained the confidence of both Spaatz and Arnold and when the latter tapped the former to open up shop in England, Spaatz chose Eaker as his second in command.

			James H. Doolittle, born in 1896, as was Eaker, spent most of his boyhood in Nome, Alaska, amid the hurly-burly of the turn-of-the-century gold rush. Bantam-sized, he compensated by learning how to fight off bigger kids and developed an adventurous thirst that led him to building gliders, boxing as an amateur and performing gymnastics. At the University of California he studied engineering, but after President Woodrow Wilson declared war on Germany in 1917 he enlisted as a private in the neonate flying service. Doolittle earned his wings and a lieutenant’s commission but never reached France and aerial combat.

			Choosing to stick with the service, Doolittle researched gunnery, taught flying and indulged his lust for risks by performing spectacular acrobatics at air shows. He also learned what he could about aircraft engines, frames and fuel. To help encourage public support for the Army in the air, he set a record for a cross-country flight, set new marks for speed and still furthered his education with a master’s degree from MIT. Curtiss Aircraft borrowed him to sell its new P-1 fighter in South America where Doolittle distinguished himself by his cocktail consumption and a night of tumbling and gymnastics on a balcony. When a ledge cracked, Doolittle fell two stories, fracturing both ankles.

			Determined not to disappoint the Army and Curtiss because of his rash behavior, Doolittle performed in an air show with casts on both legs. Special clips rigged by a mechanic allowed him to keep his feet on the rudder pedals as he outflew the German competition in a gunless dogfight. He then continued to demonstrate the P-1 with his legs in splints all the while. He burnished his reputation even further through exploits as a test pilot demonstrating instrument flight while a hood totally obscured his vision.

			But in 1930, the thirty-four-year-old Doolittle, still a lieutenant in the promotion-starved military establishment, resigned for a private aviation post. He entered various competitions and won trophies and prizes for speed races but after several crashes and near disasters, family man Doolittle quit the sport. Instead he promoted the development of 100-octane gas which the bigger, faster planes would need. Traveling around the world on behalf of U.S. aircraft manufacturers, Doolittle visited Germany and was horrified by the nascent Nazi airpower, an obvious violation of the Versailles Treaty signed after World War I. Doolittle informed Hap Arnold of what he had seen and then, in 1940, he resigned his civilian job to be a major on active duty. Following the attack by the Japanese, Arnold summoned Doolittle to Washington to head special projects.

			Curtis LeMay, a mechanic’s son, was a twelve-year-old schoolboy in Columbus, Ohio, when World War I ended. He graduated from Ohio State in 1928 and enlisted as a flying cadet. A serious student of strategy and a qualified engineer, LeMay originally flew fighters before taking on the exploration of the new B-24 Liberator bombers. His long-distance, over-the-water flights marked the plane and the pilot as promising. Transferred to the 305th Bomb Group, a B-17 organization as the shooting war began for America, LeMay quickly familiarized himself with the aircraft as the group prepared for duty with the Eighth Air Force.

			Whatever their backgrounds, the men who would lead the Mighty Eighth all accepted an essential aspect of combat command, a willingness to order men to kill and be killed. Air Corps officers in general are believed to have been psychologically more prepared for the casualties of war, since even in peacetime there was a much higher number of deaths due to accidents than befell those in the infantry, field artillery or other outfits. “I won’t say you get callous,” said Eaker, “but you get realistic.” He remarked to an interviewer of the necessity to be “trained and inured” if one was to carry out the tasks. LeMay said one in his position could not “meditate on the process of death” nor “mope around about the deaths he has caused personally by deed or impersonally in the act of command.”

			For Carl Spaatz, a tour with the U.S. military mission during the Battle of Britain, opened his eyes to some of the weaknesses of the Air Corps. He quickly realized that the effectiveness of the British radar system, crude as it was, detected aircraft long before they could be seen. He understood that the protection of invisibility through distance, darkness or cloud cover no longer pertained. His talks with RAF pilots and commanders revealed the weakness of the German bombers which were restricted in distance, too lightly armed to defend themselves, flew too low and maintained level flight, all adding up to a recipe for disaster. He also learned that the limited range of the German fighter escorts allowed the Spitfires and Hurricanes to decoy enemy planes into expending their fuel, forcing them to leave the scene of battle. That allowed others access to the bombers. Since enemy fighters appeared able to reach the altitude of the B-17 and B-24, Spaatz recognized that the heavyweights needed rear firepower to ward off attacks from behind and armor plate to shield personnel and vital organs of the aircraft. He also accepted that escort fighters would be desirable but the solution of how to load enough fuel on the small, lightweight aircraft without destroying their maneuverability and speed remained a problem.

			Spaatz and his associates remained committed to their notion of daylight bombing from high altitudes. Only the U.S. possessed the Norden sight which the strategists believed guaranteed effective delivery. In the spring of 1941, having weathered the Battle of Britain and now intent on carrying the death and destruction to the enemy, the British welcomed about twenty B-17s delivered under lend-lease to the RAF. After training and some modifications to incorporate the local control system, a trio of Forts headed for Wilhelmshaven on July 8. The raid was a fiasco; the bombs dropped from 30,000 feet missed the target and the machine guns froze up when German fighters attacked. Subsequent missions against shipping and other objectives produced dismal results, almost half the sorties aborted, only a couple of planes reached primary targets; eight of the twenty B-17s were lost or grounded for repairs. Not a single enemy fighter had been knocked down.

			British enthusiasm for the B-17 and its daylight operations vanished. The Americans noted their allies insisted on operating at well over 30,000 feet, excessive even for the high-altitude bomber, leading to overloads on the oxygen systems, a freeze-up of weapons and reduction in airspeed, lessening ability to defend against enemy fighters. Finally, the RAF relied on the Sperry bombsight, considered quite inferior to the Norden. But, unconvinced by the arguments of the Americans, when B-24s were delivered the RAF shunted them away from strategic-bomb operations and into antisubmarine patrols.

			The failure to convert the British to the potential of the heavy bombers for their designed purpose dogged Ira Eaker almost immediately. Not only did the ally clamor for immediate deeds by the Americans but they insisted the proposed approach would be a disaster. Not too subtly the British suggested that all American aircraft come under RAF control. No one in America, certainly not Chief of Staff George C. Marshall, or Hap Arnold as boss of the Air Corps could stomach that. Spaatz and Eaker would have to prove to the British that daylight, precision bombing could work.
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			OPENING SALVO

			As the American representatives of the Air Corps in Europe, Spaatz and Eaker wrestled with their British counterparts over two prickly issues: daylight raids and area bombing. The Allied commanders all agreed on the need for a strategic bombing campaign. Aerial assaults on centers of production and transportation, economic pressure upon neutrals, hit and run operations by commandos, sabotage by people in occupied lands and the murderous war between the Soviets and Germans could bleed the Axis powers sufficiently to provide optimum conditions for a direct frontal assault by ground troops in the West. In fact, the RAF publicly wondered if intensive bombing might even obviate any need to invade the Continent.

			The two American generals faced an uphill battle to win favor for their daylight precision bombing campaign. Having seen RAF fighters smash German bombers during daylight forays and then experiencing the loss of fifteen two-engine Vickers Wellingtons from a total of twenty-four during an early daytime foray against Germans and after the failure of the B-17 experiment, the RAF insisted that only under the shroud of darkness could strategic bombing successfully hammer the enemy. The policy makers, aware that night attacks sacrificed precision, introduced the notion of “area” bombing. Destruction in the vicinity of a strategic site, while perhaps not inflicting all the desired damage on the target, would destroy the surrounding neighborhood, which included workers. Psychological as well as physical injury would result; the ideas of Douhet rendered real. The approach dictated the design of British aircraft; bombers with great range, oversize loads and because of the presumed protection by darkness against opposition, less armament and fewer crewmen. Because of their nocturnal rounds, the Lancasters and Stirlings sallied forth without fighter escort; indeed the British made no effort to extend the short range of the otherwise superb Spitfire. At the end of May and beginning of June, just before the first of the Eighth Air Force elements arrived, the RAF scrounged aircraft from training and noncombat commands to mount Operation Millennium, the first thousand-plane saturation raid upon Cologne. More than two-thirds of the attackers consisted of two-engine planes with no margin for error if they were to return to base. The bombs killed 469, wounded more than 5,000 and destroyed 45,000 homes. Subsequently similar assaults blasted Bremen and the Ruhr with widespread havoc but relatively little effect on the German war effort, other than to stimulate production of fighters. From a propaganda viewpoint, however, the attacks seriously wounded Luftwaffe chief Hermann Goering, who had boasted in 1939, “My name is not Goering. If any enemy aircraft is ever seen over Germany, you can call me Meyer.” (An anti-Semitic reference.)

			The Air Corps predicated its faith in the daylight approach on the ability of the Norden sight to pinpoint targets and for the Forts and Liberators to fly high enough and fast enough to defeat efforts to stop them. Theorists denigrated area bombing as a wasteful dispersion of resources. The British-convened Butt Committee, charged with an investigation of the effectiveness of the RAF by the War Cabinet Secretariat, statistically analyzed night bombing through the use of photography. The results were discouraging. The averages indicated only one of three attacking aircraft over Europe came within five miles of the target, with the best achievements registered for France but a severe drop to one in ten for areas like the German Ruhr. Some of the nighttime missions struck the wrong cities or dummy versions erected by the Germans in empty fields. To enhance accuracy British scientists developed a pair of radar-based systems, first the Gee and later the H2S which aided navigators to locate targets. Gee was supposed to locate an airplane precisely enough to bomb within a tenth of a mile of the target. In practice it was less accurate; its range limited and over German territory the enemy successfully jammed it. H2S used its beams to indicate ground features, giving airmen a rough picture of the territory below with readings that distinguished water, open fields and built-up areas. Both of these tools would be adopted by the U.S. airmen operating from the United Kingdom.

			The Americans argued that precision could take out key elements in the enemy war effort, rendering him weak if not helpless more quickly than area bombing could. The Air Corps stance also reflected reluctance to the inevitable slaughter of noncombatants by area bombing. Even the Japanese at Pearl Harbor had concentrated on military targets. However, Italian airmen bombed and strafed Ethiopian citizens in 1935, the Germans struck at the town of Guernica in Spain while supporting the rebels under Gen. Francisco Franco and then hurled death and destruction upon Polish cities before finally battering Coventry and London. These actions provoked outrage about such barbaric disregard for life. But, as the RAF commenced its nighttime area bombing, wreaking havoc among civilians, the Allies muted the talk about victims. But initially, American officials could argue their approach as more humane. As World War II stretched over the years, daylight bombing eventually spared relatively few civilians in Europe and when B-29s began massive raids on the Japanese home islands the net effect was the same as the area bombing practiced by the British.

			Serious weaknesses afflicted the initial American plan. The exaggerated and legendary belief that the Norden bombsight was accurate enough to drop a bomb in a pickle barrel not only overstated the capacity of the instrument but it included no recognition of its effectiveness under combat conditions with exploding antiaircraft shells, enemy fighters with guns and cannons careening through formations. Furthermore, the Messerschmitts and Focke Wulfs could reach altitudes above those favored by the B-17s or B-24s and flew hundreds of miles faster than any bomber. Spaatz, having witnessed the Battle of Britain, undoubtedly realized the potential for interception, but he hoped that extra armor and greater firepower would rebalance the equation in the Air Corps’ favor. He also counted on the newer American fighters which might provide more extended escort service than what previously existed.

			Well before Pearl Harbor, a small number of Americans participated in the air war. These were volunteers who enlisted either in the RAF or the Royal Canadian Air Force and initially received assignment to regular RAF squadrons but who later formed the American Eagle Squadrons. James Goodson, a nineteen-year-old student at the University of Toronto visited Europe in the summer of 1939. “I was advised by the U.S. embassy to get on the first boat for home as war was imminent,” recalled Goodson. He had the bad luck to sail on the Athenia, which was torpedoed off the Hebrides a day after the declarations of war that began World War II. “When the Athenia went down around 4:00 A.M., I was picked up from a lifeboat by a Norwegian tanker. We were taken to the nearest neutral port, Galway [Ireland]. From there I made my way to Belfast and then Glasgow. I had stayed on board the Athenia trying to help some other people to escape. I went down into the bowels of the ship to aid some others and there were bodies, women and children floating around. That changed my attitude to the seriousness of the war. I desperately wanted to get into it and was convinced that America would join in sooner or later. Most Americans at the time were determined we should stay neutral. They didn’t want to repeat the experience of the first world war where the country did not get much out of it. But I had the motivation of anger, revenge, a feeling of great sympathy for England because my mother was English and I had aunts and uncles there.

			“I found an RAF recruiting station and immediately asked if any American could join. No one seemed to know at first if I could but later was told I could but would probably lose my American citizenship when I swore allegiance to the King of England. I told the recruiters that if the king needed my allegiance, he had it. The question of pay arose and I think the fellow said it was seven shillings and six pence a day [less than $2.00]. I was heartbroken. I said, ‘I’ve lost everything I have. I don’t think I can afford it.’ The fellow said, ‘No, no, no. We pay you seven and six.’

			“I remember thinking, ‘These lovable fools. They could have had me for nothing.’ To be able to fly a Spitfire and be paid for it was just beyond my wildest dreams. England was not set up to train the large number of airmen required. It made sense to train people in Canada where there was plenty of room, no danger of interference from the enemy. The Commonwealth Empire Air Training Scheme was set up in a remarkably short space of time. I was sent back to Canada and joined the programs with thousands of Commonwealth young men. Our greatest fear was not that we would crash but be washed out. Less than 10 percent were accepted as pilots. My instructor felt I should be washed out. I went up for a test flight with an RAF officer who got in the back cockpit and told me to go through the paces, acrobatics, loops, rolls and when we were very low, he cut off the ignition and told me to make a forced landing. At the very last moment, he switched it back on and instead of washing me out, said, ‘Son, I’ve got news for you. You’re a fighter pilot.’ In no time at all, a stream of pretty well trained airmen were arriving in England for their final instruction and entry into squadrons.

			“There was a tremendous spirit in all the RAF squadrons. I joined 43[rd] Squadron, the Fighting Cocks. Our wing commander was the famous Douglas Bader. [He continued to fly fighters even after he lost both legs when shot down during the Battle of Britain.] The RAF method of training and carrying on, the strange mixture of discipline and lack of it was a marvelous element. The spirit and morale were tremendous. I had joined 43 when the Battle of Britain was supposed to be over but we never noticed when it ended; pilots continued to be shot down. Everybody was supposedly discouraged and on the verge of a nervous breakdown but I remember none of that, or anyone being anything but keen. We all fought to get on missions. Above all, there was the laughter; it was a great game and it was always fun. The more desperate side of the situation, that if we felt it, we never never showed. Later, when they formed the Eagle Squadrons we carried that spirit over from the RAF.

			“I started with the Hurricane, the plane that won the Battle of Britain, for relatively few Spitfires were available. Most of us initially were not all that happy to leave the Hurricane to fly a Spitfire. My first attempt to attack in a Spit, I got on the tail of a 109. Being used to the steady old Hurricane, I pushed the firing button and because the stick was so sensitive in a Spitfire, the nose immediately went down. The Hurricane was a very good gun platform, very reliable, very steady and took a lot of punishment. I had flown one that got shot up and flames were coming out. I thought I’d better bail out over the Channel and got out on the wing. The Hurricane started to sideslip and I saw the flames were not as bad as I had thought. I climbed back into the cockpit and took it home and landed. That would have been impossible with a Spitfire, but it had remarkable maneuverability. You hardly had to move the stick at all to go into a loop, roll or anything else. It was a delightful plane to fly; we had a love affair with the Spit, just as the Germans did with the 109 although the 190 actually was superior. You didn’t aim your guns, or the plane, you aimed yourself. If you wanted to look behind you, you just skewed the plane around. You didn’t turn your neck so much. If I dropped my cigarette lighter on the floor, I didn’t reach down but simply rolled the plane over and caught the lighter as it dropped into my hand. It was like pulling on a very tight pair of jeans. You became part of the plane.”

			Goodson and the other U.S. volunteers, as members of the RAF, did not qualify as Americans carrying the Stars and Stripes into the air war. British officialdom and the local press forcefully criticized both the absence of U.S. forces and the American ideas. Implicit in the ongoing controversy were questions of command and control. Spaatz, Eaker and Hap Arnold all feared that if they converted themselves into warriors of the night, they would become subservient to the RAF’s bomber chief, Sir Arthur Harris, surrendering the limited independence wrested from the U.S. Army hierarchy. Furthermore, the B-17s and B-24s would require substantial changes to adapt for different work. The engine exhausts for the Forts, for example, spurted flames, making the aircraft obvious to any night marauders or even antiaircraft gunners. Crews also would need considerable retraining.

			The initial reticence displayed by Eaker at that first luncheon did not mollify a growing impatience with the pace of the American combat effort. Winston Churchill himself constantly nagged U.S. leaders to put their planes in the air, their bombs on targets. It was not simply an attempt to relieve his forces from carrying the weight of the war. The British Empire, already shrunken by the Japanese in the Far East, was losing more ground in North Africa to the German Afrika Korps. There was genuine worry that Germans would shortly overwhelm the Soviet Union unless the Allies applied pressure that diverted the enemy and strengthened Red Army resolution. There was even talk of an invasion late in 1942 or early ’43, preposterous and most certainly doomed to a devastating loss since the British Army was still recovering from its mauling at Dunkirk and there was a lack of trained, properly equipped U.S. troops. The United States fortunes were near bottom, with the Japanese having swept over the Philippines, Wake, Guam and lands formerly held by the Allies.

			Toward the end of May 1942, with Operation Millennium, which signaled the beginning of saturation bombing, a few days off a small number of Americans already could claim to have met the enemy. These were three Eagle Squadrons, a collection of pre–Pearl Harbor volunteers who manned Spitfires for the RAF but they would not operate under the Stars and Stripes until transferred to the 4th Fighter Group several months later. Meanwhile, the first home-breds, ground echelons for the 97th Bombardment Group, a B-17 outfit and the 1st and 31st Fighter Groups with P-38s and P-39s, respectively, expected to sail from New York early in June, arriving a few days after the combat aircraft, with their crews and pilots, ferried themselves across the Atlantic.

			Everything bound for Europe suddenly appeared in jeopardy. Naval intelligence warned of the Japanese fleet headed for Midway Island, the vital Pacific outpost. The Japanese also extended their conquests by seizing a pair of Aleutian islands off Alaska, erroneously raising fear of an attack on the mainland. Both the 1st Fighter Group and the 97th Bombardment Group reversed course and tracked toward the West Coast, prepared to reinforce the defenders of Midway. The 31st Fighter Group, whose pilots were to have depended upon the 97th’s B-17 navigators to lead them over the Atlantic, now boarded ships for England.

			Within a few days of the alert that halted the movement of bombers and fighters to Europe, U.S. Navy dive bombers and torpedo planes demolished or damaged enemy vessels off Midway in a coup that sank Japanese hopes for control of the seas. Nevertheless, Midway had delayed the scheduled deployment of American airpower. Midway notwithstanding, British command from Churchill on down continued to press the Americans, including Maj. Gen. Dwight D. Eisenhower who had assumed command of the European theater of operations United States Army (ETOUSA) to do something. In North Africa, Afrika Korps commander Erwin Rommel threatened the Suez Canal while across Egypt, the British and Australians barely hung on in front of Alexandria. On July 2, the Nazi juggernaut smashed into Sevastopol, completing the conquest of the Crimea. German radio sneered at talk of an American airpower debut.

			The Nazis seemed to have better intelligence than Washington. Hap Arnold, to placate the British prime minister had told him on May 30, 1942, “We will be fighting with you on July 4th.” At the moment he made his rash promise, Arnold believed the 97th would have trained for a month over England and be ready to commence operations. Eaker and Spaatz had precious little with which to work. When word reached Eaker, he reportedly remarked, “Someone must have confused the 4th of July with April Fool’s Day.”

			To fulfill their boss’s order, Spaatz and Eaker desperately turned to the one unit actually on hand, the 15th Bombardment Squadron. Far from a heavy bomber outfit, the 15th originally intended to employ night fighters and flew twin-engine Douglas A-20s, four-man light bombers which the British called Bostons. The aircraft used by the 15th actually belonged to the RAF and carried the British insignia. One crew flying with the RAF 226 Squadron, with Capt. Charles Kegelman as pilot, had been the first to bomb occupied Europe during the June 29 raid on a marshaling yard at Hazebrouck.

			With the 15th was Bill Odell, a Chicago youth born in 1915, who entered the army under the Thomason Act, a reserve officer program established at his college, Washington University in St. Louis. “As an ROTC graduate,” says Odell, “I was fully aware of world events—Franco’s Spanish war, Japanese moves in Asia, and German (Nazi) military aggression in Europe. My feelings were concern about German intentions and U.S. reaction to them.”

			Odell put in a year at Fort Sheridan, Illinois, in an antiaircraft artillery regiment and then applied for pilot training. His reasons included the romance of flying and the silver wings, as well as his experience with ground forces. “Having endured four maneuvers during which Air Corps units were involved, I saw no torrential rain, shin-deep mud, well-digger’s butt temperatures, impenetrable woods and thickets, inadequate maps, missed meals and sleep up where the Air Corps were. The hazardous duty pay was a windfall. There were few classmates who had increased their income by 50 percent in two years to $187.50 a month since graduation. The number one grad in our engineering class, a Mensa-type Phi Beta Kappa had been offered the highest salary of $138.

			“At the time, the Air Corps was not looking for bombardiers or navigators. These aircrew positions were filled by active duty enlisted men selected from the ranks and trained by the unit to which they were assigned. Pilot training, dictated by Air Corps GHQ, established minimum hours and required instruction in flying, gunnery (air and ground), navigation, instrument, formation, night and aerobatics (commensurate with the type of aircraft). Four hundred flying hours were allotted per pilot per year for the program. Additional flying time was allowed for three or four maneuvers or special assignments each year.

			“The 15th Squadron, as an old-line
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Eighth Air Force missions ranged over most of France and through
Belgium, the Netherlands, and all of Germany. Assembly, mostly
from airficlds northeast of London, usually took place over the
North Sea before penetrating the Continent. Vegesack, the first tar-
geted site on German soil lay in a radius some 300 miles from the
British bases; Merseburg was some 450 miles by air, and
Regensburg, 500. (U.S. Air Force Historical Association)
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