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			To Frederick W. Smith—

			and the brave young American fliers of Operation Tidal Wave,

			whom we set out to honor.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			Some stories find you when you least expect them.

			It was a Monday evening in July 2018 when I was waiting nervously in the lobby of a hotel in Memphis. Businesspeople clustered around tables, laughing over drinks, while others rolled their suitcases toward the front desk. Most wore some variation of the same logo—a flash of purple, orange, and white. FedEx. The company’s airport hub lay only a few miles away.

			I was at the hotel to meet someone they all surely knew—their boss, Mr. Fred Smith.

			The name sounds ordinary. The man was anything but. He was the founder of FedEx, one of America’s great business successes, and a tremendous champion of our nation’s veterans.

			When he entered the hotel, I was surprised. No entourage. No bodyguards. Just Mr. Smith. He was of medium height, with a round, robust face framed by white hair. Strapped to his wrist was a simple Casio. His clothes were neat but unpretentious: business attire with an open collar and plain black shoes. He radiated Southern friendliness and greeted me with a handshake that felt like a big warm paw.

			I had seen the endless purple tails of his planes as I flew into Tennessee that afternoon, and I was already a bit awed. Not only was he overseeing more than 425,000 employees as CEO, but he carried another level of distinction.

			Before he built his company, Mr. Smith had been a Marine officer in Vietnam. He’d commanded K-Company, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines, the storied unit that fought its way across the Pacific in World War II.

			Mr. Smith had earned the Silver Star, the Bronze Star, and two Purple Hearts. When he came home from Vietnam, he rolled up his sleeves and put the lessons of military leadership—vision, discipline, logistics—to work. Out of them, he built FedEx.

			That war, and the hard-felt losses he carried from it, left him with a lifelong reverence for service and sacrifice. He’d even chaired the fundraising for the World War II Memorial in Washington and the National Museum of the Marine Corps.

			At the time I met him, he was helping bring my book Devotion to the big screen. The next morning, we were bound for Hattiesburg, Mississippi, to meet the daughter of Jesse Brown, a hero from that story and the upcoming film.

			But that night at dinner, there was another story on Mr. Smith’s mind: Operation Tidal Wave. Arguably the most daring bomber raid of World War II, it was born of an audacious gamble—when the Army Air Forces gathered every available B-24 bomber in the Libyan desert for a nearly unthinkable mission: a low-level surprise attack on Hitler’s most vital asset—the oil refineries of Ploesti, Romania.

			Mr. Smith had a personal connection to the raid. His early legal counsel, a man named Ramsay Potts, had flown that mission and earned the Distinguished Service Cross.

			I acknowledged that I knew the story. Any aviation buff does. B-24s flying low and fast like fighters, skimming the treetops, through fire and flak, over refineries ready to explode beneath them. It’s a mission etched in legend, written about many times.

			But not this part, Mr. Smith said. He’d zeroed in on a remarkable thread: one American bomber that was shot down during the attack and crash-landed in the last place its crew ever imagined: on the estate of a Romanian princess. By nationality, she was their enemy. The Americans had just bombed her homeland. Yet what she did next defied every expectation.

			Mr. Smith said the princess was an integral part of the story, and that around that moment lay an even larger story still waiting to be told, one of intense action and adventure set in a little-known arena of World War II, where Germans, Romanians, Americans, Britons, and Russians all converged to slug it out.

			He urged me to investigate.

			I took his advice and began to dig deeper. The story started to show itself. Not only was there a princess walking a perilous line between loyalty to her country and quiet defiance, there was a Romanian fighter ace flying a Messerschmitt 109, reluctantly, for the other side. A twenty-one-year-old king desperate to pull his nation from Hitler’s grip. A Nazi-backed dictator working against him. And a Great Escape by American fliers—unfolding right under the noses of the Germans. How had we never heard this before? Blame the communists. At the end of World War II, Romania—and the stories of what had happened there—was sealed behind the Iron Curtain.

			Yet even during the conflict, Romania was a mystery to most Americans.

			“Romania, are they even in the war?” more than one American flier wondered when he first learned of their faraway target. Even all these years later, Romania remained, to me, little more than a name on the map of Europe, wedged between the Balkans and the Black Sea. I pictured dark-haired, sharp-featured people, somehow mixed up with the Romani. Their Latin-based language, I would learn, sounded remarkably like Italian. And apparently, at one point, this small country was swimming in oil—black gold that had drawn the attention of Hitler himself.

			There was a more immediate obstacle. After seventy-five years, was anyone still alive to tell this story firsthand? Out of 178 crews—more than 1,700 men—who’d flown the Ploesti raid, I needed to locate the men of the one plane that went down on the princess’s estate: Chattanooga Choo Choo. Ten men total. Ploesti had happened a lifetime ago. Any man who had flown that mission would now be nearly one hundred years old.

			My research team started digging anyway. We were looking for a needle in a haystack. Then came a lead: a single name in an online news article. A man was still alive from Tidal Wave.

			Ernie Poulson.

			He was an officer. And what the article said about him made my jaw fall. He’d been the copilot of Chattanooga Choo Choo, the bomber that crash-landed on the princess’s estate in 1943…the very crew at the heart of Mr. Smith’s story.

			We sent him a letter. A shot in the dark. Then we made a follow-up call.

			At his home in Utah, Ernie Poulson answered.

			He was ninety-seven. Remarkably fit. Sharp-minded, direct, precise. Former Air Force colonel. Ex-POW. In a recent photograph, he was still handsome, like an actor cast to play a veteran in a film. He was, it turned out, the last living survivor of his crew, and likely of the raid itself. Locked inside his memory lay the eyewitness experience of one of the great untold stories of World War II.

			We explained what we hoped to do. We wanted to write an immersive, richly detailed book about him and his crew and their paradoxical enemy, the Romanians whose lives became entangled with theirs.

			Ernie confirmed the story was all true. He still thought about those people and places every night before bed, every morning when he woke.

			But he hesitated. He had lived through this incredible adventure once, and that was enough for him.

			Then something caught his ear.

			“This book won’t be just about you,” we told him. “It’ll be about all the guys.”

			Ernie’s demeanor softened. He knew what was at stake. The story of 1,700 brave Americans was about to fade away, its best part untold. It was about bringing the Ploesti raid to life for those who never knew what those young Americans endured. The Air Force colonel and former POW felt he had a duty as possibly the last survivor.

			“My door is open,” he said. “Come on out.”

			

			—

			At his home, Ernie showed us a copy of the diary he’d secretly kept as a POW. He handed over a memoir he’d written for his family decades earlier.

			Using those sources, we sat down with Ernie, interviewing him multiple times in person, then countless times by phone. He connected us with the families of his crewmates, who opened their collections of letters and old interviews. Ernie’s navigator had even written and self-published a book of his own.

			And then there was “The Crew Diary.” Hidden for decades in an attic, it was a loose set of pages written by Ernie and his men during the war. In the fall of 1944 and early 1945, each of the nine surviving airmen had sat down with pen and paper to record what they’d seen, said, and done. It was unheard-of.

			Nine men chronicling the story of one mission together.

			In wartime.

			Edited into a single narrative, it became the best-documented bomber crew account I’d ever read.

			From there, our research stretched across America and Europe. We dug through six U.S. archives and an equal number of Romanian repositories. Our research team even plunged into the shadowy hollows of Transylvania in search of the final clues to this epic adventure that once shaped the outcome of the European war.

			

			—

			Prepare for flight.

			In the pages ahead, you’ll ride along with Ernie and his crew, twentysomethings brought to the desert on a secret mission. You’ll see Operation Tidal Wave through their eyes, from cockpit to captivity, and meet the Romanians whose lives collided with theirs: “Buzz” Cantacuzino, Princess Catherine Caradja, and King Michael.

			But this is not a tale of grand strategy, mission statistics, or royal intrigue. It’s a story of humanity, of people with the trappings stripped away, of courage, survival, and ultimately a revelation about the person we call the enemy.

			Mr. Fred Smith saw it first. This is the story he urged us to chase—the one he believed the world needed to know. It’s the saga that would define our friend Ernie Poulson for the rest of his life.

			The props are clear. The bomber’s fueled. The course is set.

			Ahead lies a mission no one expected to survive.

			Our destination?

			Libya, 1943.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The New Arrivals

			
			 

			July 3, 1943

			North Africa

			The air base wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

			In the right seat of a B-24, the copilot leaned forward and strained to see ahead as the bomber hugged the desert coastline of Libya, flying at a thousand feet.

			The four-engine “Liberator” was a boxy brute of a machine with a glass-plated nose, slab-sided fuselage, and long, slender wings set high on its frame. And the trademark of the design from Consolidated Aircraft: twin tails spaced apart like rudders on a catamaran.

			
				
					[image: Photo of a U.S. Army Air Forces B-24 “Liberator” bomber in flight over the North African coast in 1943, showing its long high-mounted wings, four engines, glass nose, and twin vertical tails with a white star-in-circle insignia on the left tail and wing, as the aircraft is flying parallel to the shoreline with dark sea on one side and light desert sand on the other.]
				

				
					The B-24 “Liberator” bomber

				
			
			Beyond the bomber’s left wing, the Mediterranean unfurled to the horizon like a giant sapphire lake. Off the right wing and in front of the plane, the desert stretched flat and red beneath an unflinching blue sky. The terrain was “shimmering in the clear, dry air.”

			Where are you? wondered Second Lieutenant Ernie Poulson. The longer he searched, the tighter the knot in his stomach grew. There was no sign of an air base, anywhere.

			Thoroughly perplexed, Ernie sat back in his seat and flipped open a pad to review his notes from the preflight briefing. Beneath his green crush cap with its brown leather brim, Ernie’s appearance reflected his Swedish roots. Twenty-two, blond and blue eyed, with a prominent, square jawline, Ernie was a dead ringer for the future movie star Marlon Brando. He stood five feet ten inches tall when not crammed into the seat of a B-24, and he had a weightlifter’s upper physique, but his muscles came from a rugged outdoor upbringing in Utah’s Sanpete Valley rather than gym workouts.

			
				
					[image: Photo of Ernie Poulson standing outdoors in his World War II U.S. Army Air Forces officer’s uniform, wearing a dark jacket with pilot wings, service ribbons, “U.S.” collar insignia, and a belted waist, along with a crush cap bearing the eagle emblem, looking directly at the camera with a neutral expression.]
				

				
					Ernie Poulson

				
			
			It was around 2 p.m. and the white-hot North African sun bored through the glass plates in the ceiling. The Plexiglas side windows were open, letting in a rush of hot air and propeller drone. It made little difference. The cockpit smelled of gasoline and hot oil.

			There was something else about Ernie, something curious. Even now, near the end of a long journey, his tie was cinched tight and hardly a hair was out of place. Wherever he was, Ernie always tried to look his best. His officer’s file noticed this “quiet, unassuming, pleasant” young man was “unusually neat.” It was not for vanity’s sake that he took immense pride in his uniform; Ernie came from a family that barely scraped by. He was proud of the uniform because of everything it stood for. His country. And what the Army Air Forces did for him. The first time he put on the uniform was the first time in his life he felt important.

			Now, after flying for eight hours across the coast of North Africa, and nine hours before that to reach North Africa from England, Ernie just wanted to put the plane down, get his feet back on solid ground, and find out what the heck they were doing here.

			A week ago, his outfit, the 389th Bomb Group, had reported to their fog-shrouded base in England, ready to fly high-altitude bombing raids over Hitler’s Germany. But they were told by the 8th Air Force not to unpack. Plans had changed. Then three days later they had been sent here, to the middle of nowhere, for detached service with the 9th Air Force. “Liberators are needed in the Middle East” was all they’d been told.

			Their cryptic orders were to report to a former Luftwaffe air base called Berka 4, somewhere along the Libyan coast—but finding it would be another matter. Even the intel boys couldn’t say exactly where the new base lay. For some reason it didn’t appear on any American maps.

			When Ernie envisioned their new desert home, he pictured something out of the airport scene in Casablanca: colonial-era hangars and palm trees and a tower with a searchlight beaming through the fog at night. Now, motoring through the desert sky, he was no longer sure what to expect.

			Ernie turned to the pilot in the seat beside him, the aircraft commander, twenty-four-year-old First Lieutenant Bob O’Reilly. The pilot’s attention was fixed on the controls, making small corrections as he guided the big B-24 through the air.

			Bob was a sandy-haired Irish American with a square face and hazel eyes that were always brimming with humor. Average in build, he made up for it in scrappiness and charm—it was said he’d “never met a stranger.” Unlike Ernie, Bob wasn’t fastidious about his appearance. His shirt looked slept in, and his tattered brown shoes were “on the verge of falling apart.” What few of the crew knew—and Bob never let slip—was that he hailed from St. Louis high society. Back home in the leafy streets of Westminster Park, his neighbors didn’t call him Bob at all. To them, he was R. J. O’Reilly III.

			Ernie triggered the intercom by pressing the button on the yoke in front of him. “Bob, am I cracking up? I don’t see a thing out there.”

			Bob craned his neck to see for himself.

			Both men could spot the port city of Benghazi coming up on the left side of the plane, its whitewashed buildings scorched and scarred, its harbor clogged by sunken Axis transport ships. The fighting in North Africa was over. Aided by an infusion of American manpower, the British had driven Rommel and the German Afrika Korps from the continent just two months earlier.

			“About ten miles south of Benghazi,” Ernie said, reciting what he’d written in his notes from the preflight briefing. “That’s where we’re supposed to go.”

			Both men looked ahead and a little to the right, where the base should be. “I’ll be damned,” Bob said, seeing nothing. “You’re right.”

			There was nothing out there but red, hard-packed desert.

			Ernie knew something was wrong—an air base shouldn’t be this hard to find. He offered a solution.

			Ernie suggested they fly up to Benghazi and ask for directions. The British were there. Supposedly, a number of American units too. Find a field, radio their tower, and get some bearings.

			“I bet we’re not the first crew that needs directions,” he said.

			Bob looked like someone had spat in his coffee. Directions? No way were they asking for directions.

			Before Ernie could lodge a further protest, Bob put the bomber in a holding pattern and called for their navigator, Britt, to come up to the flight deck—and to bring one of their useless maps.

			Ernie conceded defeat. What else could he do? For the last twelve hundred miles they’d alternated who flew the plane. But at the end of the day, Bob was the aircraft commander.

			The crew’s navigator, Second Lieutenant Richard Britt, twenty-one, emerged from the nose of the plane. Standing a lanky six foot one, he had to squeeze up and onto the flight deck behind Ernie and Bob. Britt had tight-set blue eyes and a thick chin; he projected a precise but friendly demeanor. Back home in Chicago’s suburbs, Britt had set an “enviable” record at his high school. He’d missed only two days of school in four years—and went “0 times tardy.”

			Britt plugged in to the intercom system and unfolded his map. He had an idea about how to find their base: good old-fashioned pilotage. He motioned to his map and explained that they were coming up on a narrow-gauge railroad that ran south from Benghazi into the desert.

			“Now, if I was a German building an airfield that needs a regular resupply of fuel from Benghazi, where would I put it?” He tapped the map. “Somewhere near a railway.”

			
			
				
					[image: Photo of Richard Britt and Bob O’Reilly standing side by side in World War II–era U.S. Army Air Forces uniforms, each wearing a peaked cap with the eagle insignia and jackets with “U.S.” collar pins, pilot wings, and ribbons, posing outdoors with a blurred airfield in the background.]
				

				
					Richard Britt and Bob O’Reilly

				
			
			He told Bob to follow that railroad south. “Sooner or later, we’re bound to find Berka 4.”

			“Or we can use the radio,” Ernie reminded his friends.

			Never! Bob grinned. Where was the fun in that?

			And besides, Britt had his reputation going for him. Barely a week before this, he had successfully navigated them from the United States across the frigid black Atlantic, alone, at night, relying on just the stars to reach England.

			Ernie and Britt felt the plane turning beneath them as Bob wheeled the bomber south.

			
				[image: Map showing the Mediterranean Sea and North African coast during World War II, with a bold black route running east along the Libyan shoreline past Tunis near Tripoli to Benghazi, where an icon of a bomber plane is pointing inland; labeled locations include “TUNISIA,” “LIBYA,” “TUNIS,” “TRIPOLI,” “BENGHAZI,” “SICILY,” “GREECE,” and “CRETE,” with a small north compass symbol in the lower right corner.]
			

			The patched and bomb-scarred railroad tracks weren’t hard to follow. With their backs toward civilization, the crew flew into the blinding sun.

			Below on the ground, there was nothing in the Libyan outback except British recovery crews towing back their knocked-out tanks to repair them for the next battle, or hauling in wrecked German and Italian planes for salvage.

			Some thought the war would have been ended by the combat here in North Africa. Hitler had lost boundless “Iron Treasure” and more than 600,000 men. Yet the Nazi war machine shrugged off its losses and kept fighting on all fronts, walking away with an aura of invincibility.

			Minutes and miles flew by with no sign of anything.

			The crew almost flew past it.

			On the left side of the plane, Ernie, Bob, and Britt looked down on a distinct ribbon of dirt in the scorched desert—tractors had scraped out a runway, with a smaller taxiway running perpendicular to it. Piles of tents and crates were dumped on the ground and a swarm of soldiers moved among them.

			Someone was making a bomber base in the desert.

			By God, Britt was right, thought Ernie. That was why they couldn’t see Berka 4 from the air. It was nothing but a scratch on the sand.

			Further east, on the fringe of the airfield, Ernie and his friends could make out a half dozen B-24s, factory fresh with dark green bodies, sky-gray bellies, and white American stars on the fuselage and wings. They were 389th planes all right, the other early arrivals from their outfit. There would be thirty planes and crews by the time everyone was here.

			Ernie and his friends were in disbelief.

			“This can’t be it?” Bob said. Ernie withheld judgment. It was hard to argue with the facts. Wherever they were, it was nothing like he saw in Casablanca.

			The radio popped with static. “B-24, we have you in sight. Runway is clear. Come on down.” There was no tower to make the call. It was a fellow pilot, calling them on the group channel from the radio in his plane.

			Bob cringed. This was the place. Ernie shut the cockpit window on his side as Bob began their descent. Things were about to get dusty.

			

			—

			On the ground after landing, Bob steered the bomber off the taxiway to park in the rough desert. The B-24 taxied to a halt.

			Through his side window, Ernie glimpsed a squad of British soldiers digging in an anti-aircraft gun on the perimeter of the airfield. They were filling sandbags, kicking up a tornado of dust. Beneath their flat-brimmed helmets they wore gas masks so they could breathe. Other British gun crews were settling in around the field.

			Ernie was shocked to see the gunners. Wasn’t the fighting in North Africa supposed to be over?

			The new arrivals would soon learn that the Luftwaffe could, in fact, send a surprise air raid from Sicily, Greece, or mainland Italy at any time. And two weeks earlier, German paratroopers had raided American and British air bases at Benghazi, killing two American airmen and sabotaging two British bombers that later “blew up on takeoff,” slaughtering their entire crews. The Libyan desert was still very much a war zone.

			

			—

			The B-24’s bomb bay doors slid up and alongside the fuselage, and a hatch opened beneath the tail. Ernie, Bob, and half the crew began exiting the plane via the bomb bay, while the others dropped down from the hatch.

			Emblazoned on the copilot’s side of the fuselage was the bomber’s name, Pistol Packin’ Mama, inspired by a radio hit of the day, and its nose art: a pinup of a nude blonde woman suggestively throwing back her hair. Ernie had had no hand in the artwork; it was all Bob. He had named the plane and designed the nose art, a woman so voluptuous that the men who painted her waited until he had left, then retouched the work to make the gal more modest.

			Pistol Packin’ Mama’s crew of ten men—four officers and six sergeants—stepped out under the North African sun. Immediately they all threw on their wire-rimmed sunglasses to shield their eyes against the intense brightness. It felt like someone had opened a blast furnace. With an average daily temperature of 125 degrees Fahrenheit, “it was hotter than the hinges of hell.” The heat literally took your breath away.

			Other B-24s were parked haphazardly in the desert around them. Ernie identified some familiar nose art. H for Harry. Blond’s Away. The other ships were the latest D-models like theirs, each with a ball turret slung under the belly and extra fuel tanks tucked in the wings. But no two Liberators were pointed in the same direction. With no aircraft marshals to direct them, the exhausted young pilots had parked every which way.

			It was a fitting start to their desert adventure. From the get-go, little of this mission had made sense.

			Officially, they’d been sent here to support an invasion of Sicily. But that was just a cover story. The 389th hadn’t been briefed about bombing Sicily or Italy; there was no mention of it whatsoever. However, before the crews of the 389th departed for North Africa, word reached them of a significant development: two veteran B-24 groups—the 44th Bomb Group, the Flying Eight Balls, and the 93rd Bomb Group, the Traveling Circus—had already left England bound for Benghazi, four days before theirs. Together, the three groups and their ninety-odd bombers represented all the Liberators in the 8th Air Force.

			Rumors of a secret mission ran through the ranks. Supposedly they were headed to Africa to run “a great raid” against a target deep behind enemy lines. Where, exactly? No one knew. Not at their level. It was still classified. But the men spreading the rumors were certain: This would be a highly dangerous “medal raid,” guaranteeing that “anyone who participated could be sure he would get at least the Silver Star.”[*] Ernie put little stock in the scuttlebutt. And yet—three bomb groups had been pulled from the air war over Hitler’s Reich. Something was afoot.

			Dust whisked in front of the men like restless spirits as Ernie and the crew took stock of their surroundings. The terrain beneath their feet was surprisingly hard, just a thin layer of red sand over rock. Their eyes were drawn to activity at the western end of the airfield, where a service company of GIs from Benghazi was putting up mess tents and Quonset huts and unloading trucks, while the other early arrivals from the bomb group were pitching sleeping tents. There was no welcome. No direction. And no shade in sight.

			The only signs that the Germans had ever used this patch of dirt were a few leftover slit trenches and piles of small, empty fuel drums, their white paint faded by the sun.

			The truth dawned on Ernie, Bob, and the crew. Berka 4 had never been a full-fledged Luftwaffe air base. It was most likely a satellite strip, a temporary staging ground for enemy aircraft after their bases at Benghazi had been bombed. Suddenly it made sense why nobody could find Berka 4 on an American map. It was an airfield in name only.

			“It’s austere,” Ernie said. It was all he could come up with.

			Bob thought that was putting it mildly. He was perturbed. They’d traded their mess hall with cutlery, and their officers club, and English pubs for this? A patch of dirt?

			Back home in St. Louis, Bob had grown up in the lap of luxury. His father was an architect. Their home was a Georgian Revival mansion with a seamstress and cook on staff, and Bob and his sisters had a nanny when they were young. Before the war, Bob was a regular at “dances and debut parties.” He knew he’d be roughing it in the Army, but not like this.

			Ernie, meanwhile, never had a problem when it came to the great outdoors. He had practically been raised in the saddle with a rifle across his lap. His father, Lester, made his living as a professional hunter and trapper. The local farmers and shepherds called upon him whenever predators slinked into the valley and killed their livestock.

			Lester would ride deep into the snowcapped Rockies to hunt wolves, coyotes, or mountain lions, often bringing Ernie, who rode an old blue mare, as his helper. By day they’d ride the trails; by night they pitched camp beside a spring and baked sourdough biscuits over the campfire. Ernie’s dad didn’t talk much. And he was gruff with the horses. A cigarette always dangled from his lips—he’d been smoking since he was twelve—and he’d never finished tenth grade. “Son, these sons-a-bitches are killing me,” Lester would mutter as he lit another cigarette. Ernie vowed at an early age “to avoid use of vulgar and irreverent language,” like the words he heard from his dad. Sometimes Ernie envied his friends, other boys his age who had shiny new bicycles. “But then I had a horse and saddle which they envied,” he recalled, “and I was the first to get a caliber 22 rifle.”

			Ernie never particularly enjoyed killing animals, but with the farmers’ livelihood at stake, he learned to do it well. He trapped his first coyote at age eight. He shot his first mountain lion at twelve.

			Now, standing in the barren Libyan desert, Ernie wasn’t entirely out of his element. He felt most at home in wide-open spaces. But he had also thought those days were behind him. This was supposed to be the Army Air Forces.

			Uncharacteristically, Ernie loosened his tie, unbuttoned his dark green shirt, and rolled up his sleeves. All around him, Bob, Britt, and the crew were doing the same. They tugged at their thick brown slacks to try to let the cloth breathe. This was the desert in July, and they were still wearing their wool uniforms from England, the heavy-duty attire suitable for a cool northern climate. They had nothing else to change into.

			

			—

			For young men who envisioned themselves as highly trained professionals, who were used to pampering their state-of-the-art planes, everything about Berka 4 came as a bitter pill to swallow. Ernie wasn’t about to complain about their situation in front of his men, although he would later admit in his diary: “The mid-summer daytime desert heat almost did us in.”

			The crew looked longingly to distant Benghazi. The former Italian colony was said to be “the most bombed and shelled” city on the planet. It looked like paradise.

			The crew’s laments were interrupted when a British soldier approached them from one of the anti-aircraft positions. He wore a flat-brimmed helmet and a gas mask, and had his rifle slung over his shoulder. He removed his gas mask as he approached.

			The allies exchanged greetings. The British soldier had a cheerful, toothy, working-class face and a deep tan. He carried himself with sharp military bearing despite having been in the desert for who knew how long.

			“Is this Berka 4?” one of the crew called out.

			“It most certainly is,” the British soldier said. The men of Pistol Packin’ Mama groaned.

			“Sorry, chaps,” the soldier added with an apologetic grin. He assured the Yanks that a truck would be along for them shortly. Out here in the desert, the British were handling most of the logistics for their American allies.

			As Bob and the crew retreated to the bomber to grab their bags, Ernie glanced back at the other men of the 389th pitching tents. Something didn’t add up about their purpose here. They were Uncle Sam’s freshest and best-trained aircrews, armed with the most advanced bombers in the world, and yet the Army had quietly brought them to this patch of sand, in the middle of nowhere, under obviously false guises.

			Why would the brass send anyone to a place like this?

			Alarm bells were ringing in Ernie’s mind. He felt a tinge of nervous energy. There was more to this mission than met the eye.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* As for the rumors of a raid so great that every man would receive a medal, Captain Philip Ardery, a 389th pilot, would later write, “It was funny how great the percentage of truth in that one turned out to be.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Under a Desert Sun

			
			 

			The next morning

			Berka 4

			By mid-morning Ernie and Bob were struggling. Bare-chested, wearing wool pants and ankle-height Brazil boots, they hauled a GI footlocker containing personal effects from their plane.

			Perspiration trickled down Ernie’s back. On the footlocker’s other end, Bob wrestled with his share of the weight as he side-pedaled through the dust, cursing the desert under his breath. The temperature was 120 degrees and it wasn’t even 10 a.m. Their shoulders and necks already showed the red glow of sunburn.

			Behind them, a flight line of a dozen B-24s stood against the shimmering horizon—the other early arrivals. Ernie, Bob, and the other pilots had re-parked their bombers in neat intervals, and British troops now paced along the line, guarding the aircraft. So far, about a third of the 389th had made it to Berka 4. The rest of the planes were still en route somewhere between England and Benghazi.

			Ernie, out of habit, had shaved earlier that morning and attempted to style his hair using water from his canteen. He wanted to present himself well even here, although there had been no briefings or even roll call yet. But as the workday progressed, Ernie realized that trying to look presentable was a losing battle.

			He and Bob and the other men who were unloading their planes were covered in a thin layer of the “all-pervasive” red dust. It settled into a man’s hair and stuck to his sweaty back. Ernie itched all over. Inside his socks, he could feel a gritty layer of sand caked between his toes, a staple of life in North Africa.

			There would be no showers any time soon. British soldiers sweated knee deep in the sand, digging a new well. Word had it that the rickety Italian pump powering the old one was on its last legs, and the secondary well would not be running for a few days. Until then, water was being rationed.

			Huffing and puffing, Ernie and Bob reached the crew encampment, a sea of thirty khaki tents pitched on the north side of the field. Around them, their fellow officers and airmen were working to make Berka 4 livable. They’d ringed the latrine with palm fronds for privacy, and men in sweat-soaked wool were now digging trenches where they could hide during an air raid. At present, Berka 4 looked, “at best, like a very primitive Boy Scout camp.” Still, a youthful spirit of decency and optimism prevailed in the rookie bomb group despite the challenges around them.

			That was, until they dug a little deeper. One after another, pockets of men tossed away their shovels and ran for their lives after they unearthed “a few” venomous snakes and “a great many” scorpions. The British gunners who guarded the base had ambled over earlier and warned the newcomers to beware of a nasty variety of scorpion nicknamed the Deathstalker, with a waxy yellow body and a potent stinger in its tail.

			“But don’t worry,” one British gunner said as he flashed a grin, “the sting only kills children and old-timers.”

			Were the “Limey gunners” joking? None of the rookie Americans wanted to find out. As one airman put it: “One quickly develops a healthy respect for the desert.”

			Ernie and Bob returned to their tent, a British design, the type that rolled up from the bottom on all four sides, safari-style. The flaps were all raised, and from inside came the steady clink of a hammer. Britt was at work, stripped to the waist, sweat dripping from his nose. Beside him, the crew’s little bombardier, Lieutenant Romano, crouched low, holding planks steady. Britt, who had studied architecture in college, had noticed a pile of discarded packing crates piling up behind the newly built mess tents. An architectural idea had taken shape. He was laying a wooden floor for their tent.

			The footlocker hit the ground in a puff of dust. Ernie and Bob shook out their stinging hands, pausing to catch their breath before hiking back for another load.

			There was still plenty to haul: helmets; duffels stuffed with fleece-lined pants and flying boots for the cold at altitude. Kit bags packed with gloves and goggles. And the parachutes, oxygen masks, and Mae Wests—life preservers—that they’d normally pick up at a Nissen hut back in England? Not here. Everything was going into their tent for now—four officers’ worth of gear. Ernie shrugged off the discomfort. The heat and dust didn’t matter. He would see the job through. That was something he had learned from his father.

			Back home, even when their family had little, Ernie and his dad helped others, cutting wood for widows, delivering it to the elderly. Ernie had spent “hundreds of hours on the opposite end of a crosscut saw” from his dad, cutting logs until his arms gave out.

			When the local farmers’ crops fell under siege by “an over-population of rabbits,” Ernie and his dad joined the great community rabbit hunts.

			And then there was a night Ernie never forgot. He and his dad were camped near the Seeley Creek ranger station when a fierce storm swept in. Lightning cracked overhead and hail pelted down; their horses reared in the dark. Ernie lay awake, “wondering if our tent would withstand the hail and wind.” At first light, his father slipped out of their tent, then returned with a cigarette hanging from his lips and grim news: A shepherd needed their help.

			
				
					[image: Historical photo of Ernie’s father, Lester Poulson, standing outdoors in work overalls and a brimmed hat, holding up a dead animal by its head and forelegs beside a rough wooden fence.]
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			Ernie followed his dad up to a pasture and stopped cold. Before him lay the gruesome sight of more than a hundred dead sheep, eyes bulging, struck down by the storm. Ernie recoiled, stomach turning. He wanted to leave. He was only eight. Instead, his father handed him a knife.

			“The man’s only hope is to salvage the hides,” his father said, gesturing to the “frantic” shepherd. “And it’s got to be done now.”

			Ernie hesitated.

			“You’ve seen me do it,” his father reminded him.

			Ernie nodded.

			And so, he worked. All day Ernie was arms-deep in dead sheep, slicing and tugging hides, his small hands slippery with blood and sinew. Side by side, he and his dad helped the shepherd, a total stranger, skin every one of the carcasses. More than a hundred sheep.

			The lesson etched itself deep: Sometimes you have to roll up your sleeves and get the job done—even if it’s the last thing you want to do.

			

			—

			As more baggage piled up around the tent and Britt’s floor inched closer to completion, it looked as if no relief was in sight.

			There were no flights scheduled that morning, no escape into the cooler air at altitude. They would need to wait until the rest of the bomb group arrived.

			Ernie pitied Bob, Britt, and the other city boys. Even for him, who’d grown up outdoors, this was miserable. And it was only day one.

			Then came the call, the sweetest words they’d heard since leaving England: “Heading for the beach—all bathers get with the program!”

			The 389th was giving them the day off.

			

			—

			A caravan of jeeps and trucks skidded to a halt near the Libyan coast. Ernie, Bob, Britt, and assorted aircrews came tumbling out. Men whose uniform normally included pressed pants and ties looked like castaways, wearing only boxers and boots. The officers kept their crush caps on to shield them from the sun. Many of the men carried canteens full of powdered lemonade.

			A line of palm trees separated them from the beach. Ernie and his friends ran through the groves like lost explorers who’d found an oasis. On the other side came a tantalizing sight: the soft white sand of an immaculate beach, and beyond that, the Mediterranean with its gentle but “delicious looking” waves.

			The water gleamed with such beauty and allure that it seemed like a mirage. On their left, the war-ravaged city of Benghazi lay within walking distance down the coast to the west. About thirty-five barrage balloons hovered over its harbor. This was the land where ruins of ancient temples still stood overlooking the sea, relics of the days when Libya was a Roman province called Cyrenaica.

			On a sunny Mediterranean morning, the men of the 389th had stumbled upon an unspoiled desert paradise all their own. Except for one problem: They didn’t have the place to themselves.

			Up the beach in the opposite direction from Benghazi, the area was “covered with bathers—all male.” Men emerged from the tree line sipping beverages. They entered the water and floated, talking loudly.

			Bob looked as if he’d bitten a lemon. “Who are these jokers?”

			Ernie shrugged. They didn’t look like locals. Soon enough, the groups shuffled closer to each other out of mutual curiosity. The strangers were all young, like the men of the 389th, and all wore dog tags, but they weren’t pale enough to have just flown in from England. These fliers wore deep tans from long months of desert life. The groups exchanged greetings, and a number of men recognized old friends from flight school. A flurry of handshakes and hearty backslaps ensued.

			The “strangers” were from the battle-hardened 376th Bomb Group, the core unit of the 9th Air Force. These were the most seasoned B-24 flyers in the Army Air Forces. Not only had they had a hand in driving Rommel out of North Africa, many of their planes and crews had participated in the first American bombing raid over Europe, back in June 1942. By now, they had been in the desert for a full year, first in Egypt, now in Libya. They called themselves the Liberandos—a Mediterranean-inspired nickname loosely meaning “those who liberate.” Their encampment was established about a hundred yards inland, close enough to permit swimming on moonlit nights.

			The boys from the 9th Air Force were not on vacation, even if they looked like it. They had been busy flying missions to soften up Sicily, the locale next in line for an Allied invasion. But they were enjoying a “quiet” morning because that day’s particular mission had been scrubbed.

			The Liberandos informed Ernie and his friends that still another B-24 group from the 9th Air Force, the 98th, had set up shop at Benghazi. Nicknamed the Pyramiders, they, too, had done a tour in the Egyptian desert like the Liberandos.

			Suddenly it made sense to Ernie why the 389th had been given a desolate field in the middle of nowhere. All the other aircrews in Benghazi were seasoned veterans. Where else would you stick the rookies?

			The groups tied in together on the beach, as men threw towels and canteens down in the shadows of palms. Some men from the 389th went with their friends to tour the Liberandos’ camp. Others dived into the clear azure water. The water was perfect, surprisingly cool. They felt safe, knowing that British anti-aircraft crews in Benghazi were constantly scanning the skies.

			Ernie, Bob, and Britt kicked around on the sand at the water’s edge, talking among themselves, trying to process the news that five bomb groups had come to the region—the Traveling Circus, the Flying Eight Balls, and them from the 8th Air Force, plus on top of that the Liberandos and Pyramiders from the 9th.

			Standing on a beach in North Africa, in the company of a veteran bomb group, Ernie, who had discounted the rumors of a Great Raid, was beginning to rethink his previous stance.

			Their orders had said, “Liberators are needed in the Middle East.”

			But every last aircraft?

			The five bomb groups comprised all the B-24s in England and Africa. Suddenly and inexplicably, they’d all been brought to Benghazi. It was a lot of hardware in one place. Heck, these were all the Liberators on this side of the Atlantic.

			Why?

			None of the men on the beach seemed overly concerned. But Ernie was convinced: There was something to the rumors after all. This could be bigger than anyone knew.

			

			—

			For some time, all that could be heard was the shouting and laughter on the beach. Ernie and his friends were standing knee deep in the surf when they detected a sound and looked east. They saw it coming from far away. A bomber, but this one was a faded pink color. It was flying far too low for comfort, almost like it was making a strafing run. And it was coming straight toward them.

			“What the hell?” Bob said.

			“Let’s get out of here!” Ernie said.

			Men from the 389th scrambled out of the water and sprinted toward the relative safety of the beach, where they waited, dripping wet, with Ernie and his friends.

			The bomber tore down the surf toward them, roaring over the wet sand at the water’s edge, her four huge Pratt & Whitney R-1830 radial engines growling angrily.

			The pink B-24 descended lower. Even lower still. It came “barreling down the beach only about ten or fifteen feet above the sand,” with a wingspan so wide it extended partly over the men in the water and partly over Ernie and the others on shore. It shook the beach with a deafening roar and left a spray of water behind it as it buzzed by. The old-timers from the Liberandos waved and cheered from the surf.

			The rookies of the 389th were surprised to see the veterans laughing and hooting like this was all a big lark. The bomber was one of theirs.

			The Africa-based bombers had been in the desert so long that the scorching sun had oxidized their tan camouflage paint, breaking down its yellow pigment and leaving only pink. The transformation would lead the England-based groups to jokingly refer to these B-24s as Pink Pigs.

			Bob admired the gutsy flyby, but Ernie and Britt weren’t as impressed. Flying low over a populated area? It was downright risky for the aircraft’s crew and everyone on the ground.

			“He could lose his wings for that,” Ernie muttered.

			Back in the States, bomber pilots were strictly forbidden from buzzing because so many young men had crashed and even killed themselves while pretending their heavy bomber was as nimble as a fighter. The hard truth was that heavies weren’t built for low-level flight. A machine that big had slow control responses—the time needed for input on the controls to take effect. Even if a pilot was quick to react, there was no guarantee that the ailerons, elevators, and rudders would respond in time.

			Still, none of the veteran crews seemed bothered by the display. The rookies of the 389th were left to scratch their heads. “Maybe this was just the natural thing in the combat zone?” wondered one pilot.

			After buzzing the beach, the bomber pitched out to land at the Liberandos’ airfield nearby, just inland. The men from that group left the water in an obvious hurry and congregated by the tree line, almost as if the plane had crash-landed. But nobody seemed alarmed. In fact, the mood was the opposite. Festive.

			Ernie grabbed one of the passersby. “What’s the story?”

			“Cold drinks!” came the answer.

			Cold drinks?

			It seemed that the Liberandos had perfected the ultimate desert survival technique. They’d send bombers up under the guise of a test hop or training flight, but the planes didn’t fly empty: The fuselage would be loaded with half-gallon cans of fruit juice and crate upon crate of bottled beer. The pilots would go up to about ten thousand feet, open the bomb bay and let the cold air rush in, chilling the beverages, then quickly head back down again. The drinks would be swiftly unloaded into jeeps and hauled straight to the beach. To make ice, the crews going aloft would fill ammo cans with water and go up higher where it was colder.

			Ernie, Bob, and Britt looked at one another and grinned. Ernie didn’t drink alcohol—his dad was a hard drinker, so he avoided the stuff. But Britt downed the occasional alcoholic beverage, and Bob loved beer. Ernie and his friends rushed over to join the fast-forming lineup of officers and airmen. In no time at all they were floating in the shallows, Ernie with a canteen cup of ice-cold grapefruit juice and Britt and Bob sipping frosty beers.

			The bomb groups must have been thirsty, because seemingly “every few minutes” a regular string of B-24s zipped over the men on the beach. Ernie and Bob and the others couldn’t help but wave at the planes as they went by, their shadows rippling over them.

			All the rest of that long sun-kissed day, they swam and floated in the translucent water, sipping cold drinks with their fellow Americans far from home, with no enemy in sight. They took turns leaving the sea to fetch cold drinks for their pals, feeling like they’d been sent to the desert for R&R.

			As Ernie hiked back from a drink run, carrying more beer for Bob and Britt and another juice for himself, the so-called Great Raid felt far away. Ernie had always wanted to go somewhere in his life, to escape the Sanpete Valley, to get out and make his mark on the world. Maybe this was his chance? And who knew, this new mission of theirs might even be fun.

			He handed the beers to Bob and Britt, finished his juice, and dove in.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				The Milk Run

			
			 

			Five days later, July 9, 1943

			Berka 4

			At around 4 p.m., the telltale outlines of B-24s appeared through the red haze as the bombers rolled along the taxiway from the runway. Landing lights projected fuzzy halos from the wings.

			The dust had been stirred at Berka 4. What looked like faint ground fog when one or two planes were taxiing had become a total red-out when the bomb group returned all at once. Only the bombers’ noses were easily visible before their fuselages faded away.

			About halfway down the line of the bombers, Pistol Packin’ Mama bobbed on its nose gear as it crawled along the uneven terrain. The bomber was running on three engines instead of all four. The outboard engine on Bob’s side of the plane was shut down, and a red-tinged fluid coming from the bomb bay streaked the aircraft’s belly.

			Inside the cockpit, Ernie and Bob coughed and squinted to see forward through the dust. They were weighed down by gear—thick leather jackets, harnesses, and bulky Mae Wests. Red grooves lined their skin, impressions from the goggles and oxygen masks they’d been wearing for hours. And there was something else different about them. Both faces carried unmistakable signs of strain.

			The group had just come back from their first mission of the war. The 9th Air Force had a surprise in store for the rookie B-24 outfit, to welcome them to the theater: real-world combat.

			At first, the assignment made no sense to young aircrews who had visions of a Great Raid dancing in their heads. In their minds, they were ready for something big. The reality was that the 9th Air Force wasn’t about to send the 389th on any mission of consequence before they had some experience under their belts. So the 9th ordered a series of “break-in” raids against lightly defended targets to give the rookies a taste of the action to come.

			Now, as the B-24s rolled back to the parking area, it was obvious that their warm-up mission had gone awry. Pistol Packin’ Mama’s brakes squealed as Bob followed the stop-and-go traffic. The planes ahead moved more slowly than usual, because their pilots were exhausted.

			Crew chiefs covered their faces with handkerchiefs as they waved the returning Liberators into their parking spots.

			Blinded by the red desert fog, the pilot of one B-24 in the front missed his turn entirely and rolled right past the crew chief. Hoping to correct his mistake, the pilot pulled a U-turn on the desert floor, but he became disoriented and didn’t see a slit trench left behind by the Germans. In one swift motion, the B-24’s big balloon tire plunged into the trench. The landing gear slammed up and into its shock-absorbing strut. The plane came to rest with its propellers whirling just inches from the sand. Quickly, the pilot cut his engines before the plane could sink any further and cause a propeller strike.

			Ground crewmen rushed to the scene. The plane’s crew inside were unhurt, but their bomber hadn’t fared as well. The accident fractured the plane’s wing.

			Ernie and Bob never even saw the accident. Too many big machines with whirling propellers were in front of them, and the dust was too thick.

			Arriving at their designated desert roost, Bob swung the bomber around. The world outside momentarily disappeared in the dust before he cut the engines. The three still-functioning Pratt & Whitneys wheezed with relief as they wound down to a stop.

			The bomb bay doors were stuck shut by battle damage, so Ernie followed Bob, Britt, and the bombardier out of the plane by squeezing through the wheel well in the nose. The men peeled off their jackets but kept on their blue electrically heated “bunny suits” and fleece-lined leather pants.

			Ernie stood on wobbly legs in the desert heat, his hair matted with sweat.

			A discernible shakiness was felt up and down the entire flight line. The returning crews looked distressed. Whatever had happened up there had left the group “greatly affected.”

			Clutching his ears, Ernie slipped away from the crew and took a knee. Berka 4 spun in his vision. The hot engines ticked and pinged nearby, but Ernie couldn’t hear a thing. His ears were ringing like crazy.

			Britt rushed to Ernie’s side. “You okay?”

			Ernie pointed to his ears. He needed a moment. He’d only fully noticed the issue after the engines were off and he tried to stand on his own two feet. Maybe it was vertigo? Luckily, the problem was gradually wearing off.

			Soon enough, Ernie straightened and stood. He made his way toward the left wing, where Bob and others were gathered beneath the battle damage. Along the way, he spotted the top turret gunner, Tech Sergeant Clell Riffle, who was giving him a wide berth. A skinny, jug-eared Southerner with shy eyes and an overbite, Riffle obviously felt guilty over what had happened in the air. Riffle was the reason Ernie’s world was spinning.
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			What was supposed to be a “milk run”—as safe as a milkman’s early morning deliveries—had played out differently than anyone in the 389th had expected. For their first target, the higher-ups had picked the Germans’ Maleme aerodrome, a sleepy backwater garrison on the Greek island of Crete. The strike was meant as a feint, a distraction to draw enemy eyes away from the upcoming invasion of Sicily. The intel boys predicted light opposition.

			When the group showed up at 21,000 feet over Maleme, however, the Germans were ready. The B-24s had just dropped their bombs and were turning for home when a dozen German Messerschmitt Me-109s pounced on them from out of the sun. In an instant, the 389th’s “rather ordinary” mission turned “a bit more scary” than anyone had bargained for.

			Across the bomber formation, the novice American crews panicked. The primary radio channel became “filled with blurred voices, shouting and swearing in English,” while “trigger happy” gunners burned through their ammunition.

			When an Me-109 came at Pistol Packin’ Mama from one o’clock, Riffle brought his twin .50 caliber machine guns around to meet the threat. The gunner had been jittery just thinking about combat—now with a ’109 charging directly at him, he was scared out of his mind.

			Riffle aimed. The muzzles of his guns hovered almost directly over Ernie’s head. Only the cockpit’s glass ceiling separated them. Then Riffle opened fire.

			The earsplitting roar of his guns tore through the glass. There was no escaping it. The sound knifed straight through Ernie’s headphones and into his eardrums.

			Every gunner was trained to fire in short, controlled bursts. “Accuracy, not volume,” their instructors had hammered into them.

			But Riffle forgot all that.

			The terrified airman clutched his triggers and held on. Ernie swore the invisible shockwaves from the sustained firing were going to jar his teeth loose. Either that, or Riffle would melt his guns outright.

			The ’109 fired a short burst into Pistol Packin’ Mama before diving between their bomber and the three-ship flight ahead. Only then did the noise stop pouring from Riffle’s muzzles.

			Pistol Packin’ Mama took more hits in the ensuing melee, but others had it worse. When a bomber behind them was hit and the rookie crew bailed out, one man made a tragic mistake—the straps on his parachute harness were too loose. He slipped through the webbing and fell to his death in view of almost everyone.

			Their first mission had been anything but a milk run. It was a horror show.

			When Ernie approached Riffle afterward, the gunner shrank back, bracing for a tongue-lashing. Everyone knew he had panicked.

			Ernie saw the shame in his eyes and softened. “It’s all right, Clell,” he said. “You’re supposed to shoot at them.”

			Riffle cracked a weak, relieved smile.

			Privately, Ernie had already vowed to bring cotton balls for his ears the next time. But that wasn’t what he wanted to talk to Riffle about. Ernie had more serious concerns. “Do we know who went down?” The bomber they had lost was behind them in the formation. Ernie and Bob hadn’t been able to see a thing from up front.

			Riffle, who doubled as their radio operator, had no idea. He said the radio channel was too jammed with voices.

			Ernie joined Bob, Britt, and other members of the crew beneath their inoperative engine. Pistol Packin’ Mama had been beaten up. Black oil pooled on the sand, and the inside of the engine cowling was pitted with bullet holes.

			Bob had to shout so Ernie could hear him. “Supercharger got knocked out. Oil regulator, too.” Somehow the engine had held together, allowing them to fly back with the group. It had only given out moments before they landed. “Close one, huh?”

			Ernie nodded. Too close.

			The rest of the crew had gathered at the root of the wing to examine the damage to the bomb bay. The red-tinged liquid that covered the aircraft’s belly was hydraulic fluid that had leaked out during flight. The crew’s flight engineer, a mechanic by training, was cranking open the bomb bay doors from inside.

			“Lieutenants, you gotta see this.”

			One of the crew led Ernie and Bob to the site of the latest commotion. The others had the bomb bay opened and were gawking at something inside.

			Ernie and Bob looked for themselves. Daylight streamed into the bomb bay. A fist-sized hole in the ceiling marked where a 20mm shell had penetrated the fuselage and knocked out the bomb bay doors’ hydraulics. The crew exchanged uneasy looks. There’d been twelve 500-pound bombs in the bay moments before the 20mm hit—but what if they hadn’t been dropped yet?

			It was way too close.

			

			—

			As Ernie and the crew left the flight line and rode back to the HQ area in a truck, their silence spoke volumes. Each man harbored serious doubts about their future. Their break-in raid nearly did them in. And something else plagued their minds.

			Britt opened his navigator’s log and checked his notes. The lost bomber had gone down about twenty-five miles from Crete. “Maybe some of them will make it ashore?” he said. He looked to Ernie and Bob for confirmation.

			An uneasy silence fell over the group. They would learn soon in the debrief that the missing bomber was Stella—Lieutenant Scates’s ship. The plane’s pilot, First Lieutenant Arthur Scates, was twenty-three, with a cleft chin and eyes that always looked deep in thought. Ernie didn’t know him well; he was in another squadron.

			Scates had named his bomber after his mother, Stella, a single woman who raised eight kids after her husband left. During his last visit home, Arthur had prepared his mother for the possibility of his being shot down in combat. “Don’t worry if you get word that I am missing,” he told her. “Don’t give me up for five years—I’m a good jumper.”

			What was Ernie supposed to say? He feared mightily for the lost crew. “It’ll all come down to the tides,” he said to Britt’s question. The thought of floating at night in the Mediterranean made him shiver.

			In the weeks to come, word that Scates had been shot down would reach his hometown in Union City, Tennessee, and a local reporter would interview his mother. She was holding on to hope. “I am doing just what my son told me,” she told the writer. “I believe he is alive and that I will soon hear about him.” Despite her son’s optimism, none of Stella’s crew would ever be seen again.

			The 389th had lost their first bomber in combat and another to a slit trench, not to mention ten good men. And what did they have to show for it? The debrief would reveal that all the group’s bombs were seen falling harmlessly on both sides of the Germans’ runway, or splashing into the sea.

			Ernie was full of misgivings as the truck carried him away from his wounded bomber. The rigors of combat were the only test that mattered, and the whole group of rookies had botched it. His ringing ears wouldn’t let him forget. Suddenly their Liberators “did not seem invincible.”

			The run to Crete was a wake-up call for Ernie and the young aircrews of the 389th. Whatever mission had brought them to the desert, they now knew they weren’t ready for it.

			The enemy had made sure of that.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				The Old Hands

			
			 

			Ten days earlier, June 29, 1943

			Southeastern Ukraine

			With the first glimmer of dawn, a small Axis airstrip on the Eastern Front stirred to life. Ground crewmen peeled the dew-soaked covers from the canopies of sleek Messerschmitt 109 fighters, and Opel blitz trucks ran deliveries.

			A tall, broad-shouldered Romanian officer pedaled his bicycle up to the front gate of Mariupol-West, a run-down formerly Soviet airfield in the coastal grasslands near the port city of Mariupol. A frontline station of the Royal Romanian Air Force, the 7th Fighter Group (Grupul 7 Vânătoare), three squadrons strong, operated from this ramshackle base.

			Romanian soldiers in brown uniforms with ankle wraps waited in the early morning shadows to check the papers of anyone seeking admission.

			The gate guards immediately recognized the man on the bicycle: Lieutenant Constantin Cantacuzino, leader of the 58th Squadron. Bâzu, as he was known—in English, it would be “Buzz”—carried himself differently from the other officers. He was thirty-eight, with a strong nose and black hair slicked back from a sharp widow’s peak. His posture was squared, his gaze steady and reflective. His brown eyes took in not just his surroundings, but the weight of responsibility that came with leading a fighter squadron.

			Buzz was a celebrity on any Romanian airfield. He had personally shot down four enemy aircraft, but that was not the only reason he was the object of attention everywhere he went.

			He was a prince.

			His family, the Cantacuzinos, traced their roots to the twelfth century and had held power in Romania on and off since the 1500s, and in modern times had grown fabulously wealthy from oil. Buzz had earned his nickname as a boy when he’d run through his grandfather’s castle while imitating the sound of an airplane engine.

			There was something else in his lineage. Through centuries of intermarriage, Buzz had inherited some of medieval Romania’s oldest dynastic bloodlines—including the Basarabs, the dynasty that produced Vlad III, the fifteenth-century Romanian prince the world had come to know as Dracula.

			Now Buzz wore the uniform of a Romanian Air Force lieutenant: a robin’s-egg-blue tunic and trousers, a crisp shirt with a black tie, and a small, tentlike overseas cap. A lifelong sportsman—he had even captained the national hockey team before the war—Buzz preferred to ride his bicycle to work rather than take a car.

			
				
					[image: Photo showing Buzz in two stages of his life: on the left, a young man in 1937 wearing a light-colored suit with a loose tie, standing in front of an aircraft propeller with his hands in his pockets; on the right, the same man during wartime wearing a Romanian Air Force officer’s uniform with a belted tunic and overseas cap, standing outdoors near military aircraft and looking to the left.]
				

				
					Buzz in 1937 and during wartime

				
			
			A sergeant barked orders. A soldier lifted the gate. Other guards snapped to attention and proudly held their salutes. Buzz offered a sincere wave and pedaled past the men and onto the grass airfield, heading toward the lone hangar.

			As Buzz biked along the flight line, everyone he encountered stopped to greet him. Armorers with heavy belts of ammo over their shoulders nodded and smiled. Mechanics in baggy gray coveralls set down their tool boxes and saluted. Everyone stood a little straighter in his presence. Buzz handled the admiration with a statesman’s grace.

			The ground crewmen would be the first to tell you: “Anyone who knows him, loves him.” In an era when 75 percent of Romanian enlisted men were illiterate peasants who’d been drafted from agricultural work, Buzz was known to exhibit “the warmest behavior” toward even the lowliest mechanic. “The prince was one of the few aviators who didn’t know how to curse, let alone behave poorly toward those of lower rank.”

			The rank-and-file troops had heard stories about Buzz and looked at him with awe. They were still trying to fathom how common men such as themselves could be serving alongside a national figurehead. At times, they outright questioned his presence in the ranks. This was a man who had attended boarding school in Switzerland and held two university degrees—one in business law from the University of Strasbourg, the other in literature from the Sorbonne in Paris. In addition to elegant apartments in Bucharest, he owned five country estates, holdings spanning more than twelve thousand acres. His family had practically founded Romania’s oil industry.[*1]

			A prince didn’t have to fight. Why would anyone choose to be here?

			For Buzz, it was a matter of duty.

			Before the war, he’d enjoyed the luxury of being a civilian pilot. This was the golden age of aviation, and he’d earned his license when he was twenty-seven, becoming the fifty-eighth private pilot in the nation. Flying was more than a pastime to him—it became an obsession. He even took a side job with the national airline, flying commercial routes. “He couldn’t bear sitting behind a desk in the palace,” a relative remembered.

			On Sundays, Buzz took to the skies and flew in air shows, looping and rolling before cheering crowds across Romania. In short order, the prince became the nation’s most celebrated aerobatic pilot.

			The Romanian upper crust was shocked. A Cantacuzino hauling passengers? Flying stunts?

			But Buzz wasn’t finished surprising his social class. In 1938, with war clouds gathering over Europe, he began his mandatory military service in the reserves like everybody else. Instead of seeking an exemption or a cushy desk job, the prince made headlines when he became a fighter pilot, entering service with four thousand civilian flight hours, far more stick time than the average military flyer.

			Three years later, when the reservists were called up to fight for Romania, his family name could have secured him safer duty anywhere but the “anti-Soviet” front. Instead, Buzz voluntarily presented himself to his squadron. A loyal Romanian who loved his country, he believed royalty should be the first to serve.

			And now, driven by duty, one of Romania’s best pilots found himself here at the Eastern Front, where the stakes were particularly dire.

			In the nearly two years since Romania’s iron-fisted dictator, ex-General Ion Antonescu, had marched their small country’s military east to join Hitler’s crusade, morale in the ranks had steadily waned. Most Romanian servicemen wished they were
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