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PROLOGUE
I still go over to Memphis and see her once in a while. She looks pretty good for an old girl. We’ve both been through a lot since we first met back in 1942, and I’m always amazed at how well she’s held up through it all. After more than half a century she’s still about the most gorgeous thing I ever saw. She’s had a little help in that department from some specialists in the field, but then you name me one great beauty that has not.
I look at her and the memories come flooding back. I can stand there at her side and all of a sudden an hour has passed and it has all streamed through me again at high speed, the images and the noises and the terror and the ecstasy and the grief and the triumph. And then all the decades since.
And maybe when I come out of that reverie I have to put my hand against her for a minute to steady it. That cool smooth exterior. And her? Not a tremor. Nothing ever seemed to bother her much. Nothing ever brought her down.
I come to visit her at least once a year from my home in Asheville, North Carolina. “Visit” isn’t quite strong enough a word. It’s a pilgrimage. I still enjoy being with her. Of course, things will never be the same between us as back then, but that doesn’t matter. Hell, we’d all be in a pretty pickle if they were. No, what matters is that she is not forgotten—not by me, and not by the country she helped save. That, and the fact that she has a good, secure place to spend the rest of her days, even if it is in a theme park. Damn, I whisper to her sometimes. Could either of us ever have predicted this? That you’d  end up in a theme park on an island in the Mississippi River? With 150,000 people coming to admire you each year, there amidst all the gift shops and the restaurants and the children’s playground and the musicians blowing jazz in the summer?
Sometimes, maybe on a Saturday or a Sunday when the crowds are biggest, I stand off to one side and watch the people drift into the little domed museum on Mud Island, where she’s been housed since 1987. I watch them as they form a circle around her and take off their sunglasses and look up at her—perhaps aim a flash camera in her direction—and try to hear what they have to say. Or to read their thoughts—most of them have fallen silent.
Silent in the presence of the Memphis Belle.
Very few of them look my way. To them, I’m half-invisible, just another senior citizen out to enjoy the weekend sunshine and a few minutes of nostalgia for a time that is fast fading from America’s firsthand memory.
It’s mostly the old and the very young who come to see the Belle: groups of retirees on bus tours and whole classes of schoolchildren with their teachers and chaperones still excited from their ride over the river on the Monorail. Maybe this is just one stop on a busy schedule that will include a look inside the Mississippi River Museum, a few minutes on board the full-scale reproduction of an 1870s-era steamboat, a souvenir T-shirt; then back to the Monorail and out onto I-55 for a visit to Elvis Presley’s Graceland, a quick stroll and a barbecue sandwich on Beale Street, the Home of the Blues; a pilgrimage to the Lorraine Hotel, where Martin Luther King was shot.
Lots of American history in Memphis.
I enjoy watching these folks come and go. I enjoy eavesdropping on the questions they ask the two or three World War II veterans who serve as guides inside the dome. I am moved by how they are moved, watching it dawn on them that they have wandered into the presence of something huge and mysterious and fascinating.
This quaint-looking but still elegant and splendidly designed flying war machine rose from a field in England again and again to rain down fiery destruction on occupied France and Nazi Germany in a war that pitted America’s and the world’s common people against the  forces of unspeakable tyranny. In doing so, she flew through torrents of gunfire and flak that kept her crew in constant jeopardy as plane after plane burst into flames in the Allied formations around the Belle.
This B-17 airplane became a wartime legend for surviving twenty-five brutal missions over western Europe in 1942 and 1943, and returning to America with its crew. The Belle was the first bomber to accomplish that feat in an Allied campaign that sacrificed two out of every three young fliers to the cause of turning back Adolf Hitler’s aggression: 26,000 boys killed or missing in action, another 28,000 taken prisoner.
This airplane, with its beautiful pinup girl painted on each side of its nose, symbolized not only the valor of all American wartime fliers, but also a wartime romance that caught the imagination of the American people back home, a romance between its pilot and the young Memphis girl for whom the Belle was named.
 
I watch the good folks drift in and out of the dome, in and out of the Memphis Belle’s silent yet magnetic aura. From my half-invisible vantage point I observe them putting on their holiday faces again, after those few moments of unexpected solemnity; watch them make ready to enjoy the wonders of this island theme park, of the city, of America in these first moments of its new century. This is as it should be. This is what we fought to allow them to do.
It’s hard to tell where each departing group of visitors to the Memphis Belle Museum is headed. But there are two places where I am sure they will not go.
One place is a certain address on an older residential street in Memphis called Patricia Drive. Just a whiteframe bungalow with a small swimming pool in the back, where more than sixty-five summers ago people from the whole neighborhood would come over for a dip. That house was the family residence of Margaret Polk, the Belle pilot’s sweetheart and the airplane’s namesake. The young girl whose photograph is still taped to the instrument panel of the cockpit of the Memphis Belle. Where I put it.
The other place they will never go is into that cockpit. That cockpit belongs to history now.
And in my heart, it still belongs to me. My name is Robert Morgan. I was the pilot of the Memphis Belle.
Sometimes I can’t help asking history to move over. Let me be honest about it: I get up into that cockpit every time I go over there. I sit there with my hands gripping the yoke and my feet on the rudder pedals, and I close my eyes and everything we lived through together overwhelms my consciousness. I’m there again. I can hear the sounds of machineguns firing. I can actually feel the vibrations of a great warplane thumping along through the high winds over Europe, buffeted by flak bursts and the slipstreams of German fighters. These sensations are beyond description, more real to me than anything in my present world. I look at the instruments on the panel in front of me. They’re all still there. I look at the picture of Margaret, still right where I taped it. In the photograph she’s still young and beautiful, though she’s been dead these many years.
I whisper to her briefly. I say, “Hi, Gal. We did it, didn’t we? We did it together. You, me, the airplane, the crew. All of us working together.”
Yes, sir. This senior citizen knows what it was like to have been inside that cockpit, to have heard those four engines come alive and roar, and then to push the throttles forward. I know what it was like to have given up a life of Southern affluence and rakehell glamour for the privilege of flying that airplane into combat.
I also know what it was like to return and find that my pre-war life did not exist any longer, that it had been transformed, like the rest of America, by the war the Belle and my crew and I helped fight and win.
So, yes, I still go over to Memphis and see her once a year. After all, she has been a part of my life since I was twenty-two, and I’m in my eighties now. I don’t really know where she stops and I begin. She sure made me a different person than I started out to be. She made me look at life in a different way, and value life more.
Yet she’s not mine. She doesn’t belong to anybody. A lot of people, a lot of groups, would like to claim her, but she’s not for sale. She’s America’s airplane, and that’s the way it ought to be.
If you have a little time to spare before heading off to the next attraction, stay awhile. I’ll tell you all about it.

CHAPTER
I
First thing you do is, you sit there.
You sit there.
You don’t move. You let it wash over you for two, or three, or four, or five minutes. You’ve come through it again. You’ve got at least one more night of poker ahead of you. One more morning when you won’t wake up dead. Maybe one more red-hot date in London.
It doesn’t matter if it’s the first time or the twenty-fourth, which this one was. What matters is that you’re down out of the sky. Your wheels are on the tarmac. You’ve brought your crew back safe.
You take a big deep breath. You feel the sweat that has soaked through your long underwear and your tunic and lubricated the fleece lining of your leather jacket, plastering it to your shoulders and back and chest. Maybe you clench and unclench your hands a few times. Man, it feels good to have turned loose of that yoke. You’ve held on to it for maybe six, eight hours, knuckles white, keeping thirty-two tons of bomber steady at 25,000 feet, your hands wrapped around that shuddering yoke, your feet tensing against the rudder pedals. Your margin of error is down to feet, from the wingtips of the bomber on your left and the bomber on your right. All this with deadly antiaircraft fire and cannon and machinegun rounds from hostile fighter planes and the smoke and debris from your comrades’ planes around you cracking your universe apart just as the trip started to get dull.
Now maybe you start to slide your feet off those pedals, let your  legs go limp a little, and here comes the pain from those relaxing muscles, shooting all the way up your calves and thighs clear to your hips. Feels good, that pain. It means you’re still alive.
You sit there for your two or three or four or five minutes. They say DiMaggio liked to do that in the Yankee clubhouse before a game, just sit there by himself with his cup of coffee. But this is after the game, if “game” is the word for what went on up there over Germany and was going to keep going on for God knew how long.
You let the rest of the crew get out ahead of you. Luxury. You’ve heard about “luxury” all your life. Thought you’d seen it firsthand, even. How come nobody ever told you what real luxury is? It’s sitting in your cockpit for a little while after the big Wright Cyclone engines have shut down and the propellers have stopped turning. Just sitting there looking out through your scarred and milky Plexiglas windshield at the airfield and the English countryside beyond it, at the fine rain that always seems to be falling, at the wind sock on the control tower, at those black English bicycles strewn everywhere. Now the other planes come droning in, some of them shot up and wobbling over on one wing, their pilots fighting for control with their yokes and rudders. Seems like always a few less coming in than went out that morning.
Yes, you’re just sitting there with nothing more on your mind than, Oh boy, I’m lucky again.
Finally you unstrap yourself and swing down through the hatch, and you feel the built-up tension shooting through your joints again as you amble over to where the boys are standing huddled around the fuselage: Quinlan the tailgunner and Harold Loch the serious-minded flight engineer and the rest. It’s always kind of an awkward moment. You’re all standing there in a little knot, feeling as though there ought to be something to say, but at the same time knowing that to say anything would be to ruin it. Hard to describe those emotions, exhilarated and sad at the same time, and sometimes a little angry too, although it’s tough to know at what, exactly. Maybe at anybody who’s not a part of your little circle just then, maybe at the people who decided there had to be a war.
Here comes the ground crew already, on the run, primed to jump  in and start caulking up the bullet holes in the wings and tailfin and the body of the Belle. They all want to know what it was like, what happened up there today. The crew chief is up on a stepladder with his paintbrush, slapping the next cartoon bomb at the end of the row with all the others. Number 24.
There’s nothing left to do out there, so you turn and start the long ambling walk across the shiny tarmac toward the Interrogation Room. The boys fall into stride around you—Robert Hanson the radio man, and waistgunner Tony Nastal and the rest of that great crew. They’re the best in the business, individually and as a team, but they look up to you. Hell, you’re the pilot, the one that has to do his job before any of them can do theirs. They’ve come to believe in you absolutely. They believe that you will get them to the target and then get them back here safely every time. That’s something to live up to. You’ve done it twenty-four times and there’s one more mission left to go, one more round-trip in the Belle, and if you make it, you can all go home.
No pilot and full crew have done that yet—survived twenty-five missions and been sent home with their bomber—in the eight months that the hundreds of American B-17 bombers of the Eighth Bomber Command, taking off without fighter-plane escorts from bases carved out of the English countryside, have been rumbling and droning across the Channel and over the fortified fields of occupied France, and Belgium, and later on over the Fatherland itself—Adolf Hitler’s Germany. The first Allied force of any kind to carry the hellfire of World War II into the Führer’s own territory.
In the first three months of that great offensive, beginning in November 1942, you’ve seen a loss rate of more than 80 percent from your Bomb Group, the 91st. You know that other groups are catching the same kind of hell from those slashing Messerschmitts and Focke-Wulfs and the endless square miles of bursting flak. You know you and your crew could catch it at any instant of any day you’re up there. You know you haven’t flown one mission yet without taking some kind of hit. A few weeks back they damn near took your whole tail-section off, and Quinlan with it.
Hell, look at today, as far as that went. You’d hit a heavily fortified target, so you came back a little beat up. A few holes in the right  wing, some damage to the underpart of the bomb bay over the target—luckily, Vince Evans, your ice-cool bombardier, had got the bombs away before the flak hit. Your group as a whole had lost three planes. Three crews, thirty-odd boys you’d had breakfast with and wouldn’t see for dinner.
You know all this. And still you go up there every day they tell you to.
The attrition rate got so high so fast, and the horror of it grew so haunting for each crew that survived a run, that before long the generals decided to build in a little incentive, sort of like the Fuller Brush Company did for its salesmen. Twenty-five missions, and your war is over.
And now, on this day, this fifteenth of May 1943—this time of year when the dogwood and the redbud would be out in full force through the Blue Ridge Mountains above Asheville, North Carolina—you and your boys are one workday shy of that goal: the only bomber crew in the Mighty Eighth within reach of finishing their twenty-five and being sent home with their airplane.
What does a fellow think about at a moment like that, ambling across the tarmac toward Interrogation?
 
I was that fellow. I was thinking a lot of things, and I’d continue to think about them that afternoon when I took a pass on having the customary few beers with some of my crew members in the lounge at Bassingbourn air base, and I’d think about them on into that night, and the next day, and right up to the moment when I swung back up through that hatch to rev up the engines on the Memphis Belle and point her toward the continent and our twenty-fifth mission.
I thought about a lot of things. But here is one damn thing I knew for sure. I knew I was a long way from Beaucatcher Mountain.
 
I go by a lot of names. I was “Morgan!” to various redfaced colonels and majors who wanted to chew me out about not bothering to wear my uniform cap, or about my incurable taste for buzzing airstrips and swanky beaches where the top brass were having their cocktail parties. Some of my fellow pilots knew me as Floorboard  Freddie, which I guess must have had something to do with my style of landing a Flying Fortress. I was Dennis in a 1990 movie made about me and the crew. My family and closest pals back in North Carolina used to call me Bobby, at least until I told them to stop. Sounded a little sissy to me. My official designation in the U.S. Air Force Reserve lists is Col. Robert K. Morgan, USAFR/Ret.
To the crew of the Memphis Belle I was The Chief, and that handle has meant more to me than any other. And to a certain other belle, one Margaret Polk of Memphis, Tennessee, I was “Jug Head.” That meant quite a bit as well.
But in May of 1943, to tell the truth, I was essentially a serial number, and proud of it. The same was true of all the nearly two and one-half million men and women who wore the uniform of the United States Army Air Corps—as combatants, but also as ground crew and mechanics, clerk-typists, bookkeepers, instructors. We were serial numbers, but we were special serial numbers.
The world war that had swept us all out of our ordinary lives, the most terrible ever fought in human history, was far from being decided. In the spring of that year, near the war’s midpoint as far as America was concerned, the Axis Powers dominated Europe, Nazi U-boats terrorized shipping convoys in the North Atlantic, and German industrial cities poured out an unending supply of tanks, planes, weaponry and ammunition. On the other side of the world most of the southwestern Pacific islands still lay heavily fortified in the hands of their Japanese conquerors, defiantly awaiting the massive Allied—and mostly American—counteroffensive just then gaining momentum under Gen. Douglas MacArthur and Adm. William F. Halsey.
The huge tide of Axis aggression had begun to buckle against its outer limits by that year. Allied air power had played its part in the turning. The battle of Midway in May 1942 was decided at the last moment when a gallant squadron of Dauntless dive-bombers closed in on three Japanese carriers and incinerated them, finally turning back the slashing advance of the Rising Sun through the Pacific. Just a little more than a year before that, the outnumbered Royal Air Force had destroyed Hitler’s plans for invading England in the historic Battle of Britain, shooting down nearly 1,400 Luftwaffe fighters  and bombers in four hellish months of dogfighting, while taking more than 800 fighter-losses itself.
In February 1943 Hitler’s reckless invasion of the Soviet Union collapsed at Stalingrad with the surrender of the German Sixth Army and what was left of its 1.5 million troops. Just two days before the Memphis Belle touched down from its twenty-fourth mission, the Allies won a great victory in North Africa, accepting the surrender of 275,000 German and Italian troops and paving the way for an Allied invasion of Sicily. Heavy bomber groups, two of them diverted to Africa from the Eighth, played a prominent role in that breakthrough.
Yet it was far from over. The great Channel-based invasion of the European continent, just now beginning to form its mass in England, was more than a year in the future. The final subjugation of Imperial Japan by nuclear explosion was two years away. Even the missions we crewmen of the Eighth Air Force had been flying over Europe these past six months were but a prelude, an opening phase. The first of the Eighth’s B-17s had touched down on British soil less than a year earlier, in July 1942. Only eighteen Fortresses participated in the first raid, some railroad marshaling yards near Rouen on August 17. Through that fall and winter—the bulk of the Belle’s career—a mission at peak force might amount to some 90 planes.
The size and strength of the Eighth were still increasing in those months, and the great massed missions were still to come—the famous “Little Blitz Week” of July 1943, when it struck at sixteen industrial targets; the buildup to twenty-two bombardment groups in the British Isles by the end of that year; the 600-bomber run of January 1944; the formations of 1,000 and then 2,000 planes shortly afterward.
 
What a stupendous thing it was to have been a part of all that.
Those of us who were there lived through our share of pain and loss and sacrifice. But we had this knowledge to help us through—we represented a kind of fighting force that the great armies of the past could never have comprehended. Those warriors who fought under the banners of Hannibal, and Genghis Khan, and Napoleon, and Robert E. Lee, and even General Pershing—how could they have  predicted a time when thousands of men would launch massive offensives and fight titanic battles in machines soaring five miles above the surface of the earth?
We were participants in a style of warfare that had been made technically feasible less than half a century before it took form in the skies over Europe and the Pacific Ocean. We, and our enemies, were still improvising rules and tactics every time we left the ground for a new day of confrontation above the clouds. The air war demanded skills that even its best surviving practitioners found hard to communicate to their families, friends, and historians—levels of competence, concentration, physical endurance, discipline, and teamwork bordering on brotherhood. Over it all was the constant grim prospect of a sudden helpless spiraling descent to violent death that was simply beyond the range of experience available to most people who had ever lived.
Ironically—given how futuristic this style of warfare seemed in its time—it is a mode that today seems as enshrouded in the mists of the past as the jousting of knights in the courtyard of some medieval castle. Propellers! Leather helmets!
The breakthroughs in science and engineering that created the means for long-range strategic bombing and fighter-plane combat in World War II didn’t stop with our Allied victories in 1945. Chuck Yeager test-flew his Bell X-1 faster than the speed of sound just two years after that, and my era was ready for the museum crowds. Within another four years, American F-86 Sabrejets were battling it out against Russian-made MiG-15s over Korea. The Vietnam War, the “Living-Room War,” brought high-tech Delta Daggers and Super Sabres and Stratojet bombers.
I heard once that some Hollywood producer had compressed the entire Vietnam War into a music video. Well, by 1991, it was all starting to look like a video game. We were punching up smart bombs against Iraqi forces in the Persian Gulf and reducing the fourth-largest army in the world to the second-largest army in Iraq within forty-eight hours. How could we old-time warriors have predicted a computerized mode of combat that could inflict 100,000 casualties while losing just 148 of our own, and only 458 wounded?  Hell, some of our pilots of the ’40s honed their skills by sitting on back porches swiveling broomsticks around between their knees!
Still and all, the surviving airmen of my generation are proud of what we accomplished. Our technology was the very best that America could produce at the time, and besides, nobody has invented a piece of technology yet that’s any more advanced than the human heart. I flew with men whose hearts were the finest kind. We must have done something right, in the end. We won.
So who were we, this motley, exhausted little knot of serial numbers ambling across the wet tarmac on this day in mid-May 1943, a time when the whole world seemed to be engulfed in orange flames and billowing black smoke? That was the question that had started to play at the corners of my mind.
Individually we were about as unlikely a gaggle of warriors as you were liable to come across in a week’s time—a business-administration student at the University of Connecticut, a chemistry student at Ohio Wesleyan, a stevedore from Wisconsin, a kid who ran a fleet of trucks in Texas, a North Carolina good-time Charlie (me), a Spokane construction worker, an employee in a Yonkers carpet company, a washing-machine repairman from Detroit, a pressman at a rubber company in New Jersey, a chemist for a paint company in Chicago. Not the sort of crowd you might think would cause Herr Hitler to lose any sleep.
As a unit, though—well, that was something different. As a unit I have to confess that we raised a little hell.
As a unit, in the space of ten months from November 7, 1942 until May 15, 1943, the crew of the Memphis Belle flew about 20,000 miles and dropped some sixty tons of bombs on military and industrial targets in France, Belgium, and Germany. Flying in tight formation with clusters of our sister Fortresses, we droned heavily above the clouds to pulverize airplane-assembly installations, railway centers, docks and shipbuilding plants, submarine pens, naval shipyards and power-generating factories. To reach these targets we had to survive skyfulls of lethal bursting metal flung at us from above, below, and to either side. Vast carpets of exploding flak were calibrated with demonic precision by the Germans four and five miles below us,  to burst within yards of our exposed fuselages. If we survived the flak—no small feat, as thousands of American widows and fatherless children could attest—we still had to contend with the furious swarms of attacking fighter planes, which could swell from tiny dots in the distance to giant hulks of bullet-spraying intruders in the space of two or three seconds, then vanish just as suddenly. Our gunners managed to shoot down at least eight of these banshees and probably five others, and damage about a dozen. It was harder than I’ve just made it sound.
For our trouble we received sixty-one decorations. Every man in that crew took home a Distinguished Flying Cross, an Air Medal and four Oak Leaf Clusters. However, I don’t think you can measure our accomplishment in decorations, or even in the total miles we flew or the tonnage of bombs we dropped. What made the Belle crew special—I’m sure this could apply to the many hundreds of bomber crews who made it through that war, as well as the many hundreds of crews that didn’t make it—was a quality of brotherhood.
Or something that went even beyond brotherhood. I don’t know that anybody has ever invented a word that fits what I’m trying to say. Our crew sure as hell never tried to describe it. It was too sacred to have a name, so we played poker and drank whiskey instead. I mean it was something that took us over when we first came together as a bunch of young strangers and began our training, and that had us firmly in its spell by the time we took off on our first mission to Brest, France, on November 7, 1942, and that continued to grow in us on every new sortie afterward, something that melted down our individual personalities and differences of upbringing and education and temperament, something that flowed through us as surely as our voices flowed through our headphones, something that blended all our different skills and duties. Whatever it was turned us into a single functioning organism of war up there in those clouds.
It was intelligence, and it was instinct, and it was alertness, and it was technical prowess, and it was superhuman concentration, and it was a way of setting fear aside, and it was interdependence—a way of knowing at every instant under extreme duress what the other fellow’s function was, and how he was handling it—and it was faith, if  you will pardon that particular expression. It was all those things, and yet all those things don’t begin to describe it.
I’m not much of a mystic, but maybe it was history itself that had called us beyond ourselves. They say that most great works of science and music and literature get produced at the beginning of an epoch, before the rules have been set in stone and all the tricks and secrets of the process have been studied and analyzed and made apparent for any fool to see. Maybe war works that way too. Here we were, ten boys from an America that still relied on horse-drawn ploughs and buttermilk churns, thrust into a kind of warfare that ran on tachometers and super-turbochargers and Norden bombsights and ball-turrets and VHF transmissions. It was a war that left no doubt as to which side was fighting for the good of mankind and which side was fighting for evil.
There was one more element—one more personality—in this mystical mix that melded all of us into one seamless entity. That was the bomber itself, the Memphis Belle. That magnificent specimen of a B-17, the F model, the Flying Fortress, was perhaps pound for pound and bolt for bolt the most elegant war machine ever designed.
You couldn’t walk past a B-17F on the ground, if you were like I was, and not want to get in her and fly her right on the spot. She was a Stradivarius of an airplane, a masterpiece of balance and range and response and survivability in combat. She was pure geometry in motion with her great wide slices of wing and tailfin, her four thousand-horsepower engines capable of keeping her aloft for four thousand four hundred miles at a maximum ceiling of thirty-seven thousand feet—more than seven miles above the ground—at a maximum speed of 325 miles an hour. Here was a big plane built so well that she was almost a liability to herself. Early in the war she could outdistance her fighter escorts, and so she had to approach enemy territory naked, utterly exposed to fire.
Plenty of B-17s went down. Too many times my crew and I had to look on while flak or cannon rounds took one of these beautiful planes in our vicinity, riddled a wing or pierced the fuel line, and turned her fuselage into an incinerator for our buddies. How awful it was to see one of them begin that dreaded downward spiral, hear  one of my crewmen urging helplessly over the phones, “Get out! Get out!” and then—if they were able—to watch those parachutes blossom through the smoke.
Many more of these aircraft, including the Belle, took heavy damage and survived, getting back to base riddled with holes or with so many missing parts that she seemed outside the laws of gravity. Although she was mostly unescorted by fighters until later in 1943, the B-17 was not exactly easy prey. She bristled with guns. Half my crew were gunners; top turret, ball-turret, tailgunner, two at the waist, back to back. They fired 50-caliber machineguns, one or two muzzles apiece, in every direction, and that close formation we pilots had to maintain, flying in clusters of four planes nearly wingtip to wingtip, created a concentrated source of fire that made many hundreds of enemy fighter pilots pay with their lives for homing in.
No wonder those bombers became like living extensions of their crews. No wonder we gave them sweetheart names and had beautiful, leggy women painted on their noses. They were everything to the young airmen inside them. They were hope, they were victory, they were nothing less than life and death.
 
Just nine years before this day—at a time when I was tooling around the Great Smokies in my father’s Buick, dreaming about nothing more warlike than how fast I could get to my girlfriend’s house—the B-17 had not even existed. Nothing like it had. In military terms, America then was in the final stages of its ancient history.
Strategists had started speculating about the combat uses of flying machines almost before Wilbur and Orville Wright had stripped off their goggles at Kitty Hawk in my home state in 1903. Sure enough, by the advent of World War I a decade later, both sides had managed to throw several thousand machinegun-armed monoplanes, biplanes and triplanes, even some multi-engine bombers, into the European skies—German and British planes mostly with some French and Italian planes mixed in, Fokkers going up against Sopwith Camels. A few folk-heroes emerged—Manfred von Richthofen, the legendary Red Baron from the German side and stylish Eddie Rickenbacker  among the Americans—but personal glamour aside, air combat had almost no effect on the outcome of the Great War.
Nor would it ever, if some of the greatest military minds of the era had their way. The preeminent American General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing stoutly declared that the battleship, not the airplane, would remain the great bulwark of national defense. Second to the Army, of course.
Luckily, a few stubborn rebel visionaries thought otherwise. The most influential was Billy Mitchell. This outspoken aviator, who’d won a Distinguished Service Cross for his own exploits over France and later commanded all U.S. air units under Pershing, was the first to comprehend that air power could be a decisive offensive force in future wars. This was shocking heresy to the Army and Navy establishments. Mitchell shocked their sensibilities a little further by daring to sink a couple of former German battleships with a squad of eight biplanes, just to prove it could be done. When that failed to budge the tight-lipped Pershing and the others—after all, the damn ships weren’t moving!—Mitchell turned himself into a one-man truth squad, railing to anybody who would listen that the U.S. was failing to exploit the most potent new weapon in all of warfare. He received a court-martial for his troubles and resigned the service in 1925, but his ideas echoed, and steadily gained credibility.
Charles Lindbergh didn’t harm the cause any when he flew the Atlantic in 1927. The country was all agog about pushing the limits of aviation. That pitch of excitement prompted a couple of air transport pioneers to tinker with a bigger, stronger, smoother model than Lindy’s rig, one that might carry mail and passengers across the ocean routinely. Their names were Clair Egtvedt and Edward Hubbard, and you probably never heard of them. You’ve heard of their Seattle-based company—Boeing. Within a few short years they perfected a prototype design that would soon help save Western civilization from Fascist tyranny.
That design took shape under peaceful intentions at first—Boeing test-flew a “Monomail” air transport in 1931—but its military contours were always just below the surface, waiting to be recognized. By 1934, when the Army was finally waking up to the need to repel  an enemy invasion from overseas—maybe the reports of German throngs parading to the popular Nazi song, “When Blood Flows From Our Knives,” had something to do with that—Boeing’s fast-maturing prototype earned it a contract. Its product, labeled Model 299, would be the largest landplane yet built in America, all-metal, with a wingspan of over 100 feet, an unprecedented four engines and a 2,000-mile range. A Seattle newspaperman, beholding her sleek length for the first time, gave her the nickname that would quickly enter American folklore: “Why,” he exclaimed, “it’s a flying fortress!”
Before the war was over, almost thirteen thousand Fortresses would be built, under steadily improving specifications. About a third of them—some 4,750—would be lost in action. But to say they made a difference would be an understatement. Billy Mitchell never lived to see his prophecy come true; he died in 1936. He would have relished the words of Gen. Carl A. Spaatz, commander of the U.S. Army Air Forces in the British Isles, when the greatest conflagration in history was finally over. “Without the B-17,” the General said, “we might have lost the war.”
 
No such grandiose thoughts were on my mind as I left Interrogation after an hour or so of debriefing and headed thankfully to my quarters at Bassingbourn, the 91st Bomber Group’s base fifty miles north of London. The fate of the world wasn’t uppermost in my concerns just then. My thoughts were personal, and they clustered around a simple, yet gigantic fact: twenty-four missions down, one more mission to go. Then home. If we survived.
Uncharacteristically, I wanted to be alone. I had a lot of thinking to do—about places like Beaucatcher Mountain and the other landmarks of the life I’d left behind.
Bassingbourn was a long way from Beaucatcher, but it served pretty well as a home away from home. It was probably the cream of all the American bases in England, to tell the truth about it. To tell the honest and complete truth, the 91st didn’t exactly belong at Bassingbourn, but as long as nobody was going to run us out—and it didn’t seem like anybody was going to—we were staying put.
A far cry from the usual dreary assemblage of Quonset huts and bare ground, Bassingbourn was a cluster of elegant, landscaped country manors. It had belonged to some members of the British aristocracy, but when the American Eighth Bomber Command began to spread itself across the English countryside in early 1942, the lines between British aristocracy and Allied military began to blur pretty quickly. Actually the British had thrown together a base for the 91st, but its runways proved inadequate, and we had to find a suitable replacement.
Our commander, Col. Stanley Wray, took on the task of scouting out that replacement site, and when he beheld the baronial splendors of Bassingbourn he acted with dazzling dispatch. He hurried us onto the premises without even checking in with his superior, Gen. Ira Eaker, commanding general of the Eighth Bomber Command. When the General finally did learn of Colonel Wray’s lightning strike, he sputtered, “You can’t move into that base! That’s a British base! That’s not one that we can use without their permission.”
The Colonel proved cool under fire.
“General, I’m sorry,” he replied, “but we’ve already moved in.”
“Well, you may get moved out again, too,” fumed the General, who then bowed to the realities. “Until you hear from the British, you can go ahead and stay there.” The 91st stayed there for the rest of the war. Bassingbourn became known as a showcase for VIP visitors. Well it should have, with its fine mess halls, its comfortable rooms, its workout facilities and ballfields and its comfortable bars for officers and enlisted men. Reporters, visiting politicians, visiting generals—everyone, it seemed, wanted to come to Bassingbourn.
Normally after a mission, I looked forward to savoring Bassingbourn’s delights to the maximum, especially the delights associated with good whiskey and good comrades, but not on this day. On this afternoon of May 15, 1943, I closed the door to my quarters and stretched out on my bed and began to daydream.
How did I get here? How did my life ever take me from a carefree, even fabulous Southern boyhood in the Blue Ridge Mountains, a life with servants and fast touring cars and beautiful girls and adventures inside what was perhaps the most sumptuous mansion in the United  States, to this reckoning, this point in which one upcoming airplane ride could change my whole life, or end my life?
Bob Morgan? I kept asking myself, all that long afternoon and evening and into the night—Bob Morgan, who are you anyhow? And just what do you think you’re doing flying a B-17 bomber in the middle of World War II?
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The kind of war I fought—several miles above the surface of the Earth—could scarcely have been dreamed of by the America that I was born into. I came along even before such science-fiction heroes as Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon were invented to wage their comic-strip battles in the stars. The world was moving pretty fast in that direction by the time I arrived.
I was born in Asheville, North Carolina, on July 31, 1918, the first true Southerner of my family line. I was the third child, behind my sister Peggy and my brother David, but the first to be born south of the Mason-Dixon line. My father, a businessman named David Morgan Sr., had just moved his family down there from Chicago to take a job as manager of a furniture manufacturing plant called Carolina Wood Products, on the outskirts of the city in a little community named Woodfin.
Big things were happening in the world far from where I made my appearance. In France, the month-long Battle of the Marne had reached its halfway point, that legendary counterattack by a quarter of a million United States doughboys that drove the German army back to the Vesle river and turned the tide in favor of the Allies in World War I. The Meuse-Argonne lay just ahead, in the fall, with 1.2 million American troops, the largest assault force in American army history to that time, smashing the Germans all along the Hindenburg Line and forcing the Armistice of November 11 that would conclude their war and set the conditions for mine.
Through my early years, I knew only peace—peace, and a kind of  wonder. The terrain of my boyhood was probably as close to a timeless mythical kingdom as any you could find in America. I grew up in a gracious and proud old Southern town with narrow, oddly jutting streets, surrounded by the majestic Blue Ridge Mountains, the tallest range east of the Rockies. Mount Mitchell, the crowning spire, is more than 6,000 feet high. One of those mountains, which slopes right down on the edge of town, is named Beaucatcher, and you can see why. In the springtime it fairly drips with dogwood and forsythia and azalea blossoms. Local legend has it that a belle of the mid-nineteenth century, one Charlotte Kerry, used its paths for so many strolls with her suitors that a relative dubbed the mountain “Charlotte’s beaucatcher.”
Charlotte’s ghost is supposed to be up there too, but I never personally came across her.
My boyhood kingdom even had its palace, inhabited by royalty. The palace, a great limestone chateau built into the vast forested wilderness south of Asheville, was the largest residential house on the American continent. My family, and my mother Mabel especially, enjoyed the radiance that emanated from its ballrooms and terraces for many carefree years. Eventually, though, the estate came to symbolize for me the greatest loss, and the abiding sorrow, of my long life.
 
I spent my earliest years in a house my father built in 1919 on the opposite side of town, the northern edge, on Sunset Parkway, a fashionable neighborhood of leafy sloping lawns. That house stands yet today, 4,000 square feet, still graceful behind its shutters after more than three-quarters of a century. It is a happy reminder of Dad’s value to the company. Carolina Wood Products manufactured furniture, and also contracted to put up residential houses. Being allowed to build one of his own was one of my father’s perks.
It was a fine time and place to be a boy. America was booming and my father was a success and we lived well. We had a manservant and woman servant and a cook, and a man who waited on our table and cleaned the house and did the yard work. All sorts of wonders lay within walking distance. The French Broad River, for instance, lazy  and curving, drifted along not too far from the house. It carried small boats under the willow trees in the warm months—some commercial, some occupied by men in straw hats and ladies with parasols. Running right alongside the river was the railroad track. It brought trains through Asheville from the east from cities like Greensboro, and even beyond Greensboro, though we could hardly imagine it—all the way from New York City, headed for Knoxville and the great Southern metropolises. I used to wonder if I’d ever make it as far away from home as Knoxville.
The first incident that I can remember happened when I was four or five years old, and it will give you some idea of what times were like then. I overheard my mother and daddy talking about a stranger that had come to the house that day. A stranger to me, that is; he wasn’t a stranger to them. They didn’t know I was listening when dad said to mother, “He’s probably the best bootlegger in town, and I trust him.” This was during Prohibition in the early 1920s.
A few days after that the doorbell rang, and I ran downstairs as I usually did to open it and see who was there. It was this gentleman, the gentleman that Dad and Mother had been talking about. Just then Dad called to me, “Son, who’s down there?” And I hollered back upstairs, “SAM, THE BOOTLEGGER, DAD!” Well, I got a little lecture on why I should try to not pass that around all over town.
The other thing I remember about that house was that it had a clothes chute that went from the upper levels down to the laundry room. At four or five years old, I could fit inside that chute. It was my favorite hiding place. If anybody would be looking for me, I’d probably be in that laundry chute. I could spend hours in there, just daydreaming and inching my way up and down. It’s a wonder I never got stuck in there. Maybe it was those hours that prepared me years later for the narrow confines of a bomber’s cockpit.
 
In 1927, when I was nine years old, Charles Lindbergh ushered in the era of long-range aircraft with his nonstop transatlantic flight from New York to Paris. In that same summer, while Babe Ruth was swatting sixty home runs for the Yankees, my family got drawn into that fantastical kingdom in the big forest southwest of Asheville.
That kingdom belonged to one of America’s wealthiest families, the Vanderbilts. Cornelius Vanderbilt—“the Commodore”—amassed a legendary fortune in railroad acquisitions after the Civil War, established Vanderbilt University and founded a long line of philanthropists and social aristocrats who enriched America in many ways. In 1888 his grandson George Vanderbilt, captivated by a visit to the alpinelike wilderness of western North Carolina, decided to acquire a souvenir—he bought 125,000 acres of it. The following year droves of workers descended on Asheville to start work on George’s idea of a summer getaway house, a 250-room mansion of imported Indiana limestone modeled on the sixteenth-century French Renaissance chateaux, containing thirty-five bedrooms, sixty-five fireplaces, three kitchens, a treasury of tapestries, furniture, paintings, and sculpture, and commanding a terrain of gardens and parks designed by the great Frederick Law Olmsted, who was best known for designing New York City’s Central Park.
He named it Biltmore. Six years in the making and $3 million in total costs, it received its first guests on Christmas Eve 1895. President McKinley visited two years later. A year after that George Vanderbilt married Edith Dresser, and in 1900 the couple’s only child and my mother’s future great friend, Cornelia Vanderbilt, was born.
That astonishing friendship took hold after the Morgan family found itself right smack dab in the kingdom. George Vanderbilt died unexpectedly in 1914. A year later his widow sold most of the tremendous estate—some 87,000 acres—to the U.S. government, which used it as the base purchase for the half-million-acre Pisgah National Forest. A few years after that the family sold about 1,500 additional acres for residential development by friends of the family and by the local gentry. Known as Biltmore Forest, its lots went on the market around 1925. My father, whose fortunes were rising as fast as the celebrated stock market, was eighth in line for a tract of that real estate. He supervised the construction of a graceful, gabled white house with five bedrooms and large living and dining rooms that commanded a high swell of land on Vanderbilt Road. The house carried a big mortgage, but what did that matter? These were flush times. We moved there from Sunset Parkway when I was nine years old.
The next few years of my life were magical. Looking back across most of a century, I still find it hard to believe that a boy could be surrounded by so much enchantment and pure simple happiness, and that I was that boy. Thomas Wolfe found words for it. Wolfe was Asheville’s famous native son who made great American literature out of that town and the people in it, some of whom my father knew. He beautifully captured the ache that this region could instill in a young fellow. “He believed himself at the centre of life,” Wolfe wrote in Look Homeward, Angel; “he believed the mountains rimmed the heart of the world . . . And the air will be filled with warm-throated plum-dropping bird-notes. He was almost twelve . . .”
That about summed it up for me, though I can’t match my fellow townsman for words. Still, when the time came, several years into the future, for me to put aside my hellraising habits and risk my life defending America, I drew on feelings very similar to what Mr. Wolfe expressed.
The new house and grounds alone were enough to satisfy my boyish explorer’s appetite for weeks on end. I can still see and hear the player piano in the living room that my father bought for my mother. Mabel Morgan was an educated woman who loved music, and I learned to love it too, with her. We’d go through rolls and rolls of those perforated music sheets, devouring everything from popular tunes to the classics. Dad was never much interested in music, but I was fascinated.
Upstairs in my bedroom, I’d sit at night propped up by my pillows fiddling with the crystal radio set that my brother built for me. David was six years older, and we didn’t have that much in common, but this radio set was one of the best gifts he ever gave me. I’d sit there far into the night with my headphones on, tuning the knobs, trying to pick up a ball game or a prizefight, maybe Jack Dempsey vs. Gene Tunney.
The new house needed two servants to cook and keep it up, and they lived glamorously, in my estimation, in quarters directly over our garage. Inside that garage were two shiny black Packards. We even had a horse barn, complete with horse. My sister Peggy made  good use of that horse. She swung into the spirit of our new upper-crust neighborhood by taking up polo, which scared our dad half to death. I guess he hadn’t counted on the children adapting to the good life quite that quickly! He didn’t care much for horses in general—he seemed to prefer Packards—but he took it a little better when Peggy moved over to straight-out show riding and brought home a good supply of blue ribbons for her bedroom walls.
My own tastes in recreation were a lot less fancy. Just below our house stretched a big green recreation field where my new friends and I soaked up countless hours playing ball—baseball in the summer, football in autumn. Even more than ballplaying, we liked to ride our bicycles. There wasn’t much car traffic on those rhododendron-bordered streets in those days, and we could race along the winding macadam pavement as fast as we pleased. If we were feeling brave we’d pedal all the way up into Asheville itself, to see a western at the movie house. Or we’d descend on the police station right there in Biltmore Forest. We were knocked over by those big old boys in their uniforms and shiny belts and pistols—they seemed real to us in a way the tuxedoed men at the country club did not. Sometimes the officers would let us ride around in their squad cars for a little while, and even take us with them to their favorite coffee and breakfast spot, the Hot Shot, down by the railroad tracks—a place I still stop in several times a year to this day.
I decided right then that the policeman’s life was going to be the life for me.
Often we kids were content to stay in the Forest. We were happy to prop our bikes against a tree when we got tired of cycling and slip inside those dense fragrant woodlands to scout for grazing stags along the deer parks, or marvel at the daffodils and tulips and roses that brightened the flower beds of the Biltmore Estate’s well-tended gardens, or loaf beside the well-stocked bass pond and lagoon, looking for the quiver of fish and enjoying the reflected beauty of the surrounding woods, always with the spires of Biltmore within our sights.
My best friend of all was Eddie Nash. He was my bicycling buddy as a boy, and we dated girls together as young men. How Eddie came  to live in the Forest is one of those stories that I think could only have happened in the South in the sweet long ago. A wealthy couple, the Ellises, were neighbors of ours. Mrs. Ellis traveled to Madison, Virginia, one summer, to visit relatives, and encountered Eddie there. He was a small boy from a poor family, but sharp and engaging. Mrs. Ellis was so taken with Eddie that she persuaded his parents to let her bring him home with her to Biltmore Forest and rear him without formally adopting him. She took very good care of him, put him in a good school. He was just a great kid. I felt so close to him that for years, I incorporated his first name into my own. I called myself Robert Edward Knight Morgan.
 
I was always glad that Mrs. Ellis brought Eddie home. It’s not often you can have a best friend delivered that way. As I think back on it, the way she just selected him was a clue to just how exclusive a world it was that we Morgans had inserted ourselves into. One of my other new friends, a boy named Baxter Taylor, had a pony named Bubbles. That should give you some idea. Baxter is still around Asheville as I write this, a retired successful road contractor.
Another sign of our rarified status was the way our mothers dressed us. I’m talking about knickers. Knickers, and shorts, and wide, fluffy collars. You wouldn’t call it lace, exactly, but it was that kind of idea. I remember being very uncomfortable in those clothes. They were just too fancy. Let me be frank—I thought they were a little sissy. That’s why, to this day, I resent people calling me Bobby. It reminds me of those damn fluffy collars.
If anything, I was a little—what would you call it?—romantically precocious for my age. I’ve had a lot of romances in my life, and the first one happened when I entered my new school, the Newton School, in third grade. I fell in love with my third grade teacher. She made an instant impression on me. She had a very nice figure, for one thing. I forget now what the other things were. The romance was quite serious, even though it was one-sided. I began to realize this when she got married that fall to a man named Mr. McKay, who ran a dry cleaning establishment. I was a good sport about it. I sent my  clothes to his cleaners for years and years before the war, and even after the war. Anyway, Mrs. McKay was my first love, and she was a wonderful teacher besides. Maybe that was the other thing.
I felt a love of a far more rarified sort for my mother. Everybody was fond of Mabel Morgan. She had a way of savoring the good things in life, the good and beautiful things, and I learned a lot from just being around her. And she was fun, too. She liked to wear big dramatic hats with wide brims, and she loved music and parties and organizing scavenger hunts, and she smoked Camels with a cigarette holder. I remember hearing people call our place the House of Camels, and not being able to figure that out until Mother explained that it was a scavenger-hunt clue.
One of the best places where we spent time together was in the little garden that Mother kept behind our house. Only about a quarter-acre in size, it was filled with brilliant color all spring and summer long, and into the fall—irises, roses, tulips, poseys, all bordered with honeysuckle that gave off that heavy sweet aroma. There were vegetables, too—tomatoes, carrots, beans, beets. My mother tended all of these, and I was her helper.
She talked to me while we were working in the garden. She’d tell me stories about the fantastic places the two of us would visit together someday. Spain, England, Germany, France. I couldn’t wait to grow up and make those journeys with her. The ironic thing, I guess, is that I eventually did get to most of those places and some others besides, but not with Mabel along.
It wasn’t long before my mother’s vivacious charm got her connected to the very highest circle of the Vanderbilt kingdom.
Biltmore Forest had a country club, and the Morgans were charter members. My father had changed jobs about the time we moved there, and had gone into business for himself. He and a group of his friends invested their money in a new plant that they called the Dimension Manufacturing Company. It sat out to the east of Asheville on the Swannanoa Valley near a little town called Black Mountain. Dad was the president of it. Dimension was to be a forward-thinking company, organized along Henry Ford’s principles of mass production. Instead of making finished furniture, it would turn out  furniture parts, to be assembled by the people who bought them. In those days the automobile industry used a lot of wood in making cars—floorboards and such—and one of Dad’s customers was the Packard Motor Company of Detroit. Maybe that explained the makes of those shiny black cars in our garage. At any rate, the prospects looked good. Herbert Hoover was President, Dad was making the unheard of salary of $12,000 a year, and it seemed the most natural thing in the world—it seemed ordained in the stars—that we join the Biltmore Forest Country Club.
That is where my mother met Cornelia Vanderbilt. After all these years it still seems overwhelming when I think about it—my iris-tending mom with her piano-roll music and her Camel cigarettes, becoming best friends with a leading light of American society. Up close, it made a lot of sense. In 1924 Cornelia had married the Honorable John Francis Cecil, a rail-thin Englishman with an even thinner mustache and a fondness for tuxedos and a clipped accent that was about as upper-class British as it ever got. My sister Peggy was a flower-girl at the wedding. Lord Jack was a fine man and did much for the local community, but like most gentlemen of his era, he was quite fond of his evenings at the country club and a glass or two of bootleg champagne and whiskey. Cornelia, tall and elegant with fine dark hair, lived in a world of endless luxuries. But she began to pine for something simple, something money couldn’t buy: a close friend. When she met up with my spunky mother—whose own husband, while he worshipped her, was a workaholic—all the class distinctions melted away. The two women became inseparable. And the great storybook adventure of Mabel Morgan’s life commenced.
I remember the swanky dances on summer nights at that club, lit by Japanese lanterns and featuring crackerjack orchestras with glittering trombones, the dances that my mother and Cornelia presided over in their sculpted hats and strings of pearls and flapper dresses that were all the rage at that time. Sometimes the dances were so big they were held at a boxy old tobacco warehouse nearby, all festooned with lights and decorations. Sometimes they were held at the Estate itself. It was an awesome house. Edith Wharton and Henry James had visited there, although I personally could not have picked  them out of a crowd. What I could appreciate, even as a shirttail boy, were the Entrance Hall with its high limestone arches, the Winter Garden with its huge central fountain sculpture of marble and bronze, and the Banquet Hall, the seat of all festivities under its 70- foot-high ceiling. And of course all the elegant costumed men and women swirling through those rooms, figures in a genteel version of America that was about to end more suddenly and painfully than any of them could realize.
I, meanwhile, was doing my best to ease into the suave mannerisms of the young country club squire, but for some reason I just never got it exactly right. While I was languorously learning to swim in the club pool, for instance, I nearly drowned. I never even made it to the languorous part. I’d started to ease myself down the steps into the shallow end of the pool—I was probably around nine or ten—and I slipped and fell in. I’d gone down twice when an attendant named Tom Foster happened to walk into the pool area from the locker room, and he reached down and fished me out with one big, strong black fist. I remember that incident very well. I guess that even back then, long before I started dodging flak and fighter planes, I was guarded by a special force.
 
They never talked about it around the house when it hit, not openly anyway. It was whispers, glances between the two of them, long silences at dinner where there had always been lively conversation. My brother and sister and I never officially learned what had happened. You couldn’t not know, of course. Not even as a shirttail kid, you couldn’t not know for very long. I knew it emotionally, if not in all the details, when my pal Baxter no longer had a pony named Bubbles. Or later, when the father of a pal of mine, a bank president, committed suicide.
Dad tried to keep his new business afloat after the stock market crashed in 1929, tried to keep our lives the same as they had been, but he never had a chance. The Depression struck the South especially hard, with all its textile mills that depended on a robust economy. Dad threw himself into the survival of Dimension for three agonizing years before the stockholders advised him that it was no  use. The company shut down, but the plant and grounds still needed some security, so the stockholders hired my father to guard the facilities as a night watchman, for $50 a month.
We had to sell our house, of course. The crisis exposed our true financial state. We were not at all the landed gentry we’d been pretending to be. Dad’s salary was a good one, but it was a salary, and we had been living on that paycheck of
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