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Dedication
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M

ost importantly, this book is dedicated to my late father, John Wait, Jr. whose life story this book is about.  Without him, not only would this book not be here, I would not be here.  His story continues to be an inspiration to myself and my family.

It is also dedicated to my mother, who meant so much to my father – as well as to all of us.  It was always clear to us kids how much our parents cared for us.  They gave us a great environment that helped shape us all to be happy and successful.  And to my two sisters, Cheryl and Juliette, who provided information for the books and who shared my love of my father and his story.

Also included are my wife, Holly and two kids, Elizabeth and Matthew, who have provided me endless love and support.  Without Elizabeth, it is unlikely this book would ever have been written as she unintentionally inspired Dad to write his story, which none of us really knew or understood.  

Not to be left out is my father’s extended family... especially his remaining brother, Merle, and sister, Doris, who shared many of his early experiences.  My Kansas family has always been very close to my heart.  I spent several summers with them, and those experiences shaped who I am today.

But most of all, this book is dedicated to all the members of the greatest generation, whose sacrifices and perseverance are responsible for so much of what we have today.  May we always remember them in our hearts and minds.
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T

his is the story of my father, John Wait, Jr.  I believe it demonstrates why many have called people of his generation, “The Greatest Generation.”

The book paints the picture of two epic eras in our history – the Great Dust Bowl (which coincided with the Great Depression) and World War II – through a Midwesterner's eyes. His stories provide vivid images of growing up in dire poverty, yet achieving his ambition of being a pilot, only to have it taken away – then given back, then taken away again.

When we were growing up, my father rarely spoke of his actions during the war – or the difficulties he faced growing up. What finally triggered his willingness to share his story came from an unlikely source – my daughter – then eight years old. They were studying World War II in her third-grade class and she emailed my father to ask what he did. His response surprised us all, as he gave a fairly detailed two-page letter response. It was the first time any of us kids could remember him talking about the war in such detail. He followed the letter with more letters, each growing in detail. Finally, I convinced him to write down his whole story for everyone to read. What follows is that story – much from his own pen, supplemented with details I got from questioning and interviewing him.

Only a few names in this book have been changed, some to protect them as they are not-so-kindly portrayed in the book, and others simply because of gaps in fifty plus year memories. We have gone to painstaking lengths to be as accurate as possible regarding dates and events, even though some apparently conflict with some of the histories we have read.

This book was originally self-published as a Christmas present for my father nearly twenty years ago. I had twenty-five copies printed, which my father gave out to family and his closest friends. There was no real talk about publishing the book, and back then there were no e-publishing companies that make publishing so much easier today. 

Sadly, my father passed in July 2016. I regret deeply he was not around to see his book published for mass-distribution. But I know he would have loved it.

We miss you dearly, dad. But it gives us great pleasure to see at least part of your life preserved and shared so others may also benefit from knowing at least part of you.

John S. Wait III
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Prologue
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I

never imagined one day writing a book about my life. Of course, it has taken me eighty-two years to finally consent to put my life's story – at least the early years – in print. It came about innocently enough when three years ago, my then eight-year-old granddaughter Elizabeth​[1] e-mailed me asking what I did during World War II. It seems her third-grade class was studying the war and the fact she had a grandfather who had actually been there was considered pretty "neat".

Not wanting to disappoint her, I fired back an email about two pages in length, attempting to explain some of the things I did. Well, after I sent it off, I realized I left off some rather important information (at least to me). So, I revised my letter, doubling it in size, and sent it. I really hadn't thought much of my experiences in the war before her request – leaving it in the past as I am prone to do with most things that have occurred in my life. I prefer to dwell in the present, not the past.

Prior to Elizabeth's inquiry, I hadn't discussed with my family my war experiences, except to give them very cursory details. I just didn't like to talk about it. But I guess as I have grown older and found the past slipping by me at too rapid a rate, I find those memories I have left are more precious. I also feel a greater obligation to pass them on to the present generations – lest they forget what my generation went through to provide them the luxuries, lifestyles and liberties they often take for granted.

So, after sending the revised letter to Elizabeth, I continued to reflect on my war days. I realized I had left more and more out of my brief synopsis. Thus, I revised my letter again . . . and again . . . and again. Over the next few weeks, I found my simple synopsis had grown to more than five single-spaced typed pages. Even then, I knew all I was providing was a cold description of only the substantial facts of those incredible years that meant so much to me.

The five-page letter certainly had a remarkable effect . . . though not necessarily on Elizabeth. Her class had long since moved on to other topics. However, I found my letter made the rounds (thanks to my son) to all my kids and grandkids—all of whom clamored for more and more details. Finally, that winter (when the weather became inhospitable for golf), and with my son’s strong encouragement, I decided to start writing in greater detail about my war experiences.

As I started getting into it, my family (mostly my son) also badgered me to write about my earlier experiences – of growing up in rural Kansas during the Dust Bowl and Great Depression, which overlapped. I realized these experiences were important to share, not only because they reflect an important part of our country's history (as well as my own), but because events that occurred during those times helped shape the me that entered the war.

I am proud of my accomplishments during the war, although I realize I'm not one of the "heroes" portrayed in the movies (ever notice how many of them died to become a hero?) But I think what I did while over there was important and, at least in a small way, helped us win the war.

I also managed to bring back a few mementos from my World War II days. One, a box of German medals I was able to acquire by being one of the first Americans in Hitler's bunker following his suicide. But by far, the most important thing I brought back from the war, even more important than my memories and experiences, was my wife.

When talking to Americans about World War II, two events usually stand out – the attack on Pearl Harbor that hurled us into war – and D-Day, which went a long way to helping end it – at least in Europe. I was in training when the attack on Pearl Harbor occurred and will talk about my reaction to it a bit later. However, I was in the European Theater on D-Day. And I definitely had a unique vantage point for the aerial component of the attack. Indeed, I was almost responsible for taking out the lead plane in the invasion! Let me explain.

When I was sent to Europe in the summer of 1942, I was a fighter pilot and a damned good one too. (All fighter pilots need to be cocky to a degree – if they hope to survive. But I honestly feel I could fly with the best of them.) I was with the 52nd Fighter Group stationed initially out of Londonderry, Ireland. We were sent there, we believed, to knock the Nazis out of the sky. That was what we were trained for, that is what we lived for. But fate had other things in store for me.

So, when June 6th, 1944 came around, I was mostly flying a desk. I was a First Lieutenant in the Air Force (or back then, the Army Air Force) and assigned to the newly formed Headquarters and Headquarters Squadron (yes, that was its real name) for the just as newly formed 302nd Transport Wing. My job title was "Flying Control Officer" and I was stationed at Heathrow (yes, that Heathrow) Air Base in London. Essentially, I ran the air base. I was responsible for every plane – in the air or on the ground – while they were at Heathrow. The control tower was under my supervision.

While my duties kept me grounded, I was still a pilot. As such, I was entitled to extra flight pay (which was significant), as long as I flew at least four hours a month. And one of the nice side benefits to being the Flying Control Officer at Heathrow, was it made it quite convenient to get in my required flying time. One of the days I picked to do so happened to be Tuesday, June 6th, 1944.

June 6th was a beautiful day for flying with clear skies and a warm, gentle breeze. I checked out my favorite Tiger Moth and took off. The British Tiger Moth is a biplane, similar to the American Stearman, but more powerful. It was fun to fly and great for doing aerial acrobatics – which I loved to perform.

I thought I had the entire sky all to myself. I had not seen another aircraft all day. I was doing my usual aerobatic stunts when I decided to do a big loop-de-loop.  The initial part of the loop was great, but then as I was coming out of the loop, and going horizontal again, I suddenly found myself staring into the eyes of a pilot flying a C-47 pulling a glider behind it.  And I was heading right for him.

In a fraction of a second, I realized not only was I not alone, but the sky was literally crowded with planes, all traveling in the same direction—southward towards France. It reminded me of a football kick-off, except the scope was enormously greater. In a straight line, all the way to the horizon to the left were planes. And as far as I could see to the right, there were more. Thousands of them. They were stacked in layers, too. C-47's pulling gliders​[2] at the lowest level. Above them were more C-47s (with paratroopers on board), and above them bombers, and above them fighters. Probably no other human being has ever been privileged to witness the amazing sight I was seeing, at least from the vantage point I saw it – which was a little too close for comfort! 

Instantly, I knew what was going on, and I also knew in that fraction of a second that if I didn't do something damn quick, I was going to take the lead plane out of action, myself with it. A C-47, in the best of circumstances, is not a highly maneuverable aircraft. One pulling a glider, like the one in front of me, was virtually helpless.

In less time than it's taken to write this sentence, I hit the joystick hard and dived, nose first, straight down. I leveled off at treetop height and just marveled at the sight passing by above me. Thousands of planes! And they just kept coming. It was truly an awesome sight.

What I didn't know then was that in about three weeks’ time, I would be going in the same direction these planes were traveling. But I would be doing my work on the ground, performing essentially the same work as I was at Heathrow.

OK, I guess I shouldn't start a story in the middle.  Let's journey back to the start.
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Growing Up
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I

guess the best place to start is at the beginning – well my beginning anyway. I was born on March 22, 1920 in a small unpainted wooden house on the plains.  It was a couple of miles from the nearest town, Protection, Kansas, which had a population of about 800 people then (it’s much smaller now). Protection was a small farming community located in Comanche County in western Kansas, a few miles from the Oklahoma border. The nearest city was Dodge City, Kansas about fifty miles away. The nearest good-sized city was Wichita, some 150 miles distant.

Mom gave birth to me in our house. No doctor was present. The nearest hospital was in Dodge City, too far to go when you only had horses for transportation, which is all my family had at the time. So, in those days you took things into your own hands. That may be part of the reason there was such a high infant mortality rate. Sadly, I had two siblings die before they were two—one was the twin of my youngest sister, Doris.  

My parents were John and Minnie Wait. I was John Junior but always called "Junior" by family and friends. Like my father before me, I have no middle name, which caused me no end of grief when I was in the military. Apparently, the military just is not set up to accept individuals without middle names. As a result, they gave me all sorts of middle initials throughout my career, although the most frequent was "N.M.I."—"No Middle Initial." (Ironically, my wife, Shirley Selby, also lacked a middle name before we married, then she used her maiden name.)

I was the middle of five surviving children. I have two older sisters, Ruth and Maxine, a younger sister, Doris and a younger brother, Merle.​[3]  

My siblings and I were born and raised in a three-room house on our rented 160-acre farm. Our house had a kitchen, a single bedroom (where my parents and babies would sleep) and a family room. That's it. Us kids slept on the bare floor in the family room. There was no plumbing nor bathrooms in the house, not even an outhouse outside. We could not afford one. Just an eight-acre grove of trees we used for privacy when the need arose and weather permitted.

I'm not going to recount all the details of my childhood. For one thing, it's been a long time and I simply don't remember a lot of them. For another, I'm sure it would be boring to most readers. However, I will mention a few stories to give the you a feel for what it was like growing up in rural Kansas during the "Roaring Twenties" and later during the "Great Depression" and, in particular, the "Dust Bowl" years.

It may come as a shock just how much things have changed. I'm sure you know we didn't have things like computers, video games or even television in those days. But you may not have realized just how many of the things we take for granted today were luxuries in those days – luxuries we didn't have. For example, we had neither electricity nor indoor plumbing. Since the grove of trees behind the house we used for a bathroom was not always convenient, we used what was called a "slop" jar,​[4] which was kept in the house, especially when the weather was really cold.

My family didn't get electricity or indoor plumbing until after I left for the war. We did not have a car until 1925 (when I was five), relying solely on horses to get around. Dad's first car was an Essex. And it wasn't much of a car. It was so under-powered Dad had to shift into low gear for the smallest hill. We still needed to use the horses to take heavy loads into town.

We took our baths in a washtub in the kitchen. We heated the water on the wood stove. Of course, having no plumbing, we had to bring the water in from the well. Fortunately, it was not too far from the house, about fifteen feet from the kitchen door. Water was lifted from underground by pumping vigorously on the pump handle . . .  and pumping . . .  and pumping. We took the water inside using buckets – or whatever was handy.

Even though we were dirt poor, we didn't know it. Everyone else around us was also poor. But we had each other. And my father was a very hard worker and would later make a success of himself. He left school in the eighth grade to start working. In fact, neither of my parents had an education beyond eighth grade – yet all five of their children went to college. That was really a remarkable accomplishment for a rural Kansas family in the 1940's. (We actually aren't sure how far my dad went through school. My sisters Doris and Maxine say Dad went through eighth grade, but I don’t think he went that far. Both based their opinion on the fact Maxine has a picture of Dad in a basketball uniform. I know Dad played basketball, but I remember Dad saying it was a City team he played on. It had nothing to do with the school. In any case, they never played league basketball in grade school in those days. In fact, they still don't as far as I know. We certainly didn't when I was in school.)

[image: Description: A house that is parked on the side of a building
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Fun Fact:  My brother, Merle, still has the house where I was born.  He moved it to his farm, where it is now a storage shed.  The house is pictured above.  Back then, though, there were no metal walls or roof.  And it now has electricity!  A luxury we did not have back then.  Still no plumbing, though.

ACTUALLY, EVEN GOING through eighth grade was quite an accomplishment in those days. Yet, although my father wasn't very educated (at least by today's standards), he certainly valued education. In fact, his older brother, Ray, through scholarships and working as a teacher, was able to go onto college and then on to earn his PhD from Iowa State. He later became famous as one of the world's foremost authorities on ions. Indeed, he was involved in the "Manhattan Project" – the American development of the Atomic bomb. We believe it was his prolonged exposure to radiation from witnessing the nuclear blasts that contributed to his early death.

My father also became very well respected within the community, becoming the first farmer in the County to grow alfalfa and was well known for his excellent crops. He even served as County Commissioner from 1936-1940. But that was later. In the early days, we didn't even own the land we lived on, as Dad rented the farm. 

[image: Description: An old photo of a tree

Description automatically generated]

Our new home (1930)

WHEN I WAS ABOUT TEN years old (1930), we moved into a much bigger house on a farm about 1-¼ miles further west and that much closer to town. It was a two-story house with five bedrooms. Finally, we got a measure of privacy. Later, it even got that most cherished of luxuries – an outhouse! (The outhouse was courtesy of FDR – President Roosevelt. It was not a highly published program, but the federal government built our outhouse because we couldn't afford to build one ourselves.) But we still had no electricity or indoor plumbing. With seven people and five bedrooms, there was some sharing of rooms, but a lot better than before. We also managed to make room for my mother's parents, Grandpa and Grandma Sinkle, when Grandma became ill. Unfortunately, she died shortly after moving in with us. Grandpa Sinkle, however, managed to live to be 99, dying two months shy of turning 100! He stayed with my parents until his death.

* * *
[image: ]


ONE STORY ABOUT THOSE times I can relate. I remember a fierce blizzard in March 1927. I believe that was the year, because I think I was in first grade at the time. The blizzard struck suddenly and dramatically. 

My older sisters and I were on a school bus when it hit. (Yes, we had school buses back then). The school bus got stuck and my sisters and I, along with about a dozen other kids, had to stay at a neighbor's home about one mile from our house. The blizzard did not let up, and we ended up staying with them for a whole week. (Can you imagine having all those kids staying with you unexpectedly?) Nothing moved. Meanwhile, at my folk's house, the same thing happened. Another school bus got stuck near my folk's house. When he saw what happened, my dad hitched up his faithful team, Prince and Queen, to the wagon and brought the sixteen kids who were stranded on the other bus back to the house. The kids spent several nights there. The storm completely shut down the entire area. 

I really can't remember much about my stay with the other family, except that it was very crowded. One memory does remain, however. They didn't have plumbing or an outhouse either.  That meant a communal slop jar was used – to everyone's unpleasant dismay (no bathrooms, remember).

The main worry for my folks was whether there would be enough food for everyone. Fortunately, there was, but not by much. When the storm abated after a few days, dad hitched a team of horses to a wagon and cut across fields to bring us home.

Of course, in those days, the houses were not very well insulated – just what the wood from the outside walls provided – which was not much. Nor did we have storm windows. For warmth, we huddled around the wood stove, which threw off an amazing amount of heat. In fact, when we had it fully loaded, the whole stove glowed red. Of course, the stove had to be kept fed, which meant a lot of firewood chopping. We joked that the firewood provided two heats – one from the fire and one from all the sawing, chopping and splitting.

Living on a farm meant there was always a lot of work to be done. And I would spend a lot of time doing it. There was little time for fun and games – but we managed.

In those days working the farm was a lot different than farming today. For one thing, we didn't have tractors – at least not until I was eight. We used horses to pull the plows and other farm implements. Much of the very labor-intensive work, like harvesting, would be done communally, with several neighbors getting together to do one person's farm. When that one was done, they would move on to the next. We relied a lot more on our neighbors back then . . .  We had too. It certainly helped promote a much stronger sense of community than one normally finds today. The amount of labor required to run a farm was probably also responsible for there being more large families in those days as well.  You couldn’t afford to hire labor, so you grew your own.

My morning routine consisted of first going into the pasture with my trusted dog, Tippy, who was great working with animals. Usually we had to bring in a herd of about ten-twelve milk cows plus the workhorses if they were scheduled to be used that day. I also helped milk the cows and crank the cream separator. Because there was no electricity, everything was done manually.

We kept pigs, horses, cows, and chickens in addition to farming. The chickens, pigs and some of the cattle were used to feed us. We also produced some milk for sale. The whole milk was packaged in five-gallon cans. A commercial truck came by each morning to pick up the full cans and left us some clean empties. The milk money provided needed supplementary income since wheat crops were never guaranteed and the price for wheat was never very good during the '30s. Meanwhile, the skim milk that came from what we ran through the separator was fed to the pigs and chickens. My mother used the cream coming from the separator in her cooking and to churn into butter, once it became sour.

Preserving meat was a problem, since we had no refrigeration. One method was to smoke it. Several farmhouses, including ours, had a small, tightly enclosed building used for smoking meat. Another method was to coat the meat in a heavy layer of salt. Since both methods adversely affected the meat's taste, they were used sparingly, or when preferable methods were not available. Such an alternative was neighborhood sharing. In our neighborhood, there were about half a dozen farmers who took turns butchering (we butchered our own meat, which is why I've always had my steaks cooked well-done). Each farmer shared in taking home different parts of the animal. In this way, the quantities taken weren't large enough for the meat to spoil before being cooked and eaten. Of course, households were fairly large in those days, with lots of mouths to feed. Food seldom lasted long enough to spoil.

We were pretty self-sufficient on the farm. In addition to raising our own livestock, mom had her chickens, which furnished us with meat and eggs, and she also maintained a vegetable garden. About the only things we purchased from the local grocery store were flour, salt, sugar, canned goods, and miscellaneous items such as yeast for making bread, and oatmeal for breakfast, etc.

Wheat was our main crop, and because of Kansas' semi-arid climate and soil conditions, it probably always will be. It consistently produces better than any other agricultural plant. As a secondary crop, we grew milo and corn as cash grain crops, but because Dad and many other farmers dabbled in fattening cattle, we also grew sorghum and alfalfa to supply winter feed for the cattle and horses when the pasture grass was dormant.
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Entertainment
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F

or entertainment, we often went into town. There was a movie theater we went to. Of course, when I was little, we didn't have "talkies" – the movies were silent. Instead, there would be a piano player in the theater who would play along with the movie. The movies cost a dime. One movie in particular I remember was a silent movie about WW1. (Of course, back then we did not call it “World War I,” It was either “The War” or “The War to End all Wars.”  We never imagined we would be doing the same thing a few decades later.) What really got my attention were scenes showing WW I planes doing aerial dogfights – plane-to-plane-combat. It was this movie that first got me interested in flying. It just looked like a lot of fun! Maybe it was the idea of being in all the open space, coming from a small three-room house shared by seven people!

My father liked going to area rodeos, when he would allow himself the time for relaxing. I remember going to one and watching the clowns riding on top of barrels. They would turn these big 55-gallon barrels on their side, then climb on top and start walking and moving the barrel along as they walked on top.

Well, I thought that was pretty neat. So, I went home and decided to try it with my good friend Webb. I did pretty well, too . . .  until I came to a downhill slope. 

We also tried other stunts. On one, I was on my horse Baldy and Webb was in a cart I pulled along with a lariat rope. Baldy somehow got tangled up in the rope. He got spooked and reared up, snapping the rope that had been wrapped around the saddle horn. As a result, the rope hit my little finger, breaking it. I was thrown from Baldy and Webb got tossed from the wagon. Baldy raced home, still pulling the wagon. When my mom saw Baldy return, she knew something was wrong and we were stranded. She came and found us. My little finger is still crooked. Thus, my rodeo clown career ended at the tender age of ten.

We got our first radio around 1930. You may be surprised to learn it was a very big deal back then. Since we didn't have electricity in the house, our radio ran on batteries. The family gathered around the radio in the evening and listened – much like families later gathered around the television. 

As a teenager for fun we often went into town to "drag" main – which meant simply driving up and down Main Street, waving at everyone we passed. When we got too bored, we simply went to the next town. (I understand this tradition is still common in a lot of small towns in Kansas and elsewhere).

Another vivid memory from my childhood was the rabbit drives. Rabbits were an enemy to the farmers because they ate the crops – affecting the livelihood of virtually everyone in the area. And the rabbits, being rabbits, got awfully thick, destroying crops in the process.

To combat this threat, from time to time we had rabbit drives. These were so important, they let out high school so the boys could help. We didn't use guns for these drives. We used clubs. We would take a square mile section (640 acres). In the middle, they erected a snow fence pen, with just one opening. When they let out school, they dropped us off on the perimeter of the field, stationed about 100 yards apart, all around the square. They picked a time, say 1 pm, (like a shotgun start at a golf tournament), then we started walking. Everyone started heading towards the center, pounding the ground with our clubs. The rabbits got frightened and moved towards the pen. We literally drove thousands of rabbits into the pen. A commercial outfit came and bought the rabbits and sold their hides on the market. The rabbit meat was canned as pet food. 
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We also hunted rabbits with our .22 rifles. This was as much a chore as sport since the rabbits were such a nuisance.

Another thing we did for entertainment was swimming. There were two swimming pools in the area – one in Protection and one in neighboring Coldwater. During the summer, we went whenever we had the free time.

There was one other swimming spot in the area, although not a pool.  I remember us taking a trip to Wilmore, which was also located in Comanche County, northeast of Protection and Coldwater. Some fellow had built a pond. On the pond he constructed a huge slide. His pond and slide became the main recreational spot for the area. 

On this particular day, we went there to listen to a speech being given by a man running for Governor. His name was Dr. Brinkley.  Well, my parents were going there to listen, I was going there to have fun on the slide.

Dr. Brinkley had a theory he was peddling, both commercially and politically. It involved using goat glands as a treatment for cancer. Most of us – even the farmers—knew he was a quack. But we enjoyed listening to him, as he was a gifted and entertaining speaker. Dr. Brinkley put on a radio show out of Del Rio, Texas that was aimed for the Kansas market. For the show, he hired a western style band that played good music. Then he did some political talking. And people listened. 

The pond, or small lake, or however you would describe it, had become quite a recreational center. The huge slide ran from up on a hill down to the pond. He installed a pump that brought water to the top of the slide, where it would then make its way down the slide to the pond. The slide had a steel bottom to it. To ride, you used a surf-type board you could rent from him – or make your own. A lot of folks made their own. The boards looked like Toboggans. Two or three people could ride in a toboggan at once. And it was a long slide, on a steep hill. As a result, you picked up a lot of speed going down. 

I can remember riding down the slide with dad and thinking it was a terrific thrill. The slide flared out at the bottom and you just kind of shot out of it. You could go sailing a long way across the lake—clear across the pond in fact, because of the great speed you built up going down that ramp.

So, if you thought all these water amusement parks were a new invention, now you know we had one out in the middle of Western Kansas back in the 1920's! It might [image: image]

not have been as fancy as today's parks – but I bet it was just as much fun.

I can also remember going to a filling station in Protection where the guy made his own toboggan. People liked his so much, he went into business making them for other people. He sold a lot.

I don't remember what happened to that place. I don't think Dad went back – he was so busy. And of course, if he didn't go, we couldn't go.

Back to Brinkley. There was a big crowd there that day listening to Dr. Brinkley. I wasn't much interested in hearing him speak, gifted though he may be. I was much more interested in playing
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