
  

  



  Author’s Note


  Each of the stories presented herein originated with the memories of the men who lived them. Some might think that memories of events that took place fifty or more years in the past may be flawed—details lost, jumbled, or confused. For that very reason the memories of the men given herein were verified in terms of events, place, time, and context. These men remembered their training, units, friends, missions, and combat—often confined to what was going on fifty or a hundred yards to either side, or aboard ship, or in the formations and fighting of their squadrons in the air. What they did not and could not know or understand at the time was the “big picture.” In order to ensure accuracy of the stories presented in these pages, I researched historical records, including official unit histories, action reports, battle plans, their execution and results, corresponding weather, geography, maps, location details, enemy reports, weapons, uniforms, rations, individual issued equipment, weapons, vehicles, boats, ships, and aircraft. Untold hours of research verified each man’s story. It was/is astonishing to discover that their memories, so starkly imprinted during horrendous events and locked away in the closets of their minds unrevealed to anyone including family members, proved accurate right down to the smallest details. If that proved not the case, an individual’s story could not be included herein.


  The work necessary to confirm and authenticate the chapters contained in this work was both exhaustive and, for me, exhausting. There is not room here to list every source of information reviewed during the verification of stories presented herein; such a list would take up pages and pages. Having said that, I must at least present, with thanks and gratitude, a small sample of resources available, or made available, to me as follows: the National Archives; U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command; the American Merchant Marine Museum records; U.S. Army Center of Military History; U.S. Army Vessel Lists; history of the Mississippi Air National Guard including that of the 153rd Reconnaissance Squadron; Task Force 38 and Pacific Typhoon of December 18, 1944, Department of the Navy; The Army Air Forces in World War II, edited by W. E. Craven and J. L. Cate; the history of Ninety-fourth Bomb Group, Fourth Air Wing; Eighth Air Force; unit history, 87th Armored Field Artillery Battalion; records of Operation Overlord, D-Day, June 6, 1944; Records of Operation Neptune, D-Day, June 6, 1944; history of the Twenty-fourth and Twenty-fifth Combat Regimental Teams, Fourth Marine Division; unit history of VMF 323 Death Rattlers Squadron; NavSource.com; Ron Swanson, historian of LCT Flotillas WWII Veterans Group; records of Operation Iceberg (the Battle of Okinawa); and the National Association of USS LCS (L) Veterans Group.


  These and the vast amount of additional sources of historical information served to verify and confirm the remarkable memories of the men whose stories of combat, personal hardship, fear, courage, and duty fulfilled are presented in these pages.


  T. E. Simmons


  



  CHAPTER 1


  BRUCE CREEKMUR


  NO BREAKFAST FOR THE CHIEF


  IT WAS SUPPOSED TO be a lazy Sunday for Chief Creekmur. He was off duty, his time his own. He slept late (7:30), dressed for shore leave, and headed for the chief’s mess. The passageway smelled of coffee, ham, frying bacon. As he neared the source of those inviting aromas he heard an odd, muffled whomp! Once. Twice. He entered the chief’s mess and was a few steps from the serving line when the klaxon sounded.


  AARRRRROOGAA!


  “Damn! Why do they have to pull a drill on Sunday?”


  The country’s chief concern during the 1930s was the great economic depression. Young men across the nation were desperate for jobs. Many, including Bruce Creekmur, tried to enlist in the navy. There one was promised clothing, housing, food, and a real paycheck—thirty-six dollars a month. Few men, however, were accepted. Those who were found the duty to be routine, often boring. Promotions came so slowly that many junior officers and noncoms were gray-beards. Thus in 1931 eighteen-year-old Bruce Creekmur felt lucky when the navy accepted him.


  Ten long years later, in early 1941, he was awarded the rate of chief electricians mate. Chief Creekmur—Bruce liked the sound of that as well as the raise in pay and the privileges that went along with his new rating.


  With the promotion came orders to report to USS Camden, a World War I German war prize permanently moored at the Brooklyn Navy Yard to house personnel awaiting the arrival of their various ships to which they had been newly assigned. I was twenty-nine at the time, but when I arrived aboard Camden I found the oldest bunch of non-commissioned officers I had ever seen. The navy had just recalled them to active duty. These old sea dogs showed up wearing World War I peaked caps and slept in nightshirts. Most of them were not the least amused at being called up. For the first time I realized neutral America was nervous about the war in Europe.


  My ship, USS Pelias, arrived in New York on time. She was formerly the old Moore-McCormack passenger vessel SS York, but the ship had recently been converted into a submarine tender with repair shops and storage areas for tons of food, spare parts, torpedoes, ammunition, and fuel—everything needed to repair, refurbish, and supply submarines. I was proud to be given charge of her new electrical repair shop. Pelias sailed out of New York Harbor, down the East Coast and into the Caribbean, through the Panama Canal and into the Pacific to arrive at a naval station most Americans had never heard of: Pearl Harbor. When we arrived in late November 1941 nothing much was going on. It looked like an easy duty station to me.


  AARRRRROOGAA! AARRRRROOGAA! Bruce was within a few feet of his ham and eggs when the ear-shattering alarm sounded for general quarters.


  None of the chiefs were very excited. Those who were eating figured it was just another training exercise, plenty of time for one last sip of coffee or a last bite of biscuit as they slowly rose from their seats.


  Then an incredible announcement blared out from the ship’s public address system: “Battle stations! Battle stations! Man your battle stations! We are under attack. This is no drill. I say again, this is no drill.”


  For a moment every man in the chief’s mess was frozen in place, a stunned expression on his face. Suddenly dishes and cups clattered over tabletops and trays of food were dropped to the deck as we all rushed to the doors at once.


  Pelias’s skipper, Comdr. William Wakefield, ran a tight ship, even in peacetime. Every man aboard knew his ship and his duty. I checked my shop first. Most of the repairmen were standing by. Then I ran up to the main deck to check my topside fire-and-damage-control team. They got to the assigned station about the same time as I arrived. Explosions echoed across the harbor, and we could see smoke rising in the sky.


  “Christ!” someone yelled, and every man on deck ducked simultaneously. I can close my eyes and still see the flash of wings, red-ball insignias, long black torpedoes, roaring engines, flashing propellers crossing over our heads. The flight of planes seemed so low we could reach up and touch them.


  They were making a run straight for Battleship Row across the harbor from us. We watched the planes release their ordnance and zoom skyward. Seconds later Oklahoma and Nevada were both hit. Fountains of water and flame shot up the sides of their hulls.


  It was a Sunday morning in a home port. Many ships’ officers were ashore. Sailors on their own initiative broke open locked magazines and struggled to get ammunition to the antiaircraft guns. Feeble at first, defensive gunfire grew in volume. An attacking enemy plane turned out over the harbor trailing heavy black smoke.


  “My God!” someone nearby said. I looked up to see the battleship Arizona completely enveloped in a huge fireball. Seconds later we felt the shock wave of the explosion.


  It had only been a few minutes since the alarm had sounded aboard Pelias, and already clouds of smoke had erupted all across the harbor—great black clouds punctured by flashes of exploding bombs, torpedoes, and ships’ ammunition. Thousands of barrels of heavy bunker fuel oozed thickly across the water from ruptured tanks, then ignited. The oily flames surrounded ships and torched docks, blocking any hope of escape from the conflagration or rescue. Fires raged ashore as well. Ford Island’s main water lines ran directly beneath the Arizona’s berth. When she settled to the bottom heavily, she severed the island’s primary source of water. Firefighters stood helplessly watching hangars, aircraft, fuel tanks, buildings, everything burn out of control.


  Pelias was a front-row seat from which her men and officers watched the entire attack. For a few seconds, maybe minutes, I felt completely isolated. Everything was happening across the harbor. It was as if we were in a surrealistic dream colored by chaos. I remember having no feelings of fear or anger, in fact, no feelings at all. I stood there . . . numb.


  This kind of shock descends on the safe and uninjured when they witness terrible destruction “just over there.” The men on Pelias were close enough to see the flames, hear the thunder, the terrible rending screech of steel, yet too far away to see the dying or hear their screams. Time was compressed, expanded, or frozen in the minds of those who watched.


  Breaking the spell was another flight of Japanese planes roaring low over Pelias, so low that those on deck ducked once again. The sky was full of enemy aircraft. When those planes were free of their bombs and torpedoes, they joined the fighters in strafing targets of opportunity. There was already blood on their feathers—now from all quadrants they screamed down to peck and claw for more.


  I do not remember how long it took for Pelias’s gun crews to break out their ammunition and open fire with the only defensive weapons the ship had: two obsolete single-shot 3-inch guns. The ship was directly under the flight path of Japanese planes attacking Battleship Row, although the vessel was not designated a target. Our old gunnery officer (he had been a young sailor aboard the Great White Fleet during its world cruise in 1905) was as tough as sun-cured rawhide. He knew his stuff and had seen to it that his gun crews knew theirs. “Forget the harbor. Turn the guns to shore and catch ’em coming in over us.”


  Out of the 432 attacking Japanese planes, 29 were shot down. Pelias was credited with one of them. “Flew down the —ing gun barrel!” the old salt later said in explanation.


  In the middle of the attack, one skipper got his sub under way and came alongside Pelias. I can’t remember the sub’s name, but Commander Wakefield was on the bridge at the railing. The sub’s skipper yelled up, “Sir, I need fuel, torpedoes, ammunition, food, and spare parts. We plan to go after those bastards.” Commander Wakefield then yelled to us, “You heard the man. Let’s get to work!” We did.


  Shortly after 9 A.M., less than an hour after they had arrived, the enemy planes departed. Left in their wake was more wreckage, horror, and death than any other single attack in the history of naval warfare. The roar of planes dissipated into silence, but great, foul clouds of putrid smoke, roiled by the fury of fires beyond control, spoiled the bright, empty, blue sky.


  Confusion ruled at every level. Trained fire and rescue teams, hopelessly overwhelmed, were joined by spontaneously organized groups of volunteers—sailors, soldiers, cooks, clerks, civilians. Damage control teams fought to save their ships. Military and civilian hospitals overflowed with the injured. Temporary morgues were set up. Unit commanders aboard ship and onshore were trying desperately to reach their duty stations, find their men, and determine the extent of casualties and damage.


  In the midst of the chaos, the paramount concern pressing heavily on the command staff was Will there be another attack? Or, God forbid, an invasion? There was little left in Hawaii to prevent either.


  By early afternoon the initial damage reports reached Washington over the navy’s new rapid communication system. The magnitude of the situation became shockingly clear to the War Department and the president. Following the attack at Pearl Harbor, the Japanese navy was undisputedly the mightiest in the world. Of most concern was the status of American naval forces in the Pacific. At the time, all that stood between Japan and America were a few subs, wooden PT boats, a handful of old destroyers, a cruiser or two, and hopefully still afloat somewhere at sea, three aircraft carriers.


  Darkness provided no relief from the scenes of destruction. Pearl Harbor was illuminated by flames.


  We were all afraid the Japs would return after dark and try to finish the job by firelight. We had nothing but a few antiaircraft guns. Sometime well after dark, I was standing on deck when I heard the distinctive sound of approaching aircraft. A few seconds later searchlights from all quarters of the harbor blazed on, lacing the sky with blinding shafts of light. I looked up to see a formation of planes caught, ghostlike, in the stark white beams. Then all hell broke loose. Every serviceable antiaircraft gun in the harbor opened up. The planes, illuminated in a sky filled with tracers, frantically scattered in every direction, weaving, diving, climbing, all desperate to escape. No bombs dropped—nothing. The guns suddenly stopped, and the searchlights were shut off. We didn’t know exactly what had happened, only that something had gone badly wrong.


  Fortunately, when the Japanese attack occurred, the U.S. carrier group was at sea on a training exercise. Immediately upon receiving word of the raid, the carriers steamed for Pearl Harbor at flank speed. When barely within range, Enterprise launched her planes for Pearl under orders to maintain radio silence. They were sent as the only air defense available to Hawaii following the attack. Aircraft from the other carriers could not be spared, because they were the only protection the carriers had. And at that moment, the carriers were the only major operational U.S. naval task force in the Pacific.


  The reception given the arriving navy planes by the frightened sailors below scared the hell out of the unsuspecting pilots above. Worse, the planes had no choice but to doggedly continue inbound for landing. Launched at maximum range, they were all but out of fuel. Shot at, shot up, furious that some of their fellow pilots were casualties of friendly fire, the surviving pilots landed their planes on dark and damaged runways strewn with debris. (Rumor has it that later that night the officers’ club was raided of a fair sum of “medicinal alcohol” by a very annoyed group of naval aviators, some sporting bandages, who had sweated themselves into a state of dehydration sometime between leaving Enterprise and entering the bar.)


  The friendly fire fiasco had been caused by the second major communications foul-up in less than twenty-four hours. (The first had happened that morning. For reasons never satisfactorily explained, Army Gen. George C. Marshall insisted on sending a coded general warning to Pearl Harbor from Washington by Western Union telegram rather than use the navy’s rapid communication system, which was made available to him. As a result, the message that could have arrived in time to warn Pearl Harbor before the attack was not received and decoded until hours after the attack.) Word of the incoming friendly planes, their course, and estimated time of arrival failed to reach the antiaircraft gunners in time to prevent their firing on the American aircraft.


  The next morning, December 8, Pelias was called upon for a rescue mission. The captain called me to the bridge and told me to take a team with flame-cutting tools to the Oklahoma. She had “turned turtle,” rolled on her back during the attack. Many claimed to hear banging coming from inside her, near the stern.


  When we reached her, we climbed onto the exposed bottom. I tapped a hammer a few times and immediately had a response: Someone was alive down there. I tapped a few more times, using the answering taps to determine as best we could their position. First, we cut a small hole with the torch then stuck a hose through and started pumping in fresh air. If we had just started cutting a large hole, the torch might have burned up all the remaining oxygen or started a fire that would have suffocated whoever was down there before we could free them. (That reportedly happened during a similar rescue attempt where such precautions were not taken.)


  The men aboard ship had already been down there for more than twenty-four hours and probably didn’t have much oxygen left. It took a while to burn a hole through the thick bottom plates and framing below. We finally cut our way through into the aft steering engine room.


  I peered into the dark hole and saw a couple of anxious faces looking back. A moment later there was a whole chorus of voices shouting up at us. We hauled eight men out of that hole. How they survived the overturning of the ship and found their way to a compartment with trapped air, I don’t know. They were too happy at being alive and out of there to talk about it, but it must have been hell.


  The same thought occurred to all of us—God help any men trapped in air pockets deep inside a ship. Hard-helmet divers were already surveying the damaged ships, but it was unlikely they could get to anyone trapped inside one of them.


  On the third day, December 9, the captain asked me to take a salvage team aboard the battleship Arizona. We were to conduct a survey of any recoverable electrical components we could find: controls, switches, cable, communication gear, motors, light fixtures, electrical cabinets, junction boxes, anything that might still be of use. Repair of the least damaged ships, the ones that could be returned to service quickest, had already begun, but parts, especially electrical parts, were in short supply.


  [image: Three days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the wreck of the Arizona was cool enough to allow men like Bruce Creekmur to begin salvage operations. U.S. NAVAL HISTORICAL CENTER]


  We had to wait until the third day because it took that long for Arizona’s hull and superstructure to cool down and allow anyone to board her. We didn’t know it at the time, but my team would be the first to set foot on her since the fiery explosions that put her on the bottom. We crossed the harbor in a motor lifeboat. The water was foul with oil, charred debris, and bloated bodies. I tried not to look as we passed boat crews pulling bodies and pieces of bodies from the harbor. I thought our job was going to be easier than theirs. I was wrong.


  Arizona was sitting on the bottom with most of her main deck and superstructure still above water. All we had to do to board that once mighty ship was to come alongside and step from our little boat directly onto her deck. Her plates were twisted and buckled, her teak decks burned to charcoal. Every inch of steel superstructure from the deck to the top of the mast was corroded from fire. And she was still radiating heat; all the metal structure was warm to the touch.


  The forward half of the ship was twisted and buckled where she had taken direct bomb hits on her superstructure and forward gun turrets. There just wasn’t much left up there.


  A few yards toward the stern we came upon the first of many anti-aircraft gun tubs. Arizona had tried to defend herself. The crews had gotten to the guns, loaded them, returned fire. We knew that because they were still at their posts. A pair of charred earphones remained fitted to the blackened skull of the first gunner I saw. I wondered if the man’s ears might still be in them. If so, they would be the only flesh left. From the earphones down, there was nothing but charred bones all the way to what had been a pair of shoes. As horrible as that was, other remains were worse. We came upon some that still had chunks of charred flesh and muscle hanging raggedly from bones. The worst were the bodies that still had facial skin, black, sometimes with streaks of pink, drawn into grotesquely twisted, eyeless expressions, the nose and ears burned away, the lips melted to expose teeth in a grim grin. The smell was terrible, unforgettable. Burned ship, burned oil, burned flesh. You never forget that odor.


  I climbed up the tall observation tower to the observation and control center. It was leaning about thirty degrees and was awkward to climb. High up in the cab I found two bodies, the only ones we found not completely burned. They were more cooked than charred; their uniforms hadn’t been burned away. A pair of binoculars was lying near one of them. They must have seen it all. Seen the dive bombers and torpedo planes coming at them, felt the concussion of the explosions, maybe lived long enough to see the flames come up all around them. I hope not. If the explosions didn’t kill them or knock them unconscious, they died terribly hard.


  We didn’t disturb the dead. God pity those who later had to collect them. We just did our job, listing anything that might be usable. There wasn’t much.


  On my way down the deck back to our boat, I noticed a blown skylight above the ship’s galley and looked in. It wasn’t completely flooded. Sitting on counters and tables were rows of blackened turkeys. They were to have been Sunday dinner for Arizona’s crew.


  I’ve never been able to forget what we saw that day. It’s still so vivid in my memory that I have to turn away from charred meat. I can’t do a backyard barbecue, can’t look at steaks or roast beef that are charred on the outside. I just can’t. I don’t dream about it much anymore . . . but sometimes . . .


  About the only items salvaged from Arizona were the big guns from her aft turrets. Her superstructure was cut away for scrap, and her massive hull left sitting on the bottom with a few ragged steel plates breaching the surface to mark her grave. Someone raised a mast with an American flag on her, and warships returning to Pearl initiated the custom of saluting her and her crew, the twelve hundred or so of them that remain aboard her to this day. There, down below, far from the battle’s flame, they are cooled by clear tropical water only slightly soiled by threads of oil that, after more than half a century, still seep slowly up to mark the shimmering surface with rainbow-colored tears.


  ✯ ✯ ✯


  BRUCE CREEKMUR came home in 1945, a lieutenant commander, and married his long-time sweetheart, Edith.


  

  CHAPTER 2


  EDWARD HAWKINS ANDERSON


  A BIZARRE TALE OF APRIL FOOLS


  A WEEK INTO THE FIRST patrol, a lookout spotted two aircraft, the first they had seen. One of the boat’s jobs was to rescue downed pilots. Maybe one of the approaching planes was in trouble and planned to ditch beside the boat. The crew watched curiously as the aircraft made a slow, graceful, descending turn astern and lined up behind L-430. Suddenly the water on either side of the vessel erupted into small geysers of water, and her deck crackled and sparked as the aircraft opened fire. When the planes flashed by overhead, the nineteen-year-old lieutenant looked up in time to glimpse red-meatball insignias on the gray underside of their wings. Then they were gone, disdaining to make a second run on so unworthy a target. Or maybe they were low on fuel. The Japanese fighters disappeared over the horizon toward some Pacific island home.


  Spring is a season when young men’s thoughts turn to adventure. So it was on April Fools’ Day 1942 (three months after Pearl Harbor). At five that morning, Edward Hawkins Anderson, freshman engineering student at Mississippi State College, and three classmates took off from the campus bound for New Orleans in Ed’s 1930 Ford roadster.


  After driving nearly eight hours on mostly gravel highways, the dusty foursome found themselves cruising Canal Street and primed for a good time. A few blocks shy of Bourbon Street, Ed’s roommate, Sumrall, called attention to a large poster of Uncle Sam in front of a recruiting center.


  “STOP!” Sumrall insisted. “Lets go in and tell ’em we’re signing up.”


  “Are you crazy? We have a college deferment.”


  “Yeah, dummy. We’re in ROTC. We’ll be on active duty soon enough.”


  “Remember what day this is?” Sumrall insisted. “Come on. I’ll yell ‘April Fools,’ and we’ll run like hell. Park this thing, Ed. Anybody doesn’t follow me in is a chicken. Just don’t trip on the way out.”


  They walked in as a group, ready for the cue to run, but each man quickly found himself sitting in a booth separated from the others with a no-nonsense recruiting sergeant for company. Twenty minutes later the good-time boys had a discussion on the street.


  “Sumrall, you dumb bastard, why the hell didn’t you yell ‘April Fools’?”


  “When we all got separated by those guys,” he explained, “I couldn’t figure out when to say it.”


  “Well the damn joke’s on us, you dimwit. We couldn’t just get up and run out like a bunch of cowards. We’re all in the army.”


  “Not me,” Sumrall replied.


  They looked as though they might kill him, then he grinned and said, “I’m in the marines.”


  Following the recruiters’ instructions, Sumrall went in one direction while I drove the three of us army recruits to Jackson Barracks, where we filled out a stack of papers, passed physical examinations, and reported to a distinctly humorless sergeant. He told us it was too late in the day to draw uniforms from supply and assigned each of us to a bunk. I told him I left my car out front and asked where I was supposed to park it.


  “You won’t be needing it,” he said. “Better get rid of it while you have a chance.”


  I hadn’t been in the army two hours, and I hated it already. Doggedly I drove my roadster back to Canal Street. It was old, the ragtop leaked, and the paint job wasn’t too good (I had painted it with a brush), but I sure hated to part with it. I sold it for twenty-five dollars and caught a bus back to the barracks and felt pretty low.


  The next morning, several names were called out at breakfast, mine among them. This small group reported to some captain who said he had reviewed our enlistment papers and knew that each of us had had some college ROTC. Then he asked if any of us would like a commission.


  Someone inquired about the difference in pay. He said, “Thirty dollars a month as a private, or $125 a month as a second lieutenant.” I think all but one of the group went for it. He might have been smarter than the rest of us.


  The captain told those of us who had accepted the offer to follow him down the hall. He led us into the office of a brigadier general who swore us in as second lieutenants right then and there.


  After the brief ceremony, the captain asked, “All right, how many of you lieutenants have had some experience with boats?”


  Like a fool, I raised my hand. He asked me a few questions, and I told him that I had occasionally run my dad’s thirty-foot cabin cruiser to Ship Island and back. The captain wrote down the information and instructed all of us to report back to the medical clinic.


  I guess they hadn’t looked too closely at our teeth the first time around, because they sat me down and gave me eleven fillings. I squeezed the arms of that chair so hard my handprints are still there. Immediately afterward I was sent to a line of inductees where I received thirteen immunization shots.


  From the clinic, we all reported to the finance office where we were each given a $120 clothing allowance and a list of articles to buy from the downtown stores. (Officers weren’t issued uniforms from army supply; they had to buy their own.)


  It was nearly four in the afternoon before we started downtown to make our purchases. We got as far as Mack’s Bar on Canal Street, where a sign in the window proclaimed: Oysters on the half shell—40¢ a dozen, Beer—5¢ a glass. None of us had eaten a thing since breakfast. Someone made up a contest—the fellow who ate and drank the least paid the bill for all. By the time we staggered out the front door of Mack’s, most of the uniform shops were closed. I managed to buy an overseas cap and an army shirt from a combination army-navy store and pawn shop. No sweat. As a group, we figured we would get our uniforms the next morning.


  We were a happy bunch until we returned to base to find a very unhappy sergeant. He snapped at us like a bulldog, “You were supposed to report back here at 1730 hours.” Someone mumbled, “What the hell time is that?” The sergeant ignored the question. “Here are your assignments, gentlemen,” and handed a mimeographed sheet to each man.


  At the top of the list I saw my name: Anderson, E. W., 2nd Lt. Alongside it was the notation: “is hereby ordered to proceed immediately to Poland Street Wharf, New Orleans, Louisiana, and report to vessel LT-430.”


  I said something like, “Damn, Sarge, what’s going on?” He said he didn’t know, but that I better get a move on. (You might think I’m making all this up, but I promise it’s all just the way it happened!)


  I tried to call my parents, but no one was home. Then the sergeant saw me in the phone booth and told me to get going. I packed what little I had into an overnight bag: a shaving kit, two changes of underwear, socks, two shirts, an extra pair of pants—the clothes I had brought from Mississippi State for what was supposed to be a “fun” weekend—and the regulation army overseas cap and khaki shirt I had purchased earlier. I had a military identification card but no dog tag and no insignia of rank. The little amount of money I’d brought with me from State, the twenty-five dollars I’d gotten for my car, and the uniform money the army had given me was in my pocket. That was all I had.


  While other recruits were heading for bus and train stations en route to training camps, I was left wondering where I was going. Things were moving faster than I could comprehend. I was a nineteen-year-old kid suddenly caught up in a situation I couldn’t have imagined. Feeling about as alone and scared as I ever had, I went out on the street to flag a taxi.


  By the time I reached the Poland Street Wharf it was dark. Wearing civilian clothes and clutching my small canvas bag with Mississippi State College printed across it, I walked out onto a deserted wharf. There wasn’t a ship or anything I could see, just old warehouses.


  An armed guard stepped out of the shadows and yelled, “Hey, buddy, this is a restricted area. What are you doing here?”


  I told him I was supposed to report to a ship and gave him my orders. He took out a flashlight and examined them then pointed down the dock to a white light twelve or so feet above the dock. “That light down there,” was all he said.


  The river was about twenty-two feet below the dock, and the light was at the top of a boat’s masthead. I looked down at a 125-foot U.S. Army seagoing tugboat, the LT-430. The only other person around was an older man sitting on the cabin top aft of the pilothouse. He was dressed in khaki pants but wore no shirt. He was barefooted and busy shining the shoes he probably wore regularly.


  I climbed down a ladder tied to the dock and said something like, “Hey, bub, who do you report to around here?”


  “To the captain,” he said with a heavy Norse accent.


  “Well, where can I find him?” I asked.


  “You’re talking to him,” he replied.


  The captain was Norwegian. I didn’t know it, but when Germany invaded Norway, most of Norway’s merchant ships at sea put in to Allied ports where their crews volunteered for Allied service. The captain of LT-430 was one of them. I told him my name and added “sir” to try and make up for calling him “bub.”


  He looked over my orders. “Anderson. That’s a good Nordic name. What do you know about navigation, Lieutenant?”


  I answered, “Nothing!”


  “How are you at math?” he asked.


  I told him that math was my best subject, that I was studying engineering at college.


  “Excellent,” he said and went into the wheelhouse. When he returned he handed me three small leatherbound books and a sextant and told me to study them. I had never seen a sextant.


  With hardly another word the captain showed me to one of the tiny officers staterooms below. I placed the books and the instrument on a small desk.


  He pointed to them. “You need to learn how to use the tables in those books and the sextant to find your position.” As he was leaving, he turned and said, “I almost forgot. Congratulations, Lieutenant. You are our new navigator.” I was stunned, but before I could say anything, he added, “You have the watch at 0800 in the morning,” and walked out of the cabin.


  Late that night I was reading up on navigating when the rest of the crew began to drift back aboard. Some looked like gangsters, some like kids. A few were even sober. One came in and introduced himself as Jack White and said that he was first mate and would be sharing my cabin. Talking to Jack, I discovered that the only army personnel aboard was a buck sergeant, who would be the radio operator, and me. The other twenty-two men of the crew, including the captain, were merchant seamen.


  So far the army wasn’t anything like what I thought it would be. I went to sleep with the hope that some bureaucratic mistake had been made and that it would all be straightened out in a day or two.


  I awoke the next morning, April 3, to the rumbling sound of two twelve-hundred-horsepower diesel engines. The boat was under way. After a 6 A.M. breakfast, the captain took everyone not on watch for a tour of the vessel, emphasizing machinery, equipment, and operating and emergency procedures.


  At the end of the tour he informed us that we were going down-river to be degaussed, explaining that was a process to demagnetize the steel hull with electric current to protect it from magnetic mines. With that happy thought, I went to the pilothouse to take up my “watch.” I wasn’t sure what having the watch meant other than standing in the wheelhouse out of everyone’s way.


  After we degaussed somewhere below New Orleans, the Department of Agriculture marched aboard and sprayed the boat and each crewman from stem to stern with enough DDT to kill an elephant. We then untied and proceeded farther downriver. I had never been on the river and stayed on deck to watch the land fade into marsh.


  Right after dark, the captain called me out on deck in private and asked, “How well have you memorized the books?” I told him the truth, that I had not had time to do more than glance through them. “Lieutenant,” he said, “as I explained when you came aboard, you are our navigator.” Then he told me to look back astern. In the moonlight I was startled to count a string of eight other tugs following us. The captain continued, “We are fortunate to have you in the crew. That’s why we are leading those other boats, Lieutenant. Not one of them even has a navigator.”


  He motioned me to followed him back into the wheelhouse where he pointed to the chart table. “I want you to set a course for Panama.”


  “Panama City, Florida?” I asked.


  “No, Lieutenant, Colón, Panama,” was his reply.


  PANAMA! I had no military training other than a little college ROTC. I had been made an officer and assigned duty as navigator on an army boat on its way to Panama. I had been in the army all of three days.


  The captain stood in the wheelhouse waiting. I had never set a course in my life. Never used a chart. At home I just followed buoys to get to Ship Island and back.


  I bent over the chart table, put a few charts together, took a long straight edge, and simply drew a line from the mouth of the Mississippi river across the charts to the one that had Panama on it. Then I figured out how to use parallel rulers and came up with a magnetic course. I didn’t know what magnetic variation and deviation were, didn’t know how to figure true course, or that you had to calculate drift from tide and current tables, or which end of a sextant to look through. I gave the captain my course, and he ordered the helmsman to follow it. I had never felt so lost, lonely, and inept.


  Soon, in the moonlight, we left the river and entered the Gulf of Mexico. That’s when the skipper announced to the crew, “We are under orders to maintain radio silence. German U-boats have been reported in the Gulf. I expect every man to stay alert.” With warnings of mines and U-boats, the captain had definitely gotten the crew’s attention, at least the young ones like me who had not gone to sea before.


  Fourteen hours later, April 4, I was on watch. In the dim gray before dawn I thought I saw something in the water. I looked through a pair of binoculars for the first time in my life and picked up a periscope cutting the water several hundred yards off the port bow. I yelled “Submarine!” as loud as I could.


  Wearing nothing but undershorts, the captain rushed into the wheelhouse and saw the sub surface a few hundred yards away. It signaled us by blinker light. He, the mate, and the army sergeant were the only ones aboard who knew Morse code. We complied with their signal to come alongside.


  Someone on the sub yelled, “Just where the hell are y’all going? We received orders to report your position if we saw you. You’re lucky we found you. You’re WAY OFF COURSE.”


  The captain acknowledged that he knew that but said he was conducting navigation training. No one had told him about a sub escort.


  An officer on the sub yelled, “We’ll see you in Panama—if you can find your way there!”


  After the sub submerged, the captain motioned me over to the chart table. He pointed out our position and told me to give him a new course to Colón. I drew a new course line and gave it to him.


  He looked at it. “Lieutenant, you and I are going to make a deal. I could do your job for you and get us to Panama in three days, but you are the navigator. The deal is that I’m going to give you the honor of navigating all nine of these tugs there if it takes you three months. Now go below and read your books, practice using that sextant, and start recording our daily positions. I’ll help you learn, but I won’t do it for you. By the way, we have only thirty days’ supply of fuel and food.”


  The next night while I was on watch, a brilliant white light appeared directly ahead. All ships were running blacked out. I hadn’t seen a light the whole way. I thought it must be the spotlight of a warship and woke up the captain. As we steamed toward the light, it began to separate into smaller lights. I was more than a little embarrassed as we got a few miles closer and could clearly see that the lights formed the words Havana Hotel. I don’t know why the sign was turned on—the rest of the coast was blacked out—but if it hadn’t appeared, I would have run the boat straight into Cuba.


  The captain didn’t say a word. He just shook his head and went back to bed.


  This young navigator was very proud when on April 9 LT-430 and the eight tugs following it steamed into the Panama Canal. I made it in six days. Miles up the canal when the string of tugs entered the first lock, we found our submarine, the crew of which gleefully expressed in very colorful language what they thought of “those damn army boats.”


  When LT-430 reached the Pacific end of the Panama Canal at Balboa, the crew was allowed ashore for the first time since leaving New Orleans. I found that I couldn’t walk straight. Twice I fell down.


  I had been seasick most of the way and was unable to stop rocking when I stepped on dry land. It took me about three hours to get my land legs back. We went to what old hands called the Club House. It had a large comfortable lounge area, a snack bar with a jukebox, hamburgers, ice cream, milkshakes, and a PX-type store. I bought two khaki shirts, two pairs of pants, and shoes, all they had that would fit me at the time, but they were out of second lieutenant insignia.


  At the cigarette counter, I ran into Jack Farmer, a friend from Gulfport High. It turned out that he was a merchant seaman homeward bound. I asked him to call my folks when he got home, explaining that they thought I was still at State College.


  Anderson’s story to this point seems either like a fantasy or the comical result of some bureaucratic foul-up. It was neither. His one-day promotion to lieutenant and immediate dispatch to war was neither accidental nor uncommon during the months following the attack on Pearl Harbor. The U.S. Navy was badly crippled from that attack. The army air corps and land-based naval air units in Hawaii and the Philippines had been virtually annihilated. The U.S., Philippine, and British armies in the Pacific were being wiped out or taken prisoner at Bataan, Corregidor, Luzon, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Wake Island. Much of China was occupied. Burma and New Guinea were under siege, and Australia was threatened. By April 1942 the effective Allied naval and land force presence in the Pacific essentially ceased to exist. The entire western Pacific had become a “Sea of Japan.”


  General MacArthur, ordered to escape the Philippines, barely made it aboard an eighty-five-foot PT boat, the only type of vessel then available in which to make the attempt. His job was to get to Australia and somehow build a new army for the Pacific campaign. In the meantime, a cruiser or two, a few destroyers, PT boats, submarines, unarmed utility craft, and three aircraft carriers were all that was available to face the entire Japanese onslaught.


  Without seriously preparing the country for war, the U.S. president and Congress had watched the evolution of war spread from China to the Pacific to Europe to Africa to the North Atlantic and to the Mediterranean. By January 1942 the United States found itself losing wars on two fronts. All of Western Europe had fallen, England was on her knees, a vast amount of Russia was in German hands, and almost the entire Pacific and much of the mainland of Asia was controlled by Japan. Confronted with the terrible and frightening possibility of a world dominated by the combined military dictatorships of the Axis powers, the United States was desperate.


  Ed Anderson’s story serves as an illustration of that desperation and of the American resolve to defend democracy by whatever means available.


  The next morning the crew of LT-430 was introduced to the huge rolling swells of the Pacific Ocean. I was already seasick when the captain called the crew together to open our sealed orders:


  
    LT-430 is to Proceed South West Pacific to Good Enough Bay, vicinity New Guinea. Its mission is to seek and salvage allied ships in distress, and search for and rescue shipwrecked seamen and downed allied pilots.

  


  I was proud but as surprised as the rest of the crew to discover that, without further aid from the captain, I had navigated this slow tug (speed nine knots) and the string of tugs with us over six thousand miles across the Pacific to New Guinea and up the coast to Good Enough Bay.


  After spending a week at anchor looking for someone to tell us what to do, we discovered that there was no army command group on shore to claim us. On his own, the captain drew fuel and supplies from the navy, registered our radio call sign and the area we would be searching with the local naval headquarters, and cast off on our first search-and-rescue patrol.


  There are countless islands around the mainland of New Guinea, especially in a sweeping arc running from north to east to southeast. There the islands of the Carolines, Marshalls, Territory of New Guinea, and the Solomons are scattered like steppingstones. Besides places with names like Guadalcanal, Bougainville, New Georgia, Rabaul, New Britain, and Kwajalein Atoll, there are thousands of nameless small islands, channels, and bays. The Japanese held most of the islands, the United States was preparing to invade many of them, and over and among them, the navies and air arms of both sides hunted each other.


  Over the months that followed—alone, unarmed, and boasting thin quarter-inch steel plates—tugboat LT-430 carried out her own hunt while maintaining radio silence. (We received messages—weather reports, SOS/mayday distress calls, special orders—but never once used our transmitter. To do so would risk giving our position away to the Japanese.) With unreliable charts, we threaded our way among the many small islands off New Guinea. At night we anchored in hidden bays and lagoons, any place that seemed deserted . . . so we didn’t come under fire. Daily we searched for distressed ships and boats that could be towed in for repair or for the crews of those that couldn’t.


  A week into our first patrol, two Japanese planes made the strafing attack recounted at the beginning of the chapter. Machine gun bullets walked up the vessel’s wake and the entire length of our deck. The crew took cover as best we could. Four seconds of terror later, and L-430 was once again alone.


  I got up from the deck and looked around. Somehow no one had been injured, but there were holes in the deck and cabin top. It suddenly dawned on me that I was in the middle of a real war!


  Many long patrols later, I had worn out the few military and civilian clothes I had brought aboard in my Mississippi State overnight bag. I had put away one new pair of khaki pants, shoes, a shirt, and my overseas cap to wear ashore. After a while all my other clothes just wore out. I finally had to fashion clothing out of pillow cases and mattress covers. I cut holes for my head and arms in the pillow cases and wore part of a mattress cover as a sort of sarong tied around my waist with a piece of rope. It looked a little weird, I guess, but it was that or go naked. I got a few laughs, but the civilian crew didn’t spend much time on military spit and polish anyway. I later got some dungarees and shirts from the navy. At the time, army uniforms were pretty scarce around Good Enough Bay.


  We continued our patrols, staying out several weeks at a time. One night, we were anchored off a small nameless island when, by accident or design, an incendiary device of some sort dropped directly on top of the wheelhouse. We heard a thud, and the whole boat lit up like a star. It may have been an aerial flare whose parachute failed; they were constantly dropped by both sides. We were sure we would be under attack the next second, but I guess if there were any Japs on shore, they didn’t know what was happening either.


  Whatever the damn thing was, it blinded anyone who looked directly at it. We couldn’t put it out. We used up all our fire extinguishers and tried buckets of seawater. That thing burned a hole through the wheelhouse roof, the deck, the deck down below, the bottom of the boat and lit up the sea below us before it burned out. We were lucky it didn’t get anything vital—like the fuel tanks. We had an eight-inch hole in our bottom, though. Even with the pumps going all out, we were up to our knees and more in water before we got the hole plugged with part of a mattress shored up with timber. It was the best we could do with what we had. With the pumps running full blast, we slowly made it back to Good Enough Bay.


  While we were under repair, the first supply ship we had seen steamed into the bay. They had ice cream! I can still remember how good it tasted. They also had orders for us from MacArthur to proceed to Australia. Someone knew we were out there after all.


  Our new mission was to put coast watchers onto certain islands to observe and report Japanese air and naval movements; we took them off or resupplied them as the situation warranted. The watchers had to move a lot, because after they broadcast a few times, the Japs could pinpoint their signal. When it got hot for them, they had to be picked up. In a lot of movies, you always see subs doing that job, never army tugs. I guess our tugs weren’t macho enough for Hollywood. Sometimes we carried an Australian or two who were familiar with a certain island, but mostly we transported U.S. Navy teams. I gained great respect for those unsung heroes we put off on enemy-held islands.


  The job for us was to get them as close to the beach as possible. We put them ashore and picked them up only late at night. Sometimes we had to search most of the night to find a passage through the reefs that surrounded many of the islands. Our charts weren’t too accurate on things like that. We didn’t just drop off these men; we had to launch the teams in shallow water so as to keep their bulky radio gear dry.


  Sometimes we backed the tugs in, letting our big screws dig a channel in the sandy bottom so the team didn’t have so far to go in the water. They were very vulnerable until they got across the beach into the bush. If they got caught in the water, well, they didn’t have much of a chance. I think they were more afraid of being captured than of getting killed.


  Working against us was the noise of our boats and our limited speed. If the hull was clean, the vessel was capable of a “blistering” nine knots. Many times the mission didn’t go quite as planned.


  On one occasion we were ordered to an island that had a small mountain, which was perfect for coast watchers. Naval intelligence had reported the island was deserted. There was a little moonlight when we arrived; we didn’t like moonlight. Based on the naval information we had been given, we decided to ease in to a quiet stretch of beach. The coast watchers were gathering their gear on the stern when all hell broke lose.


  The Japs walked light mortar fire right up to us while rifle fire opened up from the tree line behind the beach. The tug took a couple of mortar hits and sank quickly in the shallows.


  We got into the water with our wounded, one radio, and as much of the watchers’ supplies as everyone could carry. The Japs did not have a boat to come out after us, but they continued shooting at the tug. We hoped their muzzle flashes would blind them as we let the tide take us parallel to the shore.


  After we had gone a good distance, a sergeant crawled onto the beach to reconnoiter. It was a mistake. He was captured by a patrol. He shouted his name and serial number to his captors loud enough to warn us off.


  Some men carried supplies; some carried our wounded. We drifted for several more miles before trying to drag ourselves across the beach into the bush. We made it, though, rested about twenty minutes, then as carefully as we could, used the rest of the night to move inshore.


  By dawn we had walked a good way up the mountain where we hid in the bush to wait for night to move again. Several days later a miracle happened. The navy team “captured” our sergeant. They had watched him stumbling around in the mountain bush for more than an hour to make sure he hadn’t been followed before they grabbed him. He wasn’t in the best of shape. His captors had beaten him pretty good, and he hadn’t eaten or had any water for three days. He told us the Japs had tied him up that first night, screamed at him, and beaten him unconscious. He didn’t remember what he told them, but he didn’t think they understood English. They were into a little rice wine or something and made the mistake of leaving him bound up alone in a tent. He was really scared, scared enough to work himself loose and escape before dawn.


  [image: Army tugs such as Ed Anderson’s played a vital role in placing, supplying, and extracting the coast watchers (such as these in New Guinea) who gathered vital information on Japanese movements. AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL]


  It took a couple of days to dry out the radio and get it working. Nearly a month later a night rendezvous was set up with another tug to take us off. The Japs never stopped looking all over the island for us. We moved every night. Even with severe rationing, by the time we were taken off the island we had exhausted all the navy team’s food and water we had managed to carry off the tug. And we had used all the medical supplies on our wounded. We didn’t lose anybody, but it was close. We were gone long enough for our families to receive missing-in-action telegrams.


  Back in Melbourne, Australia, without a boat, I was temporarily assigned to captain a stripped-down PT boat that was used to rescue downed airmen off the coast. That damn thing would go about fifty miles an hour!


  After a month or so I was assigned a space on a C-47 cargo plane bound for San Francisco. My orders stated I was to report to a new tug. It took about three days of flying time, not counting layovers for fuel and rest, to get across the Pacific. I had to sit on the floor between the extra ferry tanks in the cargo bay the whole way. By the time we landed in San Francisco it felt like my body had been welded to the airframe.


  From San Francisco I traveled by train and bus to a shipyard at Orange, Texas, to report as first mate aboard a new seagoing tug with an army crew. The captain was named Zek Brandon; he was Jewish, twenty-four years old, and a lieutenant colonel.


  Our first stop after negotiating the Panama Canal was San Pedro, California, where two 20-millimeter antiaircraft guns were installed atop the wheelhouse. We never hit anything with them, but the sight of them made us feel better. Zek had never been to sea but immediately became an excellent seaman. He did everything expertly. He was the most able and brilliant man I ever met, had a true photographic memory. Yet he was a regular guy and became my best friend.


  Back in the old hunting grounds, we settled into the routine of putting ashore, supplying, and picking up coast-watcher teams. I taught Zek everything I had learned about the business. He caught on quick then taught me a thing or two.


  Truth was, when we weren’t being shot at, we had fun. Like the time we put into a tiny bay at sundown to hide overnight. We cautiously eased up to a small pier.


  A path led to a village on top of a hill overlooking the bay. We had no sooner secured the boat than down the path came a tall black man dressed in a derby hat, a necktie, and absolutely not one other stitch of clothing. He introduced himself as King Edward, the village chief, and invited us up. He spoke the king’s English better than we did. The whole village did. As a result, we made that little bay our home port. The people welcomed us, fed us, talked with us, sang to us, made us feel at home. I’ll always remember King Edward as a good man with great dignity.


  On a mission one night to another island we were told was unoccupied, we were close in to the beach when we came under intense small-arms fire. We immediately turned back, but before we could get out of range, the tug foundered. It took a lot of rifle and light machine-gun fire at the waterline to sink us, but they did it. The tug settled on the bottom with just the wheelhouse above the surface.


  We had casualties, but somehow no one was killed in the initial attack. We got the wounded off and hovered in the water on the sea side of the wheelhouse. After the boat settled, the shooting gradually died down. I guess the Japs were trying to decide what to do. Apparently they didn’t have a boat. So we sat there trying to figure out just what we were going to do. The water was calm, and there wasn’t any tide to carry us away. We would probably be seen if we tried to swim out from behind the wheelhouse.


  After thirty or forty minutes the Japs started shooting again, but not at us. We looked around to see that they were shooting at a friendly tug almost on top of us. The boat had been returning to some other island when they saw the firefight in the dark. They risked taking hits to ease in behind our wheelhouse and pick us up.


  We were damn lucky that night. We got home with every man alive, although some were shot up pretty good.


  Once more without a boat, I was again sent back to the States to pick up a new tug, LT-530, this time as her captain. My former captain and friend, Zek Brandon, had been reassigned to England. (Considering his young age, intelligence, and high rank, especially for assignment as skipper of a tug, I guessed that Zek may have been sent to the Pacific for firsthand knowledge in placing and retrieving special teams on enemy shores in preparation for the invasion of Europe. I suspect he may have been in the OSS, although he never said so.) I took my new boat with a fresh crew on the now familiar route to New Guinea.


  After more of the same duty as before, LT-530 was assigned a task that became my strangest and most memorable mission. We received orders to pick up a tow and deliver it to an island where a Jap airstrip was supposed to have been captured. It was the first time any tug I was aboard actually towed anything. The object was a little unusual—a big wooden barge filled with thousands of gallons of aviation gasoline. In addition, it had eight navy planes lashed to its deck. The planes’ wings were folded and covered in some kind of waterproof wrapping. I’m not sure what kind of single-engine planes they were. We had pulled pilots out of the water, but most of the planes we had seen in the Pacific up to then had been Japanese. I do recall that they carried a crew of two, a pilot and a gunner. So they were possibly Douglas SBD dive bombers.


  Towing the cumbersome barge, I figured we were racing along at a speed approximating four knots. We felt more vulnerable than at any time since we first arrived in the area. One enemy plane or patrol boat could fry us. Late one afternoon we finally arrived at the designated island—the one that was supposed to have been captured. What we found was one hell of a battle raging just inland from the beach.


  The island was divided lengthwise by a low mountain ridge. Not wanting to lose my tow (or be blown up with it), we stayed well offshore and rounded to the other side of the island where we found everything quiet. As night fell we nudged the barge into the beach, held it there with a little power, and stood by. When the noise of the fighting persisted after sunrise the next day, I knew I had a dilemma. If we towed the barge back around the island and tried to deliver it, chances were good that the Jap guns on the far side of the ridge would blow it to bits. On the other hand, my boat, crew, and cargo were at risk if I stayed where I was in broad daylight. Our destruction would be easy work for a Jap plane or patrol boat.


  About midmorning I decided to check out the situation on the other side of the island without risking it all. I pushed the bow of the barge onto the beach. I know the crew believed their captain had gone crazy, but they followed my instructions to unlash the aircraft-loading ramp, manhandle it into position, and by brute strength got one of the planes onto the beach.


  I used to hang around the airport at home and bum rides, and the summer before going to college, I had taken flying lessons from the airport manager but had never soloed. I had looked at those navy planes and figured, Why not? What the hell?


  You have to remember that I was twenty years old and didn’t know any better. We stripped off the covering, fueled the tanks from the barge, and by trial and error, our engine mechanic figured out how to get the thing started using homemade jumper cables and batteries from the tug.


  I put my first mate in charge of the boat, climbed into the plane, strapped in, studied the controls, and figured out how to unfold and lock the wings in place. Looking around from the cockpit, especially down at my crew, I was suddenly struck by how large that plane seemed. The crew were all looking up, waiting for me to do something.


  I gingerly taxied the plane up and down the long stretch of hard-packed beach, increasing speed with each run. I noticed it took a lot of right rudder to taxi straight. The plane was considerably larger than the Waco biplane trainer in which I had taken lessons. It occurred to me that maybe my plan was a little too ambitious, but by that time the crew were all up on the barge and watching. I figured they had no doubts that their captain was fixing to kill himself.


  The machine was really powerful. I thought it just might eat my lunch, but twenty-year-olds think they will live forever. At the end of one last fast run up the beach, I turned the thing around, took a deep breath, and poured the coals to it. I had no helmet, and the roar of the engine was like nothing I had ever heard before. It had a hold on me, but I sure didn’t have control of it. I had never been in anything as powerful and was doing everything I could just to keep it rolling straight.


  When the tail lifted off the ground, the thing started walking sideways toward the water on my left. I held right rudder against the powerful engine torque, but my leg was too short to get full rudder. (At the time, I didn’t know the rudder pedals were adjustable.) It looked like I might run off the beach into the water. Just as the thing got right to the edge, I did the only thing I could do: I pulled back on the stick. Suddenly, there I was, on my first solo flight.


  Looking back, it was a dumb thing to do. I was just a kid with more ego than sense—but there was a war on.


  Once I got into the air and my heart slowed down a little, I decided that plane flew pretty much the same way as that old Waco. Hell, it was fun. I just wished I had taken a few more lessons.


  I followed the shoreline around the island to the other side. To stay out of enemy range, I flew parallel to the beach a mile or so offshore. That’s when I saw an American flag flying from a pole beside a dirt landing strip. It looked like the fighting had moved inland and up the ridge.


  I turned in and flew over the field. A couple of guys waved at me. It looked okay, so I brought the plane around and lined it up for a landing. That’s the part that was really exciting. I made five low passes at that runway before I worked up enough courage to try and put down. Three tries after that, I was actually down. I figure the handful of navy pilots who had come ashore with the marines witnessed the worst landing they had seen since their flight-training days at Pensacola. I bounced about a dozen times, used up all the strip, and nearly ran into the flight shack by the flagpole at the bitter end.


  The commander of the captured field was incredulous. “You’re telling me that a brand-new navy plane shows up out of nowhere? That this son of a bitch who just nearly killed us all is an army officer who’s not even a pilot? And that he got it off a barge full of gasoline?”


  “That’s what he says, Commander. Says he’s got seven more planes for us. You want us to shoot him or check out his story?”


  The navy pilots there were an advance party to set up the airstrip. One of them checked the plane all over at least twice. He pointed me to the back seat, climbed in the front, checked everything in the cockpit, ran the engine up, turned the plane around, took off, and flew back around the island to have a look.
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