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  INTRODUCTION

  SOME SAY NOTHING GOOD HAPPENS IN BARS AFTER MIDNIGHT.

  On a late May evening, many years ago, I sat at a mahogany bar in the lounge of the Deepdene Manor Hotel in Hamilton, Bermuda, with my fiancée, Nancy Elizabeth Scheer. She was beguiling, as always. The midnight hour had drifted by, and what we faced was on the far side of our lives. The occasion on this clement evening was a life-changing moment that, sadly, is seldom experienced, or that presents itself with such velocity that the moment has no chance to thrive and plummets away.

  Here and there were divans of dark oak and settees with pink linen tablecloths bearing flickering votive candles. The half-shadows on the walls reflected close friends and family sitting in small groups, chatting. And the air floating through the windows off Bermuda Harbor was enchanting—African violets and fresh-cut Bermuda grass. The renowned Bermuda Dark ’n’ Stormy rum drinks were arriving on the linen tablecloths in multiples. The blue enameled seashell ashtrays had been emptied several times, and the air was dense with skeins of cigarette smoke, jolted every few moments with an outburst of laughter. Distant music played from years gone by.

  If this was a black-and-white photograph, we would appear so young, so ingenuous and fresh, without artifice. We are fledglings. We are in love. We are holding the world in oh-so-hopeful hands.

  Earlier that day, Nancy and I had flown down here from JFK International Airport in New York City aboard a Pan American Airlines Clipper, a now-long-gone Boeing 707 bearing the iconic Pan American blue and white “meatball” logo. It had left us here in a patch of civility, with expectations of embarking on a significant event the following day—our marriage. (I cannot look at that Pan Am logo without feeling a swell of sentiment and fond remembrance.)

  From where Nancy and I sat, the candles’ half-light could not dim the animated chatter at the opposite end of the bar: On the right of a small group, sitting on a barstool, was my uncle, Francis Sarubbi, handsome, with a smile that brightened the room. When he was born, my grandmother had told my mother, “This is your brother,” and that would be his nickname forever. At this moment, Brother was forty-seven, and had already packed a large quantity of life’s pain under his laughter, having served and seen combat in the US Marine Corps, in the Pacific Theater. In looking back, I sense that he had never had enough time to hammer out the horrors he had seen on those enemy-held islands. He was an artillery officer and had endured Guadalcanal, the Battle of Guam, and the Battle of Iwo Jima. At the unheard-of age of twenty-three, he was promoted to captain in the 3rd Marine Division, the “Fighting Third.” There was still a lot of blood and sadness lingering in his memories, and he packed it up tightly and took it with him to an early death, just six years later.

  To his right, tossing back his umpteenth Dark ’n’ Stormy, was Robert Warren Sternfels. He was also forty-seven years old, and, similarly, an incomprehensibly young twenty-four when he was promoted to the rank of major in the US Army Air Force. (It usually takes about ten years to make major in the US armed services after you join up—these guys did it in three.)

  This was the first time I’d met Bob, and at that moment I knew little about the historic mission he had participated in—the Battle of Ploieşti, aka Operation Tidal Wave. About the time of his promotion, Robert Sternfels had earned the Silver Star for a combat mission to Wiener Neustadt, in southeast Austria, in which he had led a disarrayed flock of B-24s to a successful bomb run over that charming city.

  Bob, unlike Brother, had spent the bulk of his Army Air Force time up in the air, piloting the most produced aircraft of World War II, a Consolidated B-24 Liberator, which many thought was the ugliest airplane to ever get shoved off an assembly line. (It was.) The Germans called it a “moving van,” and American crewmen said it was the plane that the B-17 was shipped in. Down below Bob and his B-24, hemispheres away in the slop and slime of the Pacific islands, Brother was humping artillery pieces in the jungles under tattered palm trees, Japanese bullets, and banzai charges from fanatical Japanese soldiers.

  All in all, each thought their mode of fighting was the toughest, and what would win the war. Of course, neither would acknowledge that they could die just as quickly, just as painfully as the other—they did not want to admit that it was six of one, half dozen of the other. Dying was dying. Pain was pain. That’s why it’s called war.

  And therein lies the genesis of the friendly argument they were having on this magical evening: The major, Bob, in his clean, fresh flying togs, dropped his bombs and shot the Germans down at 12,000 feet; and the captain, Brother, his shirt stained salty white from sweat, his camo helmet sitting angled with attitude on his head, slugged it out on Pacific islands with palm trees and seashells, and never enough letters from home. Which environment was the most perilous? Would one try to validate that ancient question that will never receive a conclusive answer? Especially on a night like this, at a bar in Bermuda with a boundless supply of Dark ’n’ Stormys.

  Both Bob and Brother fought their enemies at the same time in history, separated by multiple time zones. Bob expressed without hesitation that the air force was the best military organization in the world. He described his tour of duty in Libya as similar to living in a Hilton Hotel, sleeping in fresh sheets, enjoying gourmet meals, and occasionally flying on sunny days to drop a bomb or two; it was clean living, he said, tongue in cheek. Brother, lighting yet another Lucky Strike with a Zippo lighter from Bradford, Pennsylvania, that bore battle wounds from Guadalcanal, said directly to Bob’s face, “If you want to win a war, call the marines.” Period.

  And so it went.

  All this war chitchat had gotten the marine and the air force pilot riled up. But Brother’s flank was not protected, because the man behind the bar, the bartender and owner of the Deepdene, had some contentious points of his own to make about a war he had lived through as a teenager in Berlin, with his father fighting the Russians. He tried occasionally to interject something prideful about the Wehrmacht between filling glasses with rum and umbrellas. He spoke English with a German/British accent that lent authority to his words, when he could slip them in. The bartender was also a proud member of the Hitler Youth, a quasi-military group in Germany during the war—like our Boy Scouts, but a bit edgier, with swastikas on their uniforms.

  A framed black-and-white photo of the bartender stood proudly between a bottle of Johnny Walker Black and Hendrick’s Dry Gin from Bulgaria, providing gravitas to what the bartender had to say to the former military officers at his bar, about how Bob’s comrades bombed Berlin, many years ago. The conversation started to become uncomfortably prickly when Bob began a modified bomb run at both Brother and the bartender. Brother saw the bomb-bay doors opening and deftly changed the subject. (The marines came to the rescue.)

  I breathed a sigh of relief. What this party did not need was World War II war stories upending a bar in Bermuda on the eve of my wedding.

  So, there it was—bits and pieces from these two soldiers, having their Dark ’n’ Stormys, telling their stories with typical military haughtiness, man-boys engaging in a “pissing contest” in the early-morning hours at a bar in romantic Bermuda. They were enjoying themselves, these former military men. After all, they had survived World War II. They had both helped win the war, each in his way. This was fun fighting they were engaged in. No blood. Both would survive, both would win. They were brothers in arms, even at this contentious moment at the bar. They both had faced the bullets and bombs of the foe. And what was the difference between them? Their commonality was that they had endured hell, and that kind of fire binds men forever.

  I did not know it then, but this small, peculiar band of brothers was knitting together memories for me that would never unravel, never be equaled. I was looking at the real deal—not some blurry History Channel special, but two men who had come close to dying many times while I slept swaddled in a warm baby blanket in a blacked-out Manhattan apartment.

  In essence, the gist of their friendly argument was who had the better army air force, who was better trained, who got shot at more, and, dare I say, who killed more. There was no pretense here; they all killed, and each of them knew this. That was one subject they did not dwell on this evening. One they wanted the Stormys to help them forget. They, collectively, had won the battle, and tonight’s argument was just gentlemen jousting around glasses of dark rum while the perfumed air helped them forget the stink of battle. Booze and bars after midnight can, albeit infrequently, bring out some odd furtive magic.

  Sitting on Bob’s right was his wife, Nancy Barker Sternfels, born and raised in Vineland, New Jersey. The delicate-looking Nancy was the quintessential “girl next door,” petite, with a cute raspy voice. Nancy, who shared my bride-to-be’s name, bore a pleasant resemblance to June Ally-son, the movie actress. When she laughed or smiled, her eyes disappeared, adding to her charm.

  For me, the most notable of the trio, made up of Bob, Brother, and the bartender, was Robert Warren Sternfels, as of that moment, an executive at Kerr Dental Products in California. I loved aviation. I had taken flying lessons, and almost always looked up at heaven when a plane flew above, as Bob had in his youth. But meeting Bob that night was noteworthy. I knew he had flown The Sandman ; I just didn’t know the raw details. I realized there might be a compelling story here.

  From that moment, Bob and I started talking about Ploieşti, how he piloted the big B-24 during the deadly minutes he and his fellow pilots flew over the Ploieşti refineries. Bob always had the patience to answer my questions until he was sure I had the facts stowed away clearly for future reference, if and when I ever put pen to paper.

  That said, how a boy from New York City came to meet Bob Stern-fels, who piloted a bomber over Ploieşti, is just a matter of reading on for the answer.
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  Months before the Deepdene Hotel gathering and our marriage, Nancy and I were sitting at another bar, this one at Pam American International Terminal 3 at John F. Kennedy International Airport, in Queens, New York, the only airline terminal where I could linger and admire the architectural splendor as I might at the Taj Mahal. It was just that kind of building, a historic landmark. But this bar, situated on a balcony overlooking the main waiting room, is also the spot where this book, Operation Tidal Wave, took off on its journey. While historic journeys seldom spring from barstools, this landmark at JFK Airport led to the telling of bloodshed and sorrow on that Black Sunday, August 1, 1943, what some accurately call the Battle of Ploieşti.

  Nancy and I sat there, people-watching, as we waited for a friend’s overdue arrival. One sign at a gate announced the arrival of a Pan Am flight from Bermuda. We watched the people snake through the walkway coming off the Pan Am Clipper into the main hall, stopping, pausing to absorb the wonder they were standing in—Yes, ladies and gentlemen, this massive airline terminal you are standing in is a huge, freshly baked Chinese fortune cookie, painted white.

  Then, Nancy leaned across the table and said, “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we got married in Bermuda instead of the Sherry-Netherland Hotel in New York City.”

  My glass did not drop from my hand because it was stabilized on my lower lip when I heard Nancy’s proposition. My eyes were as big as the Pan Am “meatball” logo.

  Wow. That was the only word that came to mind, and somehow, I couldn’t enunciate it.

  “Great, right?” she said, grinning like a Cheshire cat.

  I nodded yes, while the line of people from Bermuda got thicker, and the word “Bermuda” and “married” became more prominent in my now-burgeoning fantasy.

  “Just fifty of our best friends and family,” Nancy said. “In Bermuda.”

  Wow.

  “Have you . . . considered the cost?”

  “No. I just got the idea. How could I consider the cost?”

  “I mean,” I said, with a two-foot-wide pause, “the cost could be a showstopper.” Then, I had to ask—“Are you really serious?”

  She nodded yes twice, her tiny gold earrings jiggling in rhythm to her affirmative response.

  The passengers were still dressed in their Bermudian beachwear coming off the Clipper, even though the temperature in New York City was a chilly 32 degrees, and snow had started falling. I liked the idea of flowered shirts and sun and drinks with umbrellas and lots of British accents and real Bermuda rum and people exchanging “cheers.” I wanted to be someplace where I could say “Cheers,” and no one would do a double take.

  We didn’t have a calculator to crunch the numbers. There were no iPhones. No Internet to mine for answers. About thirty seconds drifted by, and that was enough to start serious discussion, and begin our financial due diligence, fueled by Nancy’s imagination and enthusiasm.

  “We would need to hire a travel agent,” Nancy said.

  “Could be a lot of money.”

  “I’ll ask my mother.”

  “Sounds super,” I said.

  “We’ll invite fifty people—friends and family, all expenses paid. We’ll fly them down from . . . this airport!? All they have to do is pack and pay for their airfare from their homes here.”

  “Lucky people who live in New York and New Jersey.”

  She nodded.

  “All expenses?”

  “Airline tickets, hotel rooms, food, and a couple of extra days after the reception.”

  “Reception . . . church . . . priest . . . ?”

  “I’ll ask my mother.”

  My memory runs blank now, but I vaguely recall figuring that when you compared four hundred wedding guests at the tony Sherry- Netherland on Madison Avenue in New York City to fifty friends and family in Bermuda, all expenses paid, Bermuda somehow seemed less expensive. How could that be? In fact, to this day I don’t know the answer.

  Our friend, Hélène “Sophie” Solomon, arrived, and Nancy immediately told her about the Bermuda idea—what she was now referring to as the Fifty Guest Plan—to Sophie’s quizzical, are-you-serious expression. Sophie looked to me for validation, and I nodded.

  “Well, she sounds serious,” Sophie said. She was probably thinking “Are you people nuts?” but gave us her subtle blessing nevertheless.

  “When we get home, I’ll talk it over with my mother,” Nancy said again as we glided out the exit door of the fortune cookie and faced a developing blizzard and hazardous drive back into Manhattan.

  When we arrived at Nancy’s apartment, near midnight, she got on the phone, explained the Fifty Guest Plan as one would outline a significant military operation, and asked her mom what she thought. They were on the phone for three minutes. I suspect that at that hour, Nancy’s mother just wanted to get back to sleep.

  And that’s how we wound up here at the Deepdene Manor Hotel, with African violets and the sweet scent of Bermuda grass and fifty of our best friends and family. And, most notably, how I met Robert Warren Sternfels and Operation Tidal Wave took off.

  That simple.

  Vincent dePaul Lupiano
Franklin Lakes, New Jersey



  THE WRONG TURN
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Map data compiled by Maj. Robert W. Sternfels via crew members who flew the Ploies˛ti mission, August 1, 1943.




  CHAPTER 1

  Great Council of War


  Anyone who has ever looked into the eyes of a soldier dying on the battlefield will think hard before starting a war.

  —OTTO VON BISMARCK, CHANCELLOR OF THE GERMAN EMPIRE
MARCH 21, 1871–MARCH 20, 1890



  ON THE SEARING AFTERNOON OF JANUARY 14, 1943, AT THE LUXURIOUS Anfa Hotel in French Morocco, the Allied European strategy for World War II started to gestate under the orange trees at the Casablanca Conference, codenamed Symbol.

  Prime Minister Winston Churchill and the thirty-second president of the United States, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, are captured in a historic photograph taken on the capacious lawn of the hotel’s Moorish garden. Appearing both uncomfortable and apprehensive, they are seated, while a wall of military figures stands behind them—a tableau of vast implication.

  Churchill, in the front row, is wearing his classic, three-piece, dark blue pinstripe suit, his distinctive Homburg hat nestled on his knee, his right hand relaxed atop his gentlemen’s mahogany cane. His fingers are gripping an ever-present, prodigious La Aroma de Cuba cigar, one of his ten daily smokes, a cigar known by cigar aficionados around the world for its wonderful girth, prodigious length, and billows of blue smoke, and called thereafter a “Churchill.”

  Roosevelt, seated next to the prime minister, looks blue-blooded and presidential. He is in a light gray suit suitable for the sultry air. His nose is in the air, as it often was, his gray gentleman’s eyes gazing into the mid-distance, as are Churchill’s. Both leaders are surely scanning the horizon for a solution, a talisman, perhaps, to lead them to the victory line. Both men appear justifiably glum.

  Behind them, a stunning flank of the highest-ranking military officers from around the globe. A war council of such stature, such bearing, such elegance, had never been grouped like this before. One wonders what skill it took to assemble them in this place, at this hour in history.

  Standing in the front row behind Roosevelt and Churchill:

  US Fleet Admiral Ernest Joseph King, sixty-five, the US Navy’s second most senior officer after Fleet Admiral William D. Leah, the second admiral in the US Navy to be promoted to five-star rank, a tremendous achievement in American military circles.

  US General of the Army—a five-star rank—George Catlett Marshall Jr., sixty-three, soldier and statesman, noted for his leadership roles during World War II and the Cold War, and Chief of Staff of the US Army; a Secretary of State, and the third US Secretary of Defense. Marshall was hailed as the “organizer of victory” by Winston Churchill for his peerless leadership of the Allied victory in World War II. A graduate of the Virginia Military Institute class of 1900, Marshall was the only man in US history to receive the Silver Star and the Nobel Peace Prize.

  British Admiral of the Fleet Sir Alfred Dudley Pickman Rogers Pound, sixty-five, a participant in the Battle of Jutland and other notable naval successes. As captain of the HMS Colossus, Pound was a contributor to the sinking of the prestigious German light cruiser SMS Wiesbaden in May 1915, one month before the USS Arizona was launched in New York Harbor.

  Marshal of the Royal Air Force Charles Frederick Algernon Portal, 1st Viscount Portal of Hungerford, fifty, recipient of The Most Noble Order of the Garter, founded in 1348, the highest order of chivalry and the third most prestigious honor after the lauded Victoria Cross.

  Field Marshal Alan Francis Brooke, sixty, Chief of the Imperial General Staff during World War II, and promoted to field marshal in 1944. As chairman of the Chiefs of Staff Committee, Brooke was the foremost military advisor to Prime Minister Churchill, and the coordinator of British military efforts during the war, a hugely significant but little-known contributor to the Allies’ victory in 1945. After retiring from the army, he served as Lord High Constable of England during the 1953 coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. Brooke’s war diaries attracted attention for their criticism of Churchill, and for his plainspoken views on other leading figures of the war.

  Field Marshal Sir John Greer Dill, sixty-two, who formed special relationships between Washington and London.

  And, perhaps most notable because of his royal lineage, and one of the youngest on the committee, at age fifty, future Admiral of the Fleet, the regal Louis Francis Albert Victor Nicholas Mountbatten, 1st Earl Mountbatten of Burma, distinctly fetching and handsome both in and out of uniform, of unique elegance and grace and rare caliber. A favorite of Churchill’s, Mountbatten planned commando raids across the English Channel, among other commendable achievements. On August 27, 1979, Mountbatten was assassinated by Irish Republican Army member Thomas McMahon while he sat aboard the Shadow V, a 30-foot lobster boat moored on Donegal Bay, an inlet in northwest Ireland. McMahon had placed a 50-pound bomb aboard the boat the day before and detonated it with a radio signal from the shore. Mountbatten suffered grievous wounds—his legs were severed—and he was pulled ashore, where he perished. The Admiral of the Fleet, the Earl of Burma, had a royal funeral of extraordinary grandeur and pomp at Westminster Abbey that none had been seen before, until the funeral of Princess Diana. The Queen attended. The entire Royal family was there, en masse. Members of the European royal household bid a ponderous farewell. A calamitous day for Great Britain.

  These men set about with profound tenacity and verve to strategize and launch the death blow to world tyranny. A monumental task was before them, the likes of which had never been seen.

  At the outer edge of this lofty flank, behind Roosevelt and Churchill, his head slightly cocked, was then US Army Air Force colonel Jacob “Jake” Edward Smart, thirty-nine. Smart was a native of Ridgeland, South Carolina, the son of a railroad conductor, and a 1931 graduate of the US Military Academy. A relative stripling compared to the upper-crusty group coiled around him, Jake Smart was a member of the Army Air Corps Advisory Council and a former flight instructor, and, lest we forget, a future prisoner of war who was blown out of the sky and captured by the Germans. But at this historic moment, Smart was the primary aide-de-camp to Gen. Henry Harley “Hap” Arnold—a significant role to be realized later through his planning of the D-Day invasion of Europe on June 6, 1944.

  General Arnold, fifty-seven, standing almost rigid at the opposing side of the photograph, and looking heavenward for strategic stimulus, was a US general officer who had the distinction of holding the highest grades of General of the Army and General of the Air Force. A feat never before achieved, and certainly not to be achieved again. Arnold, an aviation pioneer, was chief of the US Army Air Corps (1938–1941), Commanding General of the US Army Air Forces during World War II, the only air force general to hold a five-star rank, and the only person in US history to simultaneously hold a five-star rank in two different US military services.

  If any military officers equal to or higher in rank or with more means than those conjoined on the lawn at Casablanca on this auspicious day could have been assembled anywhere in the universe at any moment, they would have to have been drawn from their graves or had yet to be born. When conclusions are drawn about the Allies’ victory owing so much to America’s ability to outproduce the Axis with materiel and men, they imprudently glide over the minds and experience of these prominent fellows—the power, the churning war engine that they were—gathered there near the brightly colored bracts and bougainvillea on this extraordinary day.

  Did they know the full impact of their assemblage?

  The New York Times had assigned a perceptive reporter to the historic meeting. Anne O’Hare McCormick wrote on January 27, 1943:


  In a war without limits and without precedents, the reporters covering the action in North Africa cannot have been much surprised to be summoned to Casablanca and whisked into a tropical garden where they found the President of the United States and the Prime Minister of Great Britain. Perhaps they blinked a little to see a great council of war assembled under the orange trees and the purple bougainvillea vines—the general staffs of the Anglo-American armies, the commanders from the field, the entire dramatis personae of the political performance in North Africa.



  “A historic moment,” President Roosevelt commented to Churchill, the sun scorching their bare heads, sitting before a bevy of reporters and cameras.

  “Do you want a hat?” Mr. Churchill asked the President of the United States.

  “I was born without a hat,” Mr. Roosevelt replied.

  They did have cover, of course: Guards silhouetted on the hotel’s rooftop bore weapons, and tight, droning formations of fighter planes circled like sullen eagles protecting their vulnerable young.

  Roosevelt provided mostly vague answers to reporters’ questions regarding the nature of the conference, saying that they had assembled to “discuss a variety of pressing issues”; specifically, that “peace can come to the world only by the total elimination of German and Japanese war power.”

  Summoning international reporters and writers to such a crucial conference attended by Churchill and Roosevelt received much serious attention. German intelligence, knowing the import of the “war council,” hastened to their pens and notepads and maps and biographical write-ups. Their heads must have snapped up like voracious wolves smelling nearby prey when they caught a whiff of this gathering.

  While Roosevelt’s and the other participants’ answers were elusive, the profound significance of the gathering, its intense reverberations and nuances, did not escape Ms. McCormick. She must have typed with white heat in her fingers. Her narrative voice signaled something portentous—not just to the Germans and Japanese, but to the entire universe:


  Everything comes out of the blue these days—destruction and salvation, sudden attacks, and startling apparitions. When one follows in imagination the 5,000-mile hop of the President from hemisphere to hemisphere, it suggests something more than the dwindling and mutation of earth. It suggests that the planet has become so small that it cannot even contain itself, but must break a runway into the ether to make room and speed enough for the mighty business now afoot.



  One runway from Casablanca went straight to Wünsdorf, Germany, an idyllic town 20 miles south of Berlin, and then down and down and down to the secret underground headquarters of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW—Supreme Command of the Armed Forces), which consisted of four departments.

  One, the Abteilung Nachrichtenbeschaffung (Division I, Secret Intelligence), gathered intelligence on the Casablanca participants and their supposed intentions. They even had a copy of that historic photograph taken on the pristine lawn of the Anfa Hotel in Casablanca showing the flanks of participants—after all, it had been seen all over the world.

  In March, two months after the Casablanca Conference concluded, forty-year-old Oberst (Colonel) Georg Alexander Hansen was appointed Chief of Division I, Secret Intelligence Service. Since 1938, he had been aligned with the Resistance to eliminate Hitler, and one of the primary conspirators who had worked on plans to assassinate Hitler, coordinating the use of cars and aircraft, and the protection of his co-conspirators. His home in Rangsdorf, where his wife and five children resided, was often the site of secret meetings and covert intentions. He had strived to purge Germany of Hitler and achieve peace, either through the assassination of Hitler, or by defeating the Western Allies and working toward a conditional surrender in which he would have a central postwar position.

  As group leader of Division I, Hansen continued to assemble intelligence on Casablanca, crafting profiles of all the well-known participants, devising theories and reports, and rightfully concluding that they intended to formulate a broad strategy to defeat his beloved Germany. During this time, he had had disagreements with the conspiracy’s pivotal figure, Oberst Claus Count von Stauffenberg, over the post-assassination plans for the new German government.

  Von Stauffenberg was the officer who, on July 20, 1944, at 12:42 p.m., a muggy day, would place a time bomb at Hitler’s feet during a conference at the Wolfsschanze (Wolf ’s Lair) near Rasternburg, East Prussia. But because of their disagreement, on July 18, 1944, Hansen had decided against his participation in the assassination attempt, and instead drove to Michelau to attend the baptism of his youngest daughter.

  While he knew that Hitler had survived the July 20 attack—the coup had failed, and now his life was in danger—he drove back to Wünsdorf anyway, ignoring the chance to escape and save his life.

  While Hansen was working toward eliminating Hitler, his division was working around the clock to crack the secret code of the US 9th Air Force. Further, Division I had already dispersed spies in and around the Benghazi airfields, where Bob Sternfels had been based before the Ploieşti raiders took off. They had been put to work on the assembled B-24s.

  If Division I decoded the secret radio transmissions emanating from the 9th Air Force and collated it with the intelligence their spies were gathering, the information would deal a devastating blow to Bob, his crew, and the 1,760 airmen that would fly the mission. It’s one thing to gather intelligence, and another to sift through the details for a lucid understanding.

  Hansen possessed a profound love and allegiance to his Fatherland, and would do anything to prevent his nation’s defeat. Even die for it, yes. He wanted peace for Germany, and without Hitler. One way or the other, Hansen wanted to end the war. The status quo, he was sure, could not last much longer.

  Nor would Hansen.

  On July 22, 1944, two days after the failed attempt to assassinate the Führer at Wolfsschanze, Heinrich Müller, chief of the Geheime Staatspolizei (Secret State Police, aka, the Gestapo), summoned Hansen to the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (Reich Main Security Office, or RSHA) at Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse No. 8, Berlin, where Hansen was immediately arrested in the vestibule for his involvement in the plot to kill Hitler. Oberst Hansen suffered through a prolonged, grueling interrogation by one of the masters of same, Heinrich Müller, during which he broke down and confessed to everything he knew.

  On August 4, he was given a dishonorable discharge by the army’s Ehrenhof (Court of Honor). Then on August 10, the day of his arraignment, in a show trial at the Sondergericht—a Special Court set up outside the framework of the German constitution—President-Justice Roland Freisler condemned Hansen to death. Almost simultaneously, Freisler, the notorious State Secrectary of the Reich Ministry, announced a death sentence for Berthold Alfred Maria Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg, an aristocrat, a naval lawyer, and the younger brother of the plot’s key conspirator, Oberst Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg. It was Claus who had placed his worn leather briefcase containing the time bomb with reliable British fuses next to the Führer’s feet, during a crowded conference on that muggy July 20, 1944.

  The explosion failed to kill the bastard, Hitler.

  On September 8, Oberst Hansen was executed by hanging from a piano wire at Plötzensee Prison in Berlin, while cameras filmed his death for Hitler to watch.

  After the war, hostility toward Hansen’s family continued, and they were denied his pension because he had been dishonorably discharged from the Wehrmacht.
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  Until the Casablanca meeting, neither Churchill nor Roosevelt knew much about the nascent state of strategic bombing. They had had little time to study and appreciate its merits; nor could they digest the myriad technical and scientific merits of what mayhem bombs dropped from the empyrean heights above the clouds could do to the enemy, and the effect such a strategy could have on victory, or defeat.

  That’s what Hap Arnold’s purpose was—to plan the strategic daylight bombing of Europe.

  Since Smart was Hap Arnold’s aide, he was tasked at Casablanca with initiating three plans: the strategic bombing of Europe; the invasion of Europe; and, first and foremost, the bombing of those maddening refineries in Ploieşti, Romania.

  Arnold told Smart: “You get it done.”




  CHAPTER 2

  The Ladder


  There’s nothing better than discovering, to your own astonishment, what you’re meant to do—it’s like falling in love.

  —UNKNOWN



  ON JANUARY 16, 1920, US CITIZENS BEGAN ENDURING THE NATIONAL prohibition of liquor—its “noble experiment.” After nearly “75 years of agitation,” the Nineteenth Amendment gave women the right to vote. The telephone dial system was inaugurated. Transcontinental airmail service was established between New York and San Francisco. The Panama Canal officially opened on July 12, costing $366,650,000. On September 16, a massive bomb explosion on Wall Street in New York City killed thirty people, wounded one hundred, and caused $2,000,000 in damage. The population of the United States topped at 105,710,620.

  And on October 31, 1920, Halloween, one more citizen joined the burgeoning US population: Robert Warren Sternfels was born to Harry and Anna A. Sternfels, in the fashionable neighborhood of northwest Detroit, Michigan. Bob was one of seven children, and their four- bedroom house was separated by four lots from their neighbors—“to make the neighborhood appear more occupied than it was,” said Bob.

  Until the Depression hit, his father’s engineering company was doing well, but then he lost a bid on a proposed downtown post office building, and he had to close his offices. With nine mouths to feed, Harry Sternfels scrambled for a job. He had an advantage over most of the Detroit jobless: He was a licensed mechanical and electrical engineer, and also a part-time chemist, skills that Bob would inherit and carry through his life.

  At the age of twelve, Bob’s technical aspirations led him to a ham radio operator who took him under his wing. “But without money to buy tubes, wire, and solder, I had to junk everything. Instead, I did what a lot of twelve-year-olds did: Since I was in love with flight and aircraft, I began to build model airplanes—plastic ones, wooden ones.”

  It didn’t take long for Bob’s interest in aeronautics to expand toward loftier heights. Since he’d never actually flown in an airplane, he yearned for the thrill of flight, but his experiences were restricted to glancing sky-ward when a plane flew over, and wondering what flying might be like.

  He could never imagine where his nascent yearning would take him, how it would engrave an astonishing page for him in the history books of military and World War II aviation. Impossible, yes, for the twelve-year-old boy to imagine that hands with model glue on them would one day grip the Bakelite control wheel of a B-24 Liberator bomber on the most historic, deadly bombing mission of World War II.

  “Since our house had a separate garage,” Bob said, “the most immediate way for me to experience the sensation of flying was to jump off the garage roof. Of course, I wasn’t stupid enough to just jump. I knew I needed some kind of parachute. So, I got ahold of Mother’s brand-new umbrella. In my twelve-year-old mind, it was logical and absolutely foolproof.”

  Bob leaned a wooden ladder against the garage’s roofline and hooked the umbrella over his forearm. He looked behind him. He looked around the side of the garage.

  The coast was clear.

  He was alone.

  He stepped on the first rung, gripped the rails, and glanced up. The sky was a vast cloudless blue, even more alluring than the looming rooftop.

  He stepped onto the second rung, gripping the rails tighter.

  The ladder started to shiver.

  Then he saw it.

  It sparked like a piece of his mother’s flatware, distant and barely distinct—silver against brilliant sapphire.

  The sound grew louder, a prominence up there that made him grin. It was flying away from him, toward the horizon, gradually masked by the dense tree line. He heard the hum of two engines, one of those new DC-3s Eastern Airlines flew, he guessed correctly.

  Soon the hum faded beyond the trees, beyond the horizon. He assured himself that he had to get to the top of the ladder, then the garage roof, before he could ever fly one of those planes.

  One step at a time, Bob.

  Once on the rooftop, the breath he took was the deepest ever.

  He jumped.

  “First thing that happened was a bit frightening,” he said. “I heard a ripping sound. A nail had caught my pants’ cuff and ripped them right up to my you-know-what. There I was—the twelve-year-old boy pilot wannabe, suspended in midair, with a tear right up to my crotch. What happened next was even more terrifying: The ‘parachute’ turned inside out. I dropped like a bag of potatoes and landed flat on my face on the grass.”

  Jumping off a garage roof—that was the beginning of Bob’s flying dream. You couldn’t compare it to flying a B-24 on a bombing run over Ploieşti, Romania, but it taught him a lesson: “Before you start a flight, make sure your pants don’t get caught on a nail.”

  Bob Sternfels’s flying career began without injury. Or so he thought. “A few years ago, an X-ray technician asked me what I thought was an odd question,” Bob recalled. “‘Have you ever broken a bone?’ I was a bit surprised, and I looked at him like he was crazy. ‘No, never,’ I said. But then he held up an X-ray that showed a slight but distinct fracture in my collarbone—the one that felt funny after jumping off the garage. Then, I remembered: the ripping sound . . . the garage . . . the roof . . . Mother’s umbrella. It all came back in a flash.”

  Bob’s dream came true a few years after his leap from the garage roof.

  “Somehow, I managed to get my driver’s license,” he said. “The problem was, I needed a set of wheels to go with it. There was an old Model A Ford in the neighborhood not far from our home that needed some fixing. The engine was frozen, the tires were flat, and the body was almost all brown with rust. I asked the owner what he wanted for it, hoping he thought it was an eyesore and just wanted it off his property; however, I guess he saw the desperation in my eyes. He wanted ten dollars. How I managed ten bucks, I can’t recall.”

  A friend of Bob’s had a car, and they towed the old Model A back to Bob’s house. “That’s when all hell broke loose,” Bob recalled. “My father came home from work. He must’ve had a bad day. When he spotted that pile of rust with four flat tires sitting in our driveway, he said, ‘That piece of junk is not sitting on my property. Get it out of here!’ ”

  Bob’s dream had been crushed, but his friend’s father was sympathetic, and offered him space in his garage to work in.

  At that time in his life, nothing was too much for sixteen-year-old Bob Sternfels. He was occupied earning money as a delivery boy for a meat market, attending high school, and doing his homework. With the little money he was earning, the repairs and restoration to his car were proceeding, albeit slowly.

  “I sanded all that rust off, then painted the body with a spray can attached to a vacuum cleaner. I picked a two-tone paint combination: silver and metallic blue. It started to look pretty spiffy. Then I pulled the engine out and carried it to an alley, cleaned it, and rebuilt it with a few new parts. Thank God Henry Ford made the engines from good castings. He’d cast the blocks and set them outside the foundry for months until they rusted and all the gases had left them. This made the block rock-hard, and they could take a beating. After the rebuilding process was complete, I drove it home, to show my dad. When he came home, he couldn’t believe what he saw—an almost showroom-new 1929 Model A Ford. He was quite proud of me. I’ll never forget that moment.”

  Bob’s Model A could go 60 mph, regardless of whether he had two people or six inside. In the winter months, riding in it was a challenge: “Ford thought that anyone in the car would be wearing heavy clothes, so why bother installing a heater?”

  Bob drove his car for four years, then gave it to his younger brother.
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  On June 22, 1941, Bob started taking private flying lessons in a Taylorcraft Cub, a small single-engine aircraft made by Taylor Brothers Aircraft Corp. Called a “Chummy,” it sold for $4,000 (“Buy Your Airplane Taylor Made”).

  At the time, Bob was earning money as a delivery truck driver for the Kerr Dental Products Company in Detroit.

  “There was one problem with that job,” Bob said. “I always had an urge to see how fast that Ford one-and-a-half-ton truck could go without a full load. After a couple of weeks, my manager decided that I would be safer—less of a liability and a pain in the ass for the company—working as a trainee, sitting behind a desk in the research department.”

  So, with the blessing of Bob Kerr, the founder’s son, Bob was transferred south to Lansdowne, Pennsylvania, where he took his mechanical skills and applied them to learning how to make dentures, gold inlays, and partials, and other minutiae of dentistry. His skills continued to serve him well, as his first gold partial was put on display to the entire sales department. He was almost nineteen years old. After the war, Bob returned to Kerr and remained until his retirement as a regional vice-president.

  Two weeks after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, twenty-one-year-old Bob Sternfels enlisted in what was then called the US Army Air Corps. (The name would change in 1941 to the US Army Air Force.) Bob figured that with his mechanical skills and his smattering of flying lessons in the little Chummy, he’d be a terrific pilot.

  “Although I loved camping,” he said, “I loved a real bed each night a lot more than a sleeping bag and mosquitoes. In the Air Corps, you had a bed every night and three decent meals, and no mud to slog through. I figured, too, that since I was a good swimmer, and working out every day carrying a ten-pound bag of sand, training would be a piece of cake. Nothing is easy.”

  When he enlisted he was asked if he’d had at least two years of college, the basic requirement for flight school. Bob said no, that he’d only had a year and a half of junior college Because he lacked a college degree, Bob had to pass a battery of tests before he could qualify for the Air Corps, when they would take him into the flight program. With books Bob’s brother had on the required subjects, Bob studied every day for hours before he took and passed the tests.

  A week later, he was on a train to Kelly Field outside San Antonio, Texas. But first, he had to take a physical. “I never had to undress so much in all my life. Every time I turned around somebody was testing me for hernias.”

  After a month of basic training, Bob was assigned to an Army Air Corps basic training base in Chickasha, Oklahoma, a privately owned field operated by the army, where he learned the arcane basics of military life: the chain of command, saluting, marching, and the mandatory prosaic rules and regulations. “The food was great,” said Bob, “and the beds were even better. We were one of the first classes there, and started flight training in Fairchild PT-19As—a two-seat, open-cockpit plane built specifically to train pilots. It was user-friendly. You could make mistakes in it and recover without killing yourself.”

  Bob’s first flight was more than memorable; it was a mess.

  “First, they gave me a helmet made of sheepskin that stunk
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