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			To the memory of my father-in-law, Judge Ellis A. Oualline, and to his late brothers, Judd and Royce, all of whom served with great distinction in the U.S. Army Air Forces during World War II.
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			I will summon every resource to prevent the triumph of death over life. . . . I will be untiring in the performance of my duties. . . . This I will do. I will not falter, in war or in peace.

			—The sworn oath of USAAF flight evacuation nurses in World War II

			Vdekje Fashizmit! Liri Popullit! (“Death to Fascism! Freedom to the People!”)

			—The sworn oath of Albania’s Communist Partisans in World War II, accompanied by a clenched fist and a pound of the chest

			Our bodies were dying, numb with the swift ebb of our strength; we had only a savage will somewhere inside that kept us going.

			—Sergeant Lawrence Orville Abbott, describing how the trapped 
Americans eluded the Germans near Gjirokastër, Albania, 
on December 29, 1943
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			SAVING THE 
“FLOWER OF AMERICAN 
WOMANHOOD”

			Screened by a covey of destroyers, the U.S.S. Iowa slipped away from Senegal under a veil of secrecy. It was unusual for an American battleship to be trolling Africa’s Atlantic waters that far south. But the Iowa was no ordinary battlewagon. For much of the past month, she had been carrying the world’s most powerful human being. Her proud crew had even installed a special circular bathtub to accommodate the disabled commander in chief.

			Allied naval officials were petrified that Nazi spies had spotted President Franklin Delano Roosevelt that Thursday afternoon, December 9, 1943, as he inspected Free French troops in Dakar. An FDR sighting, the brass feared, would be instantly relayed to the Berlin headquarters of the Abwehr, Adolf Hitler’s spy agency, which in turn would flag the Unterseeboot (U-boat) captains preying in the Atlantic. The president’s battleship, sure to be steaming west, would make for fat pickings; if torpedoed and sunk, it would also make for a staggering Nazi propaganda coup. Roosevelt’s convoy was on high alert as, sonar pinging, it zigged and zagged toward the Americas.

			FDR had just completed three weeks of grueling diplomacy, a furtive sojourn via ocean armada, transport plane, flying boat, and motorcade that had taken him past Gibraltar to Oran, Tunis, Cairo, Teheran, and back to Cairo again. After Allied troop morale-building stops in Tunisia, Malta, Sicily, and Senegal, he was finally heading back home aboard the Iowa.

			Roosevelt was ground down from his travails. At three different Middle East summit meetings, he was compelled to play both mediator and referee, juggling the oft-clashing aims of America’s British, Russian, and Chinese allies, not to mention the territorial ambitions of prospective ally Turkey. Forced to coddle the prickly personalities of British prime minister Winston Churchill, Soviet premier Joseph Stalin, Chinese generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, and Turkish president I˙smet I˙nönü, the president had earned some rest and relaxation. Sailing the high seas, a favorite pastime from his days as assistant secretary of the Navy, was the perfect tonic. FDR spent much of the next week lounging on the Iowa’s deck, basking in the December sun under a crumpled fedora.

			As he sunbathed, the president could not have been happy with the reports he was getting about how the Anglo-American offensive in Italy had slowed to a crawl. Two full years after the U.S. entered the war, and thirteen months after launching their joint Mediterranean campaign, British Tommies and American G.I.’s were caught in a stalemate against Hitler’s Wehrmacht.

			Almost as frustrating for FDR, the Brits and the Americans were also struggling to gain traction on a top-secret rescue operation that preoccupied his heart and mind. Four and a half weeks earlier, an American cargo plane carrying twenty-six medical professionals, half of them female nurses, had crash-landed in Nazi-occupied Albania. The resilient young Americans were still trapped behind enemy lines. Roosevelt was incensed. In his mind, the Allies’ clandestine action agencies, the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) and the U.S. Office of Strategic Services (OSS), seemed paralyzed. FDR fancied himself a devotee of the dark art of espionage; he even had a “mole” at SOE’s Mediterranean headquarters slipping him inside dope on the Brits’ rescue efforts. America’s chief executive was fed up with what he viewed as foot-dragging.

			Roosevelt couldn’t do much about breaching the enemy Gustav Line in Italy’s Apennine Mountains. But, by God, he could do something about getting those poor nurses out of Albania!

			By Sunday evening, December 12, the ship’s-position log put the Iowa convoy in midocean, at N38.5 latitude and W44.0 longitude, roughly halfway between the archipelago of the Azores and Bermuda. It was two and a half hours into cocktail time when Roosevelt reached for his telephone.

			•   •   •

			Jon Naar, a twenty-three-year-old captain from the Hendon borough of northwest London, was alone on duty at SOE’s headquarters at the Rustum Buildings in Cairo. He was working late, recording the latest “gen” (SOE slang for intelligence) from the British liaison officers (BLOs) secreted in the southern Balkans. His phone rang at 2330, a half hour before midnight.

			“Captain Naar here,” he answered, in his brisk British public school way.

			The connection was remarkably free of static. A female operator said, “Please hold for the president.”

			A moment later, there was no mistaking the patrician Yankee accent, so famous from radio broadcasts and movie newsreels.

			“This is Franklin Roosevelt,” the voice growled. “Why the fuck is it taking you so long to get those nurses out?!”

			Seven decades later, the ninety-three-year-old Naar recalled the surreal moment.

			“Before I could explain the logistical complexities of trying to extricate thirty Americans in the dead of winter from a mountainous country occupied by three divisions of the Wehrmacht and several brigades of pro-Nazi Albanian collaborators entirely in control of all the major roads and airfields, the president said, ‘Captain, if any one of those girls is so much as touched, there’ll be serious consequences!’”

			After a slight pause, FDR snapped, “They are the flower of American womanhood. They must be saved at all cost!”

			Naar heard a loud click. His conversation with the leader of the free world had ended as abruptly as it had begun. The entire exchange had lasted less than thirty seconds.

			Receiver in hand, Naar sat at his desk, trying to make sense of what had just transpired. He’d had no warning that America’s pissed-off president would be calling. Naar always prided himself on giving straight answers to straight questions, yet he’d barely managed to get in a word edgewise.

			He had been given no opportunity to inform President Roosevelt that a BLO was, at that precise moment, risking his life trying to lead the Americans back to freedom. Or that SOE’s operation in Albania had been turned upside down because of the stranded nurses and medics.

			The hour was so late that there was no one at SOE headquarters to whom Naar could recount his presidential butt-chewing. But first thing the next morning, the young officer briefed his boss, Major Philip Leake, head of B8, the Albanian section of SOM, Special Operations Mediterranean.

			Leake, the peacetime headmaster of south London’s elite Dulwich Prep, was seething. “That’s typical of the Yanks!” he snarled. “Throwing their bloody weight around with absolutely no clue of what’s really happening!”

			Naar and Leake knew the truth about the Albanian rescue effort—or at least thought they did. But from the moment Allied intelligence was first alerted about the marooned Americans, the entire episode had been shrouded in fog.
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			LOST IN THE FOG OF WAR

			Straining their eyes through the clouds, second lieutenants Lois Watson McKenzie and Agnes Jensen stared, disbelieving, as antiaircraft artillery tracers tore perilously close to their medical transport. The dank mist that enveloped the plane made the reddish slugs seem even more malignant. Sitting several rows behind the nurses, Sergeant Lawrence Orville Abbott, a medic and a car buff, likened the ack-ack tracers to sparks from a coughing engine.

			Ugly black bursts soon erupted off both wings, rocking the plane. The fog was so dense it was as if the deadly fusillade were being fired from some unseen netherworld.

			One minute their Dakota C-53 was lowering its wheels and swooping toward the ground, eliciting cheers from the twenty-six nurses and medics on board. The next moment they were gasping for air as the plane aborted its landing. Seconds later they were slammed against their seatbacks as the transport lurched skyward.

			And now somebody was shooting at them! An ominous clang! began rattling from the tail section.

			But who was doing the shooting? And why?

			Since leaving Sicily four hours earlier on what should have been a routine hop to southern Italy, they’d been flying blind, lost in the dismal November slop for what seemed an eternity, desperately seeking terra firma and a place to land. They’d finally spotted a coastline and, a few minutes after that, an airdrome, only to discover that it was controlled by someone hostile.

			Was it the Axis enemy? Had they somehow wandered over that part of Italy still dominated by the Germans?

			As it climbed, the plane began to twist and turn, first one way, then the other. Clearly the pilots were taking evasive action, scrambling to hide in thicker cloud cover. The frenetic swerving could mean only one thing: Hostile fighter planes were now chasing them!

			McKenzie, Jensen, Abbott, and company tried to remember their training and not succumb to panic. Jensen glanced across the aisle and saw a nineteen-year-old male medic “shaking like a leaf.” Before long, through a break in the clouds, they glimpsed craggy white mountaintops. They knew their fuel couldn’t last much longer.

			These young Americans were—quite literally—trapped in the fog of war. Most of them would stay trapped for the next sixty-two days, unwittingly dragging into the mire the president of the United States, two Allied special ops agencies, the British Balkan Air Force, the 12th and 15th U.S. Army Air Forces, the USAAF’s public relations command, and hundreds of flinty Albanian Partisans. The operation to rescue the Americans became so obtrusive, in fact, that SOE officers worried it was undermining their efforts to help the Albanian resistance eradicate the Germans.

			Before the ordeal finally ended, it would ensnare two future movie stars, one English and one American; one of the most decorated soldiers in English history; the British Empire’s most renowned explorer and mountaineer; the scion of Britain’s largest cookie fortune; and the Cold War’s most notorious traitor. To spring the final group of Americans, Allied special operatives and their Albanian cohorts would concoct a subterfuge so audacious that it rivaled the Central Intelligence Agency’s Argo rescue in Iran thirty-six years later.

			•   •   •

			Fog is so pervasive throughout the classic film Casablanca that it’s practically a member of the cast. Released in the fall of 1942, the movie was still new to the British troops hunkered down in Italy a year later. When the Tommies at one camp watched the climactic scene when Humphrey Bogart’s character, Rick Blaine, guns down the reptilian German major Heinrich Strasser (Conrad Veidt) on a murky airport tarmac, the Brits hollered, almost in unison: “Stretcher bearer!”

			Too many Allied stretchers were needed in the Italian campaign—and there weren’t enough medics and nurses to bear them. Italy was, as the great American war correspondent Ernie Pyle wrote, a “tough old gut.” Its forbidding terrain lent itself to the diabolical warfare at which German Army Group C commander Generalfeldmarschall Albert Kesselring had become expert.

			Kesselring had convinced Adolf Hitler in the fall of 1943 to let him use Italy’s mountains to wage a defensive brawl. He directed his men to detonate roads and bridges, fall back to high ground, turn and fight, then slip away to blow up more roads while retreating to even higher ground.

			For Allied soldiers, it amounted to a nonstop artillery barrage launched from one thorny summit after another. The Germans’ Volturno Line gave way to the Bernhardt Line, which gave way to the Gustav Line, and so on, as the Allies slogged through increasingly miserable winter weather.

			The Italian campaign was a morass, but it was also a moving testament to the coalition of nations that rose up to stop Nazi Germany. Allied ground forces may have been called the “U.S. Fifth Army” and the “British Eighth Army,” but they included Canadians, Brazilians, Frenchmen, Poles, Czechs, New Zealanders, Australians, Indians, Free French Moroccans, Palestinian Jews, and others.

			Certain habits and uniforms may have seemed peculiar to American eyes. But the international soldiers fought with great tenacity and spilled blood in the same troubling amounts.

			•   •   •

			The reason so many air evacuation nurses and medics were summoned to Bari, Italy, in early November 1943 was that General Bernard Montgomery’s British Eighth Army had just launched an offensive across the River Trigno. On November 3, the 11th Infantry Brigade—Tommies from East Surrey, Lancashire, and Northamptonshire, plus a battalion of men from the famed “Ox and Bucks,” the Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry—combined with three Royal Tank units from the 4th British Armoured to capture a rugged ridge outside San Salvo. Four days later, with the Ox and Bucks and Indian infantry near the point, the Eighth pushed the Germans out of the village of Paglietta and off Mount Calvo south of the River Sangro.

			As always, Italy’s high ground had been seized at catastrophic cost. Every day, scores of wounded men were shipped to Bari and Grottaglie, 150 miles to Monty’s rear. As the casualties piled up, so did the calls to Catania and other air evacuation bases in the Mediterranean. The Eighth Army needed more stretchers, more morphine, more sulfa powder, more nurses, more medics, and more evacuation planes. And it needed them right away.
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			•   •   •

			At the moment the C-53 lost its bearings, SOE lieutenant Gavan Bernard “Garry” Duffy, a demolition expert trained by the Royal Engineers, was somewhere in central Albania, teaching Partisan guerrillas how to blow up roads, bridges, and the occasional Nazi staff car. The SOE had taught Duffy to operate underground, right under the nose of the enemy. Established in part to help downed Allied airmen elude capture, Duffy’s cloak-and-dagger outfit went by the portentous moniker “Middle East Operations and Escapes.”

			The Yorkshireman, an émigré from Dublin, was obsessed with weaponry, spare with small talk, not exactly a prototypical ladies’ man. But he was twenty-four years old, fiercely competitive, proud of his ability to survive in harrowing conditions, single, and human.

			When SOE’s headquarters in Cairo, transmitting through bulky B2 wireless sets, informed the BLOs scattered around Albania that a plane full of American nurses had gone missing, Duffy was determined to win the race to rescue them. He hustled toward SOE’s southern Albanian mission, hoping it would give him a leg up in finding the distaff Americans. It did.

			Helping coordinate Duffy’s movements in Albania was his SOE comrade in Cairo, the officer fated to become the object of FDR’s telephone ire, Captain Jon Naar. Like Duffy, Naar was one of the younger members of the SOE team, but the Londoner brought an entirely different skill set to special ops. He was a wordsmith, adept at solving the Times of London’s inscrutable crossword puzzle in a matter of minutes, fluent in German and French, and competent in Russian and Arabic. As B8’s intelligence officer, he was responsible for keeping Leake and the BLOs in the field apprised of the rapidly changing positions of enemy and friendly forces in Albania. He devised a top-secret map for Leake and others in the “need to know.” Plotting the course of the crash-landed American party became his major preoccupation in the late fall and winter of 1943–1944.

			Naar spent hours every day updating his elaborate map, trying to figure how the BLOs could carry out their primary mission to make themselves a “bloody nuisance” to the occupying Nazis without being seriously diverted by the rescue of the Yanks. With Lieutenant Duffy trekking toward SOE’s mountain hideout, Naar began moving his “Duffy” stickpin south and east.

			The SOE captain also kept tabs on Albania’s resistance leaders. That fall, a Partisan commander with a handlebar mustache and a thirst for Axis blood named Hasan Jina was bushwhacking Nazis and their collaborators in central Albania. A few miles south in the town of Berat, a multilingual school superintendent and father of five named Kostig Steffa, who doubled as a Partisan brigade commander, was nervously eyeing enemy troop movements. Meanwhile, an admirer of American democracy named Tare Shyti, who distrusted Communists almost as much as he detested Fascists, was shuttling between the inland capital of Tirana and his home along the Adriatic coast near Vlorë. As he traveled, the father of four and savvy prewar business executive took careful note of how Wehrmacht and collaborationist sentries examined his papers.

			That November, OSS captain Lloyd Smith was in Bari, Italy, the very place that the C-53 was supposed to have landed. Smith, a native of State College, Pennsylvania, looked like the Penn State varsity wrestler he had been a few years before. Thick necked and squat shouldered, he was built like a fireplug. Smith, too, had been taught to torment the Germans through sabotage. Soon the twenty-four-year-old would be tasked with scaling Balkan hills to bring thirty trapped countrymen home from behind enemy lines.

			It was the height of irony: To get the marooned Americans out through the underground, Duffy, his SOE comrades, Smith, and a flock of gritty Albanians had to sneak them across some of the highest ground in Eastern Europe. To pry the Americans out of the Balkans, Allied operatives resorted to tactics that transcended cultural boundaries: cutthroat threats and gold-sovereign-fueled bribery.

			There’s a reason “byzantine” and “balkanized” are part of our lexicon. The former means mysteriously complicated; the latter, hopelessly divided. In the winter of 1943–1944, those young Americans and the brave people seeking to rescue them would be besieged by both.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2
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			FURTUNA OVER THE IONIAN

			A rough storm in the seas that surround Italy is so dreaded that the word for it—furtuna—doubles as a Latinate lament for bad luck. It’s the obverse of Fortuna, the mythological Roman goddess of good fortune to whom centuries of legionnaires prayed on the eve of battle.

			At dawn on Monday, November 8, 1943, as thirteen female nurses and twelve male surgical technicians with the 807th Medical Air Evacuation Squadron (MAES) readied themselves to fly from Sicily to the Italian mainland to tend to wounded British comrades, furtuna was about to foist itself on them. A squall then off the Neapolitan coast was churning south by southeast, on a vicious collision course with anything in its path. The tempest turned out to contain as much geopolitical intrigue and recrimination as it did ice and sleet.

			•   •   •

			The young people in the 807th were a microcosm of 1940s America. Most were small-town kids from places like Indianola, Iowa, and Winner, South Dakota. But there was a smattering of city-bred twenty-somethings, too. They were the children of farmers, factory hands, mill workers, secretaries, lumberjacks, railroaders, and housewives.

			Most of their surnames—Abbott, Lytle, Nelson, Adams, Porter, Hayes—smacked of Middle America and Main Street: They sound like characters in a Sinclair Lewis novel. But some were of  ethnic extraction, too: a Rutkowski, a Markowitz, a Tacina. Whether WASP or immigrant, farm boy or city girl, they were about to get to know one another—and themselves—far better than they ever intended.

			No training, no matter how intense, could adequately prepare America’s young people for the cataclysm of world war. That was especially true for the nurses and medics of the 807th MAES, all of whom had received at least some measure of survival training. But no classroom lecture could teach them how to withstand frostbite or beat back pneumonia and unrelenting dysentery. No obstacle course could condition them to hike up a mountain amid a howling blizzard, or elude a firefight between rival guerrilla bands, or conceal themselves in the bush to avert a Nazi patrol.

			Until they joined the service, most had never strayed far from home. Four thousand miles removed from the nearest soda shop, furtuna was about to wallop them in ways their worst nightmares could never have imagined.

			•   •   •

			Sicily’s weather in early November 1943 mirrored the Italian mainland’s: It was dreadful. Members of the 807th had gotten word late on Friday, November 5, that several of them would be flying from their base at Catania to Bari, Italy, the next morning to pick up ailing soldiers from the British Eighth Army. But the fog and rain were so bad that the flight was scrubbed on the sixth and again on the seventh. Since a big offensive had been launched along the British front, casualties were climbing—and so was the Brits’ tension about getting their men cared for.

			As the weekend wore on, more members of the 807th were added to the Bari mission. At 0730 Sunday morning, a cluster of them had actually climbed into a transport plane before the flight was called off. By that evening, roughly a third of the 807th’s eighty-odd-person contingent of nurses and medics was committed to flying to Bari as soon as the weather cleared.

			Monday morning, November 8, brought a slight break. The forecast predicted that the icy storm then hitting Italy’s Tyrrhenian coast a couple hundred miles north would not arrive over the route to Bari until midday. There was enough time, officials reckoned, to make the quick 260-mile jump over the Ionian before the bad weather hit.

			At that point, members of the 807th had been in Catania for more than a month. Most had been on missions to Bari, where a massive Allied hospital complex was then taking root. The nurses and medics by now knew the drill: They’d fly to the Bari airfield, where they’d be met by trucks and ambulances carrying wounded soldiers and on-the-ground medical personnel. There they’d review individual charts, get briefed by field physicians, nurses, and medics, pitch in to take care of emergencies, then supervise the transfer of injured soldiers onto special medical transport planes.

			They enjoyed visiting Bari. The deserting Germans had left behind a bawdy nightclub next to the airstrip. Once their eyes adjusted to the darkness, the Americans realized the place featured etchings of nude women.

			Since there was a possibility that they’d be spending the night in Bari with perhaps a little social time at the club if things didn’t get too crazed, each tossed a change of clothes, some toiletries, and maybe a pack or two of cigarettes into the musette bags they liked to sling over their shoulders.

			Although their Catania quarters were cramped, the 807th’s female officers weren’t exactly roughing it: Most were bunking in villas marittima that had survived the depredations of war. The modest bungalows were tucked onto a terraced hillside on a cobblestone strada not far from the sea.

			Noncommissioned officers in the 807th didn’t have it quite as soft. Most of the medics were jammed with privates and corporals in hastily thrown-together huts.

			That morning, the nurses slipped on Army Air Force–issued slacks, which they’d learned were not only warmer but more functional than skirts. Most of them, fortuitously, also grabbed marine-blue trench coats with woolen liners; their names had been stenciled on the coat front. Not so fortuitously, most put on AAF oxfords instead of boots. Since it was raining, they also wore galoshes over their shoes. The galoshes kept their shoes drier but were hardly designed for hiking. Most of the nurses were wearing their light blue Army Nurse Corps dress caps with a narrow brim.

			The medics, never imagining that they’d need anything heavier, donned slate-green field jackets meant for temperate weather. But at least most of them had put on boots with heavy socks. The men were proudly sporting their peaked flight hats with the AAF’s gold-and-blue piping.

			Sicily’s sun had just peeked over the Ionian. Together with another medical outfit bound for the Grottaglie field hospital just south of Bari’s, the 807th’s delegation piled into jeeps. They were heading toward Catania Main Airfield, the little airdrome that, three months earlier, the Brits had spilled so much blood capturing.

			Sandwiched between the southeastern slope of Mount Etna and the sea, halfway between Messina and Syracuse on Sicily’s eastern shore, Catania had been devastated when Montgomery’s XIII Corps ran into stiff resistance thrown up by Kesselring’s 29th Panzer Grenadiers and other crack enemy troops. Much of the city’s picturesque Roman-era antiquity had been reduced to rubble. It was in and around Catania in July and August of 1943, in fact, where Montgomery first exhibited the indecisiveness that would come to bedevil his American counterparts, not to mention many of his underlings.

			Confusion and dithering also reigned at Catania Main the morning of November 8—as they often did at Allied airfields in the Mediterranean Theater of Operations (MTO). The base at that point consisted of little more than a dilapidated shack, a half-destroyed hangar, and a bumpy dirt runway that had been expanded to handle medium-weight bombers. AAF engineers and Sicilian laborers had been patching up the runway. Parked on the tarmac was a mixed batch of cargo transports, B-25 Mitchell bombers, the odd P-40, Piper Cubs, and other scout planes.

			Even at that early hour, the place was packed: Too many servicepeople needed to get too many places that morning. There weren’t enough planes to go around. No one was sure how the weather would affect flying conditions.

			So the 807th’s members cooled their heels, smoking and killing time. Some dug into their bags, pulling out books, magazines, and decks of cards.

			Second Lieutenant Lois Watson McKenzie spotted a couple of B-25 bomber pilots from whom she’d hitched a ride a few days earlier. The bomber boys were heading to Bari, too, so McKenzie, a South Side Chicagoan never reticent about speaking her mind, asked whether members of the 807th could ride along. After a few minutes of spirited back-and-forth with the airbase command, McKenzie’s request was denied. The brass’s rationale was that the 807th had enough personnel to fill a transport; the entire outfit, therefore, had to wait until a cargo plane was available.

			The B-25 took off without them, but—in a portent that the base command should have heeded—ended up turning around and coming back; the weather was too dicey. Yet flights out of Catania continued that morning, even though the 12th and 15th U.S. Army Air Forces canceled virtually every bombing mission in the MTO that day.
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					Second Lieutenant Lois Watson, March 1943.

			By that point in the unit’s history, members of the 807th had been around one another for close to half a year. They’d trained together at Bowman Field in Louisville and been squeezed into the same troopship across the Atlantic and through the Straits of Gibraltar. Friendship and, in certain cases, rivalry had been forged from nurse to nurse and medic to medic.

			Yet most of the nurses didn’t know the medics very well—and vice versa. Perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising: The nurses were officers, the surgical technicians enlisted men. Fraternization wasn’t just frowned upon; technically, it was forbidden. A few had gotten friendly working elbow-to-elbow in field hospitals and on medical transports, but for the most part they had stayed in separate orbits.

			•   •   •

			U.S. medical air evacuation had come a long way since being instituted in the 1920s to enhance the survival prospects of Marines wounded in the Nicaraguan bush while chasing anti-American guerrillas. Two decades later, as World War II deepened, AAF officials essentially made up a training regimen as they went along. Between 1942 and the end of 1944, some fifteen hundred nurses and nearly a thousand enlisted men graduated from special flight training. Eighteen medical air evacuation squadrons eventually were formed, each consisting of approximately twenty-five nurses, five doctors, one clerk, and sixty or seventy medical technicians.

			By any standard, medical air services in World War II were a remarkable success. Of the more than a million Allied casualties evacuated by air, fewer than fifty died en route.

			Before they got to Bowman in the spring and summer of 1943, the women and men in the 807th had been through various forms of military medical training. All had volunteered for air evacuation duty. Back then commercial airline stewardesses had to be nurses, so there was a natural synergy between the professions. About a third of the nurses in the 807th had been peacetime flight attendants.

			The nurses were thrown right into the fray at Bowman. On day one, they were drawing blood from draftees waiting in line at Louisville General Hospital. On day two, they were teaching the medics how to extract blood and wrap bandages.

			McKenzie remembered being handed a booklet on proper bandage techniques one evening and told she was teaching a class on it the next morning. She continued to lead coeducational instruction on bandaging, which caused much tittering as they got to various parts of the body.

			“Flight Nurse school was grueling,” McKenzie wrote five decades later. “Room inspections (dime bouncing on the bed), classes and afternoons of drill, calisthenics, hikes, survival swimming, etc. By [the] time you went to bed, you ached all over.”

			To get them used to flying in rough conditions, planes would take the trainees on long rides up and down the Ohio Valley, doing loop-the-loops. McKenzie steeled herself not to vomit by repeating a mantra: “I won’t get airsick! I won’t get airsick!” It worked. But she was relieved when a fellow nurse did get nauseated; the pilots mercifully cut out the barrel-roll stuff and returned to Bowman.

			The group, nurses included, had to learn to identify at quick sight Allied and enemy planes. They all had to master an obstacle course that included crawling under barbed wire stretched a scant foot and a half aboveground and ducking live ammunition. It was so exhausting on a broiling Kentucky afternoon that they’d finish a run and practically pass out.

			Since they’d be transporting wounded soldiers by air, they learned to spot symptoms of oxygen deprivation, and what to do if an air mask at high altitude suddenly became inoperable. Lest they be forced to crash-land, they also learned how to navigate by compass and read maps with penlights.

			Over time, they learned to work in teams of two, since in a combat zone, one medic and one nurse would be assigned to each evacuation plane. The same teaming approach was used to guide emergency room training at Louisville General.

			All this intense preparation was the brainchild of the 807th’s commander, redheaded Major William P. McKnight. Red McKnight drove the nurses and medics hard. But they grew to admire the boss with the strawberry mustache. Out of affection, they called him “the Old Man.”

			•   •   •

			In late August of 1943, McKnight and the 807th got orders to travel by train to their North Atlantic embarkation center, Camp Kilmer, New Jersey. The nurses got twelve-hour passes, which they used to go sightseeing in New York City. Since they were clad in handsome military garb, everyone wanted to buy them drinks and meals. Two of the 807th’s nurses were squired to the famed nightclub 21, where they whiled away the early morning hours, barely leaving themselves enough time to taxi back to the camp for the strict 0600 curfew.

			After another day of waiting, they were taken to their portside departure point. With a military band serenading every step, they dragged their duffel bags aboard the transport SS Santa Elena. As the convoy pulled away from New York, everyone gathered on deck to admire the Statue of Liberty for as long as they could. Lieutenant Jean Rutkowski of Detroit couldn’t help but think how tearful her Polish immigrant parents had been in 1907 when they glimpsed the statue on their way to Ellis Island. The Santa Elena was part of a sizable armada that, the nurses and medics learned in midvoyage, was heading toward the Mediterranean theater.

			As noncoms, the medics were packed belowdecks, sleeping in hammocks. The nurses, as officers, had slightly roomier quarters; still, their cots were crammed end-to-end and side-to-side, with barely enough room between them to maneuver. Rutkowski and a couple of other nurses were relegated to the brig, which wasn’t as stark as it sounds; the lockup at least had running suds. Each morning Jean and her friends filled a helmet with warm water so that some of the men could shave in comfort.

			Their convoy steamed across the Atlantic, constantly drilling for a possible U-boat attack; they watched corvettes throw depth charges and the Santa Elena crew members readied themselves to abandon ship. Eventually, they negotiated Gibraltar, where the convoy split into two. The Santa Elena’s gaggle docked at Oran, Algieria. The 807th spent three nights in Oran before the Santa Elena and three other ships shoved off for Bizerte, Tunisia, arriving on September 6—five days after the British Eighth had attacked the Italian mainland at Reggio di Calabria, and three days before the U.S. Fifth would do the same at the Gulf of Salerno.

			A British antiaircraft unit was planted across the road from the nurses’ tents in Tunisia. The Brits, no doubt angling for social interaction, helped the women dig latrine trenches and foxholes and rigged up an outdoor shower. McKenzie remembered the nurses and their British friends swimming in the Bay of Bizerte and partying at a hole-in-the-wall they nicknamed “the Club.”

			But not everything was fun and games in Tunisia. On one of their first nights, as they enjoyed an outdoor movie, the Germans unleashed an air raid. With sirens wailing, they all scrambled toward the concrete bunkers that the Nazis had built before abandoning Tunisia the previous spring. Rutkowski followed a male British lieutenant into a bunker that was equipped with a cot, a table, two chairs, and a couple bottles of wine. She accepted his offer of a glass of wine, which helped calm her nerves. Everyone survived the raid.

			Tunisia was only an interim home. As soon as living quarters were arranged in Catania, the 807th was transferred to Sicily. The nurses and medics were now part of an MTO medical operation that had already evacuated thirty-three thousand wounded Allied soldiers and prisoners of war from North Africa and Sicily—with many thousands more to come.

			•   •   •

			At some point after dawn on November 8, Gilbert Hornsby, a corporal with the 802nd MAES, a unit that had been in the MTO since American troops first stormed Moroccan beaches a year earlier, approached his counterparts in the 807th about hitching a ride to Bari. Six days before, Hornsby had somehow gotten separated from his outfit, which was operating out of the western half of Italy. The 802nd’s mission was to evacuate injured G.I.s from the battleground of the U.S. Fifth; the 807th’s job, meanwhile, was to concentrate on transporting wounded Tommies with the British Eighth on the peninsula’s eastern side. Once on the ground in Italy, Hornsby figured he’d cadge a ride west.

			The twenty-one-year-old youngster from Manchester, Kentucky, was told he could jump in with the 807th, but there still was no plane available. Hornsby tossed aside his large barracks bag and perched himself next to the rest of the gang. He had two cartons of cigarettes stowed away, which in the days to come would make him one popular corporal.

			Finally, around 0745, the commander of the 52nd Troop Carrier Wing told the 807th members that a C-53 transport would be taking them to Bari. Most in the group didn’t know it, but their C-53, per the wing’s direction, would be flying to Italy that morning with two other transports in a three-plane formation.

			•   •   •

			The Dakota C-53 Skytrooper was a converted C-47, a military workhorse known pre- and postwar as a DC-3. C-47s and their wartime offspring differed from civilian DC-3s, but only slightly: Their floors were thickened, the better to absorb antiaircraft fire, and they were retrofitted with large doors, the better to handle sizable cargo.

			More than ten thousand C-47s of various stripes were manufactured during the war. As Sergeant Orville Abbott of the 807th, who ended up owing his life to one, put it, “[C-47s] flew everybody and everything, from brass hats to paratroopers, and from tank parts to a crate of eggs.” By the fall of 1943, C-47 supply planes had already been credited with helping turn the tide at Guadalcanal in the Pacific theater and proven indispensable in North Africa, Sicily, and Italy.

			A C-53’s innards, like those of its sister ship the C-54, had been ripped out to accommodate eighteen litters and various pieces of medical equipment, including a huge medicine chest. But the AAF had ingeniously designed the cabin so that stretchers could be attached by a series of clamps and brackets. For a flight to a combat zone, like the one the 807th was taking to Bari that morning, the litters could be detached to handle regular passengers. Bucket seats were then screwed into the floor and sides.

			It was a sturdy ship but not a big one. A C-53 had two Pratt & Whitney engines and a wingspan of ninety-five feet, but ran just sixty-four and a half feet from nose to tail—only four feet longer than the distance from the pitcher’s rubber to home plate. The Catania Main ground crew knew that exactly twenty-six bucket seats had to be set up for that plane’s flight to Bari.

			•   •   •

			In misty rain, McKenzie and twelve other 807th nurses, all second lieutenants; Orville Abbott and eleven other 807th medics, all technical sergeants; and Gilbert Hornsby, the straggler corporal from the 802nd, lined up to climb aboard the C-53.

			Abbott and a couple of other medics had gotten to know the copilot in Catania. He was a second lieutenant, a drawling, wisecracking strawberry blond from Savannah, Georgia, named Jim Baggs. But no one in the 807th was acquainted with the main pilot, Lieutenant Charles “C.B.” Thrasher from Daytona, Florida. Nor did they know the other crew members: the radio operator, Sergeant Dick Lebo from Halifax, Pennsylvania, or the crew chief, Sergeant Willis Shumway from Tempe, Arizona.

			That morning’s mission marked the first time that the four airmen had flown together—a fact that probably wasn’t volunteered to the nurses and medics as they clambered aboard.

			Maybe it was the lack of familiarity with one another, or being thrown into the mission at the last minute, but key items on the preflight checklist somehow got overlooked. No crew member, for example, thought to make sure there were enough parachutes and Mae West life preservers for everyone on board. The radio and compass most likely went untested. No one seemed to know that day’s password command for air-to-ground radio transmission and vice versa. They would be flying close to enemy lines in bad weather; yet the only firearm on board was a Thompson submachine gun with just thirty rounds of ammunition.
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					(Left to right) Second Lieutenant and copilot Jim Baggs, First Lieutenant and pilot C. B. Thrasher, Sergeant and radio operator Dick Lebo, Sergeant and crew chief Willis Shumway.

				

			Second Lieutenant Agnes Jensen, a farm girl from western Michigan, was the first inside the plane. At the grand old age of twenty-eight, “Jens,” as her pals called her, was one of the 807th’s senior nurses. Per her usual custom, the veteran of three previous combat zone air evacuation missions threw her gear onto the right-hand-side window seat before settling into the seat next to it. The first bucket was uncomfortable because it was stuck next to the radio desk; a series of knobs and wires popped out at eye level.

			C-53 bucket seats were made of metal and uncomfortably chilly. In the dank cold of a November morning at an altitude of eight thousand feet over the Ionian Sea, they weren’t likely to get warmer.

			Elna Schwant, a sassy brunette whose worldliness belied her backwoods South Dakota upbringing, sat next to Jens. Schwant had a sardonic way about her that Jens found amusing. A few rows behind them, just inside the cargo door, sat another tart-tongued colleague, Lois Watson McKenzie.

			Most of the nurses were situated behind Jens and Schwant on the right side, with the medics sitting opposite. Sergeant Paul Allen, at nineteen years old the youngest member of the squadron, male or female, sat across from Jensen and Schwant. A row behind Allen was Hornsby, the hanger-on, with Abbott just behind him. Across the aisle from Abbott was Pauleen J. “Paula” Kanable, a Wisconsin native whose gift for profanity would come to impress even the most hard-bitten of the noncoms.

			Swearwords or no, after three days of sitting around, they were pretty much talked out. The books and magazines came back out; so did decks of cards, mostly for solitaire. A cross-aisle, cross-gender game of four-handed rummy broke out in the back.

			One of the 807th’s physicians, Captain Robert Simpson, had accompanied the group to the airfield. Simpson and pilot Thrasher conferred for a few moments at the head of the cabin. Then Simpson, a gregarious sort, stepped forward to address the group, confirming that there was indeed a cold front brewing but that it was not expected to hit the region until later in the day.

			There should be plenty of time to get to Bari, Simpson said with a smile. Eyes twinkling, he facetiously inquired whether anyone had any “last words” they cared to share.

			“Just spread the word—keep ’em flying!” someone bellowed from the back. Many of them were chuckling as they reached for their seat belts.

			•   •   •

			“Keep ’em flying,” indeed. They weren’t just watchwords of the U.S. Army Air Forces; the phrase could have been the motto of the Allies’ entire Mediterranean campaign. Keep flying, keep fighting, keep pushing forward, no matter how bloody, no matter the cost.

			Army Aircraft 42-68809 and its big white USAAF star went wheels-up at 0815. Despite bumpy winds, the takeoff was routine. So were the first few minutes of the flight.

			Before long, however, the passengers couldn’t help but notice that the puke-green sea was roiling; huge whitecaps were visible from several thousand feet. Angry black clouds inked the northwest sky. The big squall suddenly seemed much closer than several hours away.

			Trying to keep their minds occupied, Agnes Jensen and Elna Schwant began chatting about the different places they wanted to explore in Italy once the Germans retreated. Ann Maness, their friend from Texas, who at that moment was sitting a couple of rows back, had just finished a special assignment in newly liberated Naples. Maness had taken advantage of a rare day off to visit the ruins of Pompeii, returning to Catania full of wide-eyed wonder.

			Just then the C-53 got caught in a shear of wind so violent that Jens was amazed they came out of it right-side up. Had the passengers not been wearing seat belts, their heads would have bashed against the cabin ceiling. The plane seemed to groan with each flip of its
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