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COUNTLESS SOULS FLEW EXTRAORDINARY MACHINES

HIGH INTO AN ENDLESS BLUE – BORN OF WAR

THEY DID BATTLE FOR FREEDOM AND JUST CAUSE.

ONLY SOME WERE TO RETURN.

TIME DOES NOT DIM THE LIGHT OF HEROES,

THEIR STORY AND SACRIFICE LIVE ON. WE HONOR THEM.
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FOREWORD

I came to the United States because I wanted to become an aviator. While growing up in Greece, that is all I wanted to be. When my home country was overrun by Hitler’s Nazi army, I was determined to carry on the fight as an aviator against the Germans. With the few dollars I was making from “bussing” tables in Plainfield, New Jersey, I learned to fly, using what money was left to take classes in English. These were desperate times and my compulsion to act was overwhelming.
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With my pilot’s license in my pocket, I volunteered to fight with the British Royal Air Force, as America had yet to enter the war. Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, American forces were deployed to the European Theater and the conflict became global. As the Americans developed their fledgling Air Force in England, I was transferred to the USAAF, where, flying Spitfires, Thunderbolts and Mustangs, I bore witness to some of the most amazing sights and sounds that anyone could have experienced.

The Second World War was the largest and most expensive conflict in history, in terms of human life and matériel. Battles on land, sea and air took place across the expanse of the globe, and affected everyone on the entire planet. The air campaign was notable because it was the first time air power was exercised both tactically and strategically in warfare, some battles being settled by aircraft alone for the first time in history. The scale reached during the conflict of 1939–45 is still almost unimaginable.

It has often been said that war is both the worst and best of times for those involved. War, without a doubt, changes the lives of those involved forever, and the consequences of such an event far outlive those who fought, survived or died in the name of their country. The scars and effects of war are permanent.

One of my most memorable moments was when I lost the engine in my P-51. After receiving flak damage over Le Havre, I decided to head south and bail out over the countryside. I had reached 3,000ft in altitude and estimated that I was some 20–25km or more south of Le Havre. I trimmed the Mustang to fly hands-off and, surprisingly, it did very well. I then released the safety harness, got rid of my helmet and gloves, and opened the canopy using the emergency handle. However, as I struggled to stand up, attempting to step out on the wing, I felt something holding me back. I looked down and saw that the dinghy cord, which was attached to my Mae West, was probably jammed somewhere behind the pilot’s seat.

Sitting back in the cockpit, I tried, again, to free the trapped cord by pulling it as hard as I could, but the metal plug at the end of the cord, wherever it was jammed behind the seat, would not give. I began to sweat with fear from the entanglement I had found myself in, being in an aircraft with a dead engine, about to crash in enemy territory. My instinct was telling me not to give up, as I tried pulling the cord once more. I moved it to the left and right. I twisted it and played with the cord by juggling it from one side to the other and, suddenly, the unexpected happened. “A miracle,” I thought. The jammed plug at the end of the cord was free! I stepped out on the wing while holding onto the canopy rail, and was just about ready to let go and slide down the wing to freedom, when I looked around and realized that I was now too close to the ground to bail out.

Suddenly, fright and tremor confronted me when I saw that the dead-engined Mustang was gliding down, straight towards the roof of a barn adjacent to the only farmhouse in the area. As the aircraft got closer to the ground, I reached inside the cockpit and pulled the stick back gently with my right hand, causing the Mustang to climb up a bit, barely clearing the barn. This action, of course, killed some of the Mustang’s gliding speed as the aircraft headed for the crash.

Many thoughts flashed through my mind at that moment, as I prayed to the Almighty for mercy. I held tightly, using all my strength, to the left longeron near the cockpit – while on my knees – when the right wing tip scraped the ground and the Mustang skidded on its belly along the soft farmland. I was thrown forward and to the left, barely missing the stopped propeller. I never saw the ground racing to meet me as I tumbled in the air with my eyes closed. Although this was only the beginning of the adventure, it was typical of the extraordinary nature of lives entangled in the Second World War.

With the passing of over 70 years since the battles that shaped our present world, and with tensions flaring in the same regions that saw the Second World War take hold, the lessons of what I and my generation experienced seem more poignant than ever.

This is why I recommend this compelling book, Storm of Eagles, to those interested in aviation, history and human experience. The beautifully restored photos of the Second World War air campaign are so sharp and vivid that they allow those who were not there to gain a sense of what it was like. The book also supports the National Museum of World War II Aviation in Colorado Springs, Colorado.

John Dibbs and Kent Ramsey have spent almost the same length of time collecting and restoring these images as the war itself lasted. It creates a fitting and lasting legacy to my fellow pilots, as well as the maintainers and engineers who gave their all during this exceptional period of history. Civilization depended on us.

The drama, the flying, the camaraderie and the global nature of the conflict are presented in a way that brings those incredible days back to life. Through this book my yesterday becomes today again.
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Colonel Steve N. Pisanos, USAF (Ret)

Ten-victory ace RAF “Eagle” Squadron and USAAF pilot
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INTRODUCTION

Storm of Eagles, so named because nearly all the World War II air forces used an eagle in their crests, was born from a comment by a former USAAF fighter ace, Harrison “Bud” Tordoff. It was the day he was reunited with “his” P-51D, one that he flew in combat from England during the war. He had been invited to visit a former training airfield, but didn't know that his fully restored aircraft was concealed in a revetment. When he finally came face-to-face with his actual P-51D named “Upupa Epops,” the moment of recognition was something to behold. “Bud” was visibly stunned and moved. There it was, resplendent in the morning light, packed parachute on the tailplane, canopy open, ready to go. Such was its authenticity, that the airliner contrails above could easily have been streaming from B-17s. We left him with his thoughts. Eventually I asked him how he felt. He quipped: “You can’t imagine… the last time I saw that airplane it was in black and white.”

In that moment the concept for this book was conceived. Why should we have to “imagine?” It dawned on me that scratchy, fuzzy old photographs in books only distance us from the subject, when they intend to do the opposite. I wanted to create a book that was a window through time, no scratches, dust or blur. The men and aircraft of World War II in the crystal clear here and now. But where to start…

Back in the 1930s, Germany’s Third Reich recognized that “a photograph is worth a thousand words” and used the power of mass media to feed the National Socialist doctrine to a nation. Initially through mass rallies and radio broadcast, then through books, film and print, lavishly illustrated with dramatic and powerful imagery. Thus, when the German “Blitzkrieg” of Europe began in 1939, war correspondents and photographers were sent into battle alongside the troops. Photography was used as a tool of propaganda, a way to bolster morale, educate, or sometimes mislead, the folks “back home” as to how well the war effort was going. The camera became a weapon and saw action on all fronts during this cataclysmic time. A huge archive of imagery was thus amassed.

War drives huge technological development and this was also true for camera and film. This is clearly evident throughout the chapters in this book. Nearly all the early war images were black and white, and needed basic retouching even back then to reproduce well. Many still carry the subtle paintbrush marks where edges were “sharpened”. By the end of the war, Kodak was producing the revolutionary Kodachrome film, and an original 5in x 4in Kodak transparency from 1944, well exposed and archived correctly, produces breathtaking results, as if they were taken yesterday. Thus, the challenge was to find and restore previously unseen aviation images from the conflict.

I have been fortunate enough to have two willing partners in this venture. Kent Ramsey and Robert “Cricket” Renner. Kent and I have spent years hunting down and restoring imagery from the period. Scanning from first-generation copies is a revelation. Some images you may have seen before, but never in this level of detail. Scanned to the highest resolution with every scratch, dust spot and paper wrinkle removed. History becomes reality. You can see the razor bump of the young Fred Christensen, who probably shaved too keenly as he was being photographed by the legendary Ardean Miller III in glorious full color. You can also feel the chill as shipmates stand in the shadow of an aircraft carrier’s superstructure, solemnly laying a fallen comrade to rest in a sea burial during the Pacific campaign. Adding insight to the photographs, former USAF fighter pilot “Cricket” Renner researched the images to give substance and depth via his wonderful writing.

Authenticity was our keyword. We wanted the book to look, feel and become “real” to the reader. This book is not intended to be an encyclopedia or history on World War II aviation, but rather a “time-machine.” Within these pages we visit a world completely at war, a war in which air power became the decisive tactical and strategic factor in helping win the conflict, where people like “Bud” Tordoff lived life in color. Their bravery, their fear, their joy, and their loss. How they lived and in many cases died. All this before many had seen their twenty-second birthday.

Time passes, but it needn’t be history. The more
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