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			Foreword

			Clark Field on the island of Luzon in the Philippines looked very much different to my father in 1958 than it had in January 1945, when he flew B-25s with the 345th Bomb Group—the famed Air Apaches. During the war, then lieutenant Ed Bina and his crew had roared low over the runways at Clark and ripped Japanese aircraft and personnel with torrents of deadly machine-gun fire. In their wake, they left a trail of parachute-suspended fragmentation bombs that settled gently to earth before exploding with fatal ferocity.

			That same airfield was where he was stationed thirteen years later. And it was where he had brought me and the rest of our family to live. Indeed, it was at Clark that I, as a young boy, barely started to grasp my father’s wartime legacy as a B-25 pilot with the 345th Bomb Group’s 501st Bomb Squadron: the Black Panthers. The 501st was one of four squadrons that made up the group.

			During that time, the days of the Japanese occupation of Clark, while still visible, were being slowly erased by man and nature. But there was still evidence of the fighting at almost every turn. As kids, we collected spent shell casings and bullets; a long, jagged piece of shrapnel from a five-hundred-pound bomb served as a makeshift machete. Also strong in my memory are hikes to caves where the Japanese had holed up as the Americans and their allies retook Luzon. I vividly recall stepping around and over unexploded bombs, heeding my father’s warnings not to touch them. And an image persists of a war-torn field at the end of the street where we lived.

			The war left telltale marks. And although I was young, I knew that those marks and my dad were somehow connected.

			As was typical of many of the war’s veterans, my father didn’t dwell on his wartime experiences. A fellow Air Apache and Dad’s radio operator, James Baross, declared, “It was just something you didn’t talk about.” By the time my father finally retired after thirty-six years of service, he had described to me only two of his missions. Still, reminders were always there. Among others, his A-2 flight jacket hung untouched in the closet, and his B-25 flight manual was part of my book collection.

			The 345th Bomb Group Association got going with purpose during the late 1970s and dedicated the group’s memorial in 1985 at the National Museum of the Air Force. Dad and I visited the site shortly after the ceremony. I think it was typical of my father’s humble character that he played an instrumental role in creating the memorial but never memorialized himself. Later that week we met with his lifelong friends from the war, Jay Moore and Julius Fisher. They had all flown together and were part of a much larger group of really amazing guys.

			Although I learned more over the years, I still didn’t fully understand what my dad—and the rest of the Air Apaches—had done. I didn’t press him, and he maintained his “no talk” protocol to the end. Sadly, Colonel Ed Bina “went west” in 2005 and took most of his wartime memories with him.

			Dad’s passing was the spark that ignited my real passion—the history of the 345th. Although he was gone and I would never again have the opportunity to talk with him, there were other resources that put me on a path of discovery. One of the richest proved to be the 345th’s annual reunions, where Air Apache veterans gathered to share their memories and rekindle lost camaraderie. Decades had passed since they had fought the Japanese, and many of them began to open up about their wartime experiences. These stories—some sad, some humorous, and some almost unbelievable—fascinated me. What made them more incredible was that these “old” men who had lived them were barely more than kids during the war.

			At my second Air Apaches reunion, I was elected president of the 345th Bomb Group Association. I was the first of the “next generation” to serve in that position, and it was my ambition to save as much as I could of the history of this proud bomb group—the hard-fighting, hard-playing, and hard-living young men who had so terrorized the Japanese in the South Pacific and beyond.

			Aside from talking with those veterans still surviving, I visited various archives. It was in one of these that my search circled back to my childhood at Clark Field. I found the mission summary report for the 345th’s savage attack there on January 7, 1945. And there was my father’s name. He had flown in his squadron’s second flight of three B-25s in aircraft number 178. The squadron described the mission as “designed to deliver the coup de grâce to the Imperial Air Force in Luzon.” After tallying the damage wrought against the Japanese, the report described the attack as “beautifully executed.”

			The paper I held in my hand had traveled miles and years from that awful war. And it helped me to further understand who my dad was and what he had really done.

			I will never be able to fully recreate my father’s experiences, but I piece together what I collect in order to tell at least a partial story of one of the many young Air Apaches who answered Uncle Sam’s call. I had often wondered if he knew what he was getting into when he enlisted in the Army in 1942. And I found the answer in a letter he wrote to his own father from Biak in 1944. It was apparent he knew quite well. “Don’t worry dad,” he wrote, “everything is fine here and I’m doing exactly what I’ve always wanted to do.” The words seemed quite forthright, coming as they did from a twenty-one-year-old kid who was flying and fighting in a very special hell.

			Ed Bina was only one of the more than four thousand men who served with the 345th Air Apaches. And he was but one small part of a team that included not only other flyers but also the cooks and mechanics and clerks and many other men who helped make the group one of the best outfits of the war. And long after the fighting ended, they formed a strong association that helped them not only satisfy their desire to reconnect with old comrades but also preserve their own history. Indeed, without the efforts of the 345th Bomb Group Association the story of the Air Apaches would remain virtually untold.

			The story that Jay Stout tells here isn’t only about the machines, the bombs, the guns, and the technologies of that time. Nor is it about the incredible numbers of enemy ships and aircraft that the 345th destroyed or the many Japanese whom its men killed. Rather, this story is about the men who did—or made possible—all that necessary destroying and killing. And it is about the brotherhood they forged as they did it. Above all, it is about a spirit and a legacy that will endure through many more generations, even as the last of the men make their final sortie. And because this book is about men rather than machines, it is a story that will likewise endure, and it is one that recalls a sentiment captured so well by William Shakespeare:

			We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;

			For he to-day that sheds his blood with me

			Shall be my brother.

			James Bina

			Virginia, 2018

		

	
		
			Preface

			As air wars go, the one that cleared Douglas MacArthur’s path across New Guinea and up through the Philippines and beyond was as grubby, rotten, and brutal as any in history. It was fought above stinking, disease-ridden jungles that—on their own—brought entire army units to their knees. And it was likewise fought above vast expanses of ocean that swallowed, without a trace, everything from aircraft to capital ships. And it was waged against an enemy who, combat aside, showed not the slightest shred of goodliness or godliness.

			As an air combat veteran, I was fascinated by this particular air war. The men flew hard-worn aircraft to far-flung targets with tongue-twisting names. Some of those targets were ill-protected backwaters, but too many were fiercely defended and exacted high costs in men and machines. It was gruesome and frightening and difficult to understand. As I researched and wrote, I made discoveries that compelled me to research and write more. I consequently found stories that bordered on incredible not just from the perspective of my own modern-day military experience but in the context of what happened in the Pacific as compared to other combat theaters of World War II. For example, unlike the monsters against whom the 345th fought, the Germans did not eat their prisoners.

			I wondered at what motivated the men to keep going. Strafing units like the 345th Bomb Group—the Air Apaches—made their attacks at very low altitude. If they were hit by antiaircraft fire or fighters, their odds of survival were very poor. Too often they smashed into the ground and died fiery deaths. Not once did I find an instance of a combat-damaged aircraft being abandoned by parachute.

			If they were able to wrestle their stricken aircraft past the shoreline to put down on the water, they were usually captured and murdered—that is, if they didn’t drown. Those crews who coaxed their damaged bombers well away from the target before ditching too often hauled themselves into life rafts never to be seen again.

			And it wasn’t just the aircrews who endured hardship. In fact, the flyers were granted periodic furloughs to Australia and had some expectation of returning to the States if they survived their tours of combat. On the other hand, the support personnel worked long, hard hours, days, weeks, and months without break. Although they were seldom thrust into combat, they nonetheless suffered losses from accidents, bombings, snipers, and kamikazes, not to mention disease. And they were stuck in the Pacific for the duration of the war. Although the fighting did not last so long, “the Golden Gate in ’48” was not just a catchy phrase. It wasn’t unreasonable—especially early in the war—to expect that the war wouldn’t be won until 1948.

			I deduced that my question as to what motivated the 345th’s men had many answers. Certainly there was the fact that the 345th was a military organization, and the men were bound to follow orders. And no doubt the men followed those orders in part because of a sense of patriotism, or love of country. But after reading and hearing the words of the men, I came to see that the Air Apaches were driven primarily by a sense of comradely love. It was a love that grew through shared hardship and a common mission, and it was a love that was strengthened and steeled through death and loss. Ultimately, they grew bound to each other in ways that cannot be understood by those who have not served in similar circumstances.

			What made the 345th’s accomplishments more impressive was that the group fought its war while constantly on the move. From June 1943 until the end of the fighting in August 1945, it set itself up at nine different bases. Along the way, the Air Apaches sank 260 vessels and destroyed 367 enemy aircraft—107 of them in aerial combat. Hard to measure but perhaps most important were the many thousands of tons of war-fighting material and equipment that the group’s men bombed and strafed to bits.

			But this came at a cost. Aside from enduring the stinking misery that was part and parcel of making war in the tropics, the Air Apaches lost 170 aircraft and 754 men. That loss rate, more than 16 percent of the approximately 4,500 men who served with the Air Apaches, was greater than that of most units that saw combat during the war.

			Consequently, there are—or were—almost innumerable stories to be told. Each of the thousands of men who served with the 345th could have written his own book. But now almost all of them are gone. Nevertheless, in readying for this project, I still collected more material than I could use. And that was disheartening to a certain degree—there was no way I could tell the story of every man, of every loss, and of every instant of terror.

			Still, too much to choose from was better than not enough, and I spent a great deal of time considering what I might and might not use. Ultimately, I chose to tell the story of the 345th through the missions and recollections that were most representative of what the group did during a given period. And as much as was possible, I used the words of the men and the contemporaneous records they created. I hope that this approach has given the book a credibility and sense of immediacy that makes the 345th’s experience that much more real. And in making that experience more real, I hope that I have done justice to the dedication and guts of the men who made the Air Apaches one of the deadliest bomb groups of a very deadly war.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“I wanted wings ’till I got the Goddamn things,

			Now, I don’t want them anymore.

			They taught me how to fly,

			Then they sent me off to die,

			Well I’ve had a belly full of war.”

			—U.S. Army Air Forces drinking song

			William Kyser looked down at the pilot’s seat. The cushion was still damp with the perspiration of the pilot who had flown the morning mission. In fact, the entire aircraft smelled of sweat and gunpowder and hot engines—it had landed back at Dobodura only a couple of hours earlier. Since then, the mechanics had fueled and serviced it, and an ordnance crew had stuffed it with four five-hundred-pound bombs.

			Everything in New Guinea was wet or rotten or stank—or all three. The sweaty seat was a minor matter, and Kyser settled into it and situated himself behind the B-25’s control yoke. To his right, his copilot shimmied between the seats and likewise sat down. Richard Whitman was a big man, new to the squadron and new to combat. When he was seated, his shoulder almost touched Kyser’s.

			Elsewhere in the aircraft four other men readied their positions. The navigator, Homer Stine, sat at his little desk behind the two pilots and fussed with a heavily creased chart. Farther back and out of view beyond the bomb bay, Marshall Marks checked his rack of radio equipment. And Charles Sebastian, the flight engineer and top turret gunner, arranged ammunition for his guns. Also out of view was Sam Vojnovich, the new gunner. The muted clump of footsteps and the clank of metal on metal told Kyser that he was also situating his weapons and ammunition.

			Kyser double-checked the various controls and switches as well as the panel behind the control yoke. There were holes in it where instruments were missing. The paint was chipped or worn away in many places, and everything in the cockpit wore a patina of dust and hard use even though the bomber had been rolled out of the factory only a year or so earlier. Still, the tired olive green machine was functional. Worn as it was, like a reliable work truck, it could still carry its crew and its guns and a load of bombs to the target and back. Such a task didn’t require shiny paint or a full complement of instruments.

			The B-25’s nose was painted with a name, Here’s Howe. The aircraft had been passed down from another unit, and Kyser had no idea who Howe was or how he did things. Or even if he was still alive.

			The chuffing cough of an engine coming to life caught Kyser’s attention. He looked across the airfield’s earthen revetments and saw propellers turning on other squadron aircraft. The clouds of oily blue smoke exhausted by the engines were quickly blown away as the propellers came up to speed. On the ground, Kyser’s crew chief nodded and gave him a thumbs-up. Kyser hauled back on the control yoke and turned it one way and then the other, simultaneously stepping on the rudders. He twisted in his seat to see as much of the aircraft as possible and noted that the ailerons, elevators, and rudders responded freely to his inputs. That done, he leaned across Whitman to check the right engine, then turned back and made certain that no one stood in the arc of the left engine’s propeller. He and Whitman ran through the start checklist, and a moment or so later both of Here’s Howe’s engines added their syrupy purr to the rumble that rolled across the airfield.

			Kyser’s unit, the 500th Bomb Squadron, was one of four assigned to the 345th Bomb Group, which was newly arrived at Dobodura from the airfield complex at Port Moresby. On that day, December 26, 1943, the Marines were landing at Cape Gloucester on the western end of New Britain, 225 miles to the north. Earlier that morning the four squadrons of the 345th had launched a total of thirty-nine aircraft to hit Japanese positions in the hills beyond the landing beaches. It had been a textbook-perfect affair that the 345th’s leadership was anxious to repeat with twenty-four aircraft on this second mission of the day.

			Kyser watched a vortex of dust swirl into the muggy air behind the squadron’s lead aircraft as its pilot advanced the throttles and moved onto the taxiway. His own crew chief ducked under Here’s Howe’s wings to pull the wheel chocks and then reappeared to signal that the way was clear for Kyser to taxi from the revetment. Kyser eased the throttles forward, released the brakes, and joined the line of B-25s headed for the runway.

			A few minutes later, the 500th’s aircraft stopped at one of Dobodura’s eleven runways. There, the crews waited only a few minutes until the takeoff time, 1300. When the hour arrived they individually taxied onto the runway at thirty-second intervals and started their takeoff runs.

			When it was his turn, Kyser checked his controls again as he rolled onto the runway. Already, a whirling shroud of propeller-whipped dirt veiled the far end. Kyser aligned the big ship with the center of the runway and made certain it was tracking straight before pushing the throttles to takeoff power. The two Wright Cyclone R-2600 radial engines—mounted close to the cockpit—accelerated the aircraft with a roar that made conversation impossible.

			Once airborne, with the landing gear tucking itself away, Kyser let the nose of the aircraft drop slightly toward the horizon so that the bomber picked up speed more rapidly. Ahead of him, he spotted the other aircraft in his squadron turning toward the coastline, and he maneuvered to expedite the rendezvous. At the same time, he and Whitman scanned the cockpit instruments and visually checked the engines. Here’s Howe was performing as it should.

			Charles Howard led the 500th that day, and Kyser was one of his two wingmen. Catching Howard, he slid into position just to his left. The other wingman was already joined on Howard’s right side. The squadron’s other three-ship flight came together slightly behind them and to the right. Ahead, orbiting over the Gona Wreck—a partially sunk Japanese transport—was the 498th Bomb Squadron, which was leading the group that day, and the 499th. Behind Howard and Kyser and the rest of the 500th, the six aircraft of the 501st Bomb Squadron made up the rear of the 345th’s formation.

			Once joined, the group’s twenty-four B-25 Mitchells turned northwest toward Finschafen. There, they picked up an escort of P-39 fighters before arcing north toward Cape Gloucester and Borgen Bay, where elements of the 1st Marine Division were coming ashore. Killing the Japanese opposing the Marines was the objective of the 345th’s flyers that day.

			Kyser passed control of the aircraft to Whitman, then stretched as much as he could in the tight confines of the cockpit. He watched Whitman for a moment or two and then, assured that the other man could handle the aircraft, took in the view. The formation flew at only a couple hundred feet above the water and sped along at just under two hundred miles per hour. Kyser enjoyed the sense of speed imparted by flying so low over the wave tops; the pair of seagulls that flashed past the windscreen underscored that speed. Below, the water was a deep blue-black marked by frothy whitecaps. And although he couldn’t see them, Kyser knew that man-eating sharks cruised just below the surface.

			He counted the aircraft to his front, then looked out both sides to see what he could of the remainder of the formation. Just above, the little P-39s weaved back and forth. Not much higher, a layer of clouds obscured the sun. Behind Whitman, Homer Stine checked his watch and made a mark on his chart. So long as the formation stayed together, Stine’s navigational savvy wasn’t needed. But in the event Here’s Howe became separated from the rest of the group, Stine would get them home.

			Kyser took the controls from Whitman a short time later as Umboi Island came into view. The next checkpoint was Sakar Island. However, the 345th’s formation leaned away from Sakar. Squinting skyward, Kyser spied the reason. A dogfight swirled above it. So far away, the combatants resembled a swarm of bees—friend was indistinguishable from foe. Regardless, there was no good reason to get into the thick of it, and the B-25 pilots stayed clear.

			The B-25s put the island behind them with an easy right-hand turn to the southeast. So low, the pilots were careful not to drop a wing into the water. At the same time, they took special care not to run into each other. Kyser sat taller in his seat to see over Here’s Howe’s nose and worked the throttles and flight controls instinctively. The B-25 was notable for the degree of muscle required to fly it well. Once Kyser brought the aircraft out of the turn, he exhaled, shrugged his shoulders, and dropped down with the rest of the group to only a few dozen feet above the water. The two, three-ship formations that made up each squadron came abreast of each other.

			The classic panorama of an opposed amphibious invasion presented itself to the 345th’s crews. Smoke from the two enemy airfields at Cape Gloucester rose to their right front. To the left was a line of five American destroyers. A Japanese bomber pulled out of its dive, and one of the ships erupted into a massive fireball. Other enemy aircraft attacked the destroyers through curtains of deadly antiaircraft fire. American fighters chased overhead and shot down the attackers they caught. Their victims fell into the sea, trailing vertical arcs of black smoke and orange flames. Ahead and below the 345th, barges and landing craft crisscrossed from the beach to their transport ships and back. The shoreline was crowded with boats, troops, and material. A Japanese dive bomber hit one of the barges, and it exploded.

			Kyser spotted another enemy dive bomber in the distance; it flew a parallel path to the right of the 345th’s formation. The aircraft turned and attacked the six B-25s of the 499th Bomb Squadron to his front. Bright flashes spat from the top turret of one of the bombers, and the Japanese aircraft—trailing a plume of fuel-fed fire—smashed into the water.

			The 345th’s B-25s, each carrying a load of four five-hundred-pound bombs, opened their bomb bay doors. Anxious to stay clear of the antiaircraft fire coming from the friendly destroyers, they edged over the landing beach. Another enemy dive bomber appeared in front of them, and several of the B-25 pilots opened fire with their nose guns.

			Some of the American gunners in the boats did not recognize the 345th’s B-25s for what they were. Perhaps confused by the machine-gun fire coming from the aircraft, the gunners swung their weapons around and against their countrymen. Curtains of antiaircraft fire lashed up at the 345th. The leading two squadrons went largely unscathed, but not so the 500th and the 501st.

			Kyser both felt and heard the rounds that smashed into Here’s Howe. The interphone erupted with calls from his crew telling him what he already knew: the aircraft was on fire. The right engine burned fiercely and failed to respond to its throttle. Likewise, the aircraft’s controls were slack. Here’s Howe made an abrupt, uncommanded turn to the left and fell toward the water. Whitman and Kyser both hauled back on their control yokes, but to no avail. The big copilot, his neck bulging with exertion, turned to Kyser, eyes wide with terror.

			Here’s Howe exploded just as it crashed into the water. A circular shockwave flattened the waves, and a fiery slick burned atop the water. Little else remained of the aircraft or its crew. In the distance, the remaining 345th crews prepared to drop their bombs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“That Made Him Very Happy”

			In fact, it was via this remarkable innovation—the transformation of the B-25 into a low-altitude bomber and gunship—that the 345th distinguished itself throughout the rest of the war. The man behind it was Paul “Pappy” Gunn. Part myth and part real-life hero, Gunn was born in 1899 in Quitman, Arkansas. The schooling he received was unequal to his considerable talents, and when he enlisted in the Navy in 1917, his limited education stymied his dream of becoming a pilot. Instead, he was made an aircraft mechanic. Although the assignment was initially a disappointment, he grew to enjoy it, and the skills he learned served him—and the nation—very well in later years.

			Gunn was a young man who found ways to get things done. He saved his pay and not only took flying lessons but also bought a surplus flying boat, which he made serviceable again on his own time. Gunn reenlisted in 1924 at the same time that the Navy started training enlisted men as pilots. He completed flight training and subsequently excelled during a career that included service as a fighter pilot, a flight instructor, and a VIP transport pilot.

			Joseph “Jocko” Clark, who later became a notable rear admiral and task force commander, said that Gunn “was an excellent aerial gunner, and at air combat, which was our main mission, he was rated as one of the very best in the squadron [VF-2].” He also remembered that Gunn “had a cheerful and inspiring personality, and a high sense of duty.”1 Others remembered him as a lovable teller of tall tales, a hard drinker, and a master of bluff and bluster who did not suffer fools gladly.

			When Gunn retired from the Navy in 1937, he worked for an airline in Hawaii and was later joined by his family in the Philippines, where he managed Philippine Air Lines. He and his wife and four children were living near Nichols Field on the outskirts of Manila when the Japanese bombed the Philippines after their sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. Gunn was commissioned into the United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) as a captain, and the handful of aircraft that made up Philippine Air Lines was impressed into American service under his command.

			Gunn flew these and other aircraft continuously as he moved people and material around the islands and as far away as Australia. He was attacked in the air multiple times and shot down at least once. And when he wasn’t flying, he shared his mechanical genius with his USAAF counterparts to put seemingly unflyable aircraft of all types back into service. Everyone agreed that he possessed a degree of energy and stamina unequalled by the much younger men with whom he worked.

			Gunn was flying diplomats to Australia when Manila fell to the Japanese on January 2, 1942. Chagrined at having waited too long to spirit his family to safety, he put together a rescue plan and landed a Beechcraft on Manila’s Quezon Boulevard in the middle of the night. His wife and children, who had never gotten word of the scheme, failed to show, and he was forced to take off without them. The Japanese subsequently interned his family at the Santo Tomas prison camp.

			Unable to do anything for his loved ones, Gunn directed his considerable energy and talents—and a great visceral hatred—toward fighting the Japanese. On February 4, 1942, he was put in charge of a newly formed air transport command made up of a hodgepodge of aircraft.2 But he also flew fighters and bombers whenever he could. Notably, he made many extremely risky supply and evacuation flights from Australia into the Philippines, for which he was twice awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.

			Other exploits were so extraordinary as to strain credulity. On January 26, 1942, after flying a B-17 to Surabaya, Java, to deliver supplies, he flew seven bombing missions against a Japanese convoy in the Makassar Strait. He scored two confirmed hits even though he had first touched the controls of a B-17 only the previous day. He additionally played a major role in a daring set of bombing raids—the Royce mission—staged from Australia and flown from an outlying airfield in the Philippines. Gunn also extracted clandestine operators from the Philippines as the Japanese tightened their noose around the archipelago during early 1942. And famously, through bluster and out-and-out chicanery, he “redirected” twenty-four idle Dutch B-25s into American hands. In truth, they were simply stolen.

			But beyond Gunn’s considerable achievements as a flyer—which, in addition to the two Distinguished Flying Crosses, also earned him the Silver Star—his greatest contribution to the war effort was his notion of converting the Douglas A-20 and the North American B-25 into low-level strafing aircraft. Based on his personal experience, he understood that both aircraft types, stuffed with as many forward-firing guns as possible and using low-level bombing tactics, would be more effective as close-in attack aircraft. He accordingly tinkered with various installation concepts and designed and fabricated many of the necessary components himself. And he salvaged the guns he needed from wrecked aircraft.

			Notwithstanding his seemingly innate mechanical genius, the modifications Gunn made were necessarily makeshift—limited by a paucity of formal engineering and manufacturing resources. Still, he proved his concept for putting four .50-caliber machine guns into the nose of the A-20, together with long-range fuel tanks. Reconfigured examples began flying operational missions during the late summer of 1942.

			Modifying the B-25 proved more problematic. The weight of the guns and their ammunition made the aircraft nose-heavy, which necessitated the installation of lead ballast in the aft section of the aircraft. The added weight of the guns, the ammunition, and the ballast had a negative effect on the aircraft’s speed and range, which was obviated to a degree by removing the ventral, or lower, turret and tail guns. Another problem was the vibration and muzzle blast caused by so many guns firing at once, which caused rivets in the forward fuselage to break loose and the skin to warp and crack. This was mitigated by scabbing, or overlaying, metal panels and a thin layer of shock-absorbing material on the weakest sections and by installing blast tubes on some of the guns.

			Gunn made friends with Jack Fox during this time. Fox was North American Aviation’s technical representative in the area. The pair worked well together, and Fox’s knowledge, together with his access to North American’s engineering expertise, was no doubt useful to the effort. For his part, Gunn insisted on testing the modified aircraft himself as they often presented dangerous and unpredictable flying characteristics.

			In due course, and through the contributions of others aside from Gunn and Fox, the experiment advanced through trial and error into a real capability. The first batch of modified aircraft carried four .50-caliber machine guns in the nose and two additional machine guns installed on each side of the nose below the cockpit, for a total of eight fixed, forward-firing guns.

			George Kenney, who had been so impressed by Gunn that he had made him his chief “innovator,” was especially keen on the B-25 as a strafer. “I figured I’d have a skip-bomber that could overwhelm the deck defenses of a Jap vessel as the plane came in for the kill with its bombs,” he said. “With a commerce destroyer as effective as I believed this would be, I’d be able to maintain an air blockade on the Japs anywhere within the radius of action of the airplane.”3

			The type’s big debut occurred early in 1943. On February 28, as the 345th’s training was nearing completion in South Carolina, the Japanese sortied eight destroyers and eight troop transports from their fortress at Rabaul, on New Britain Island. The convoy was ostensibly protected by nearly one hundred aircraft, and its destination was Lae, New Guinea, about fifteen miles north of Salamaua. The Japanese desperately needed the troops and material to maintain their positions in New Guinea.

			Notwithstanding the defensive air umbrella that the Japanese fighters were tasked with providing, the Allies—primarily Kenney’s Fifth Air Force—savaged the convoy over a three-day period beginning on March 2. Ultimately, with the loss of only six aircraft and thirteen airmen, the Allies sank all eight transports and four of the destroyers. It was a remarkable victory that made banner headlines back in the States.

			The multiday fight was noteworthy for its viciousness. When the crewmen of a B-17 bailed out of their stricken bomber, Japanese fighters shot them dead in their parachutes. The word spread quickly, and when there remained no more Japanese ships to sink, many of the Allied aircrews dropped to wave-top level and gunned the hapless survivors to bits. “What we didn’t get, the sharks got,” recorded one airman.4 Nearly three thousand of the seven thousand Japanese troops destined for New Guinea were killed or drowned during the Battle of the Bismarck Sea.

			The 3rd Attack Group’s 90th Bomb Squadron participated in the action with twelve B-25s modified as strafers. Garrett Middlebrook, a B-25 pilot with the 38th Bomb Group, offered an eyewitness account: “I watched one of the strafers open fire on one of the moving ships. Long before he dropped his bomb, debris from the ship flew all over the water. I wondered what all the pieces of debris were and squinted harder. My God, they were human bodies!”5

			Middlebrook made his first strafing attack a couple of months later. His experience underscored the effectiveness of the guns against land targets. On May 9, 1943, he led a flight against the Japanese airfield at Gasmata, on New Ireland. He opened his attack with a fusillade against a machine-gun position. “Good God, it was mindless cruelty what I did to those machine gunners. Two rolled all the way over the top of the embankment and fell as lifeless chunks of human flesh to the ground on the other side. Two others seemed to be impaled on the tripod of their gun while my firepower tore their bodies to shreds. The others were ripped and torn to bloody flesh and broken bones.”6
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			In early August 1943, the 345th’s crews flew their aircraft from Port Moresby to Garbutt Airfield near Townsville, Australia. There, at Depot #2, Gunn’s experimental design and engineering work had matured into a formal modification line capable of converting the 345th’s sixty-plus B-25s into strafers. Work started immediately.

			While that work was being performed, the group’s aircrews had little to do. A few had remained at Port Moresby, where they flew an occasional mission—usually single-ship weather-reconnaissance sorties. But at Townsville, arrangements were made for a C-47 to take a load of men to Sydney for a furlough on a first-come, first-served basis. “My buddy Mike Korczynski and I were among the first to sign up,” said Tal Epps. “The list was filled very quickly. No one had had any time off, so a week in Sydney was a dream come true. And the fact that we had received several months of back pay that afternoon added to the excitement. I had a small fortune—more than seventeen hundred American dollars. I felt like a millionaire!”

			Epps and Korczynski decided on a quiet night out before the C-47 departed early the next morning, August 7, 1943. “We made plans to shave and shower, and then go into town for dinner and a movie,” Epps said. The two men meant to get to bed early so as to be well rested for a predawn wakeup call.

			“As we left our barracks to board the bus to town, we got involved in a big dice game in the latrine,” Epps said. By the end of the night, both Epps and Korczynski were still in the latrine, nearly penniless. They were not on speaking terms when they finally went to bed. “When the charge of quarters came by to wake us,” said Epps, “I was undecided as to whether I still wanted to go to Sydney so I called over to Mike to see if he was still going.” Korczynski brusquely directed Epps to perform an impossible sexual act on himself.

			Epps was approached by Charles Zahora shortly afterward. Zahora had been a big winner at the dice game and wanted to buy Epps’s seat to Sydney. “I told him that I wasn’t going and that he could take my place—he didn’t have to pay me,” Epps said. “That made him very happy.”

			Epps and Korczynski were asleep again when the Eager Beaver, a C-47 of the 40th Troop Carrier Squadron, got airborne at 0500. Once aloft it turned south and climbed into the still-dark sky. Only twenty minutes later it crashed into Cleveland Bay, killing everyone aboard. Of the twenty-seven men who were killed, twenty were from the 345th’s 500th Bomb Squadron, including Charles Zahora. Also among the 500th’s dead was Buck Fowler, who had been such a dutiful correspondent with his sister Edna and who had been so tickled with the names of the Boom-Boom, Dittum Dattum, and Wattum Chew.

			Epps and Korczynski patched up their differences that morning before they or anyone else knew of the crash. They borrowed some money and spent a few days sightseeing in a nearby town. “We enjoyed good food and plenty of sleep for about three days,” Epps said, “then headed back to Townsville. When we passed through the gate at Garbutt a couple of our ground men expressed surprise and delight to see us alive and well. They informed us that the plane we should have been aboard had crashed and that there were no survivors.” Epps, who had not been aboard Lee Ow’s aircraft when it had smashed into the mountains around Salamaua, had cheated death once more.

			The 500th Bomb Squadron needed to replace the men lost in the crash of the Eager Beaver. Aircrew replacements weren’t readily available at that point, and Epps recalled that the squadron turned inward to make up the shortfall. “All had to be volunteers—no one could be ordered to fly in combat. Then they must be trained from scratch to fill positions completely foreign to any training they ever received. We had personnel from the motor pool, the dispensary, the kitchen, the armament section, etc.” Ultimately, the makeshift staffing and training effort was successful enough that the 500th was able to meet its operational obligations.
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			Many of the 345th’s men left behind wives and lovers. One of these was James R. Jones, or “J. R.,” an Indiana farm boy who had studied at the University of Kansas on a track scholarship. Though not tall, he had been a broad jump champion. Intelligent and sensitive, he met the love of his life in Houston, Texas, in August 1941 while traveling with fraternity brothers.

			J. R. was nervous about his blind date with red-headed Houston socialite Elnora Bartlett. His experience to that point led him to believe that redheads were either “extremely good looking, or extremely good God!”7 As it developed, Elnora was a stunner. Lively green eyes complemented her vivid red hair and pretty, heart-shaped face. She had a trim yet fully equipped figure and a smile that could render a man dumb. Best of all, she was spirited and witty and as smart as—or more so than—Jones.

			It was love at first sight. Their personalities were different but harmonized, and they shared a love of music and dancing. Although he was twenty-two and she nineteen, neither had ever been so affected by another. The first date was magical, and the second ended too soon. After only two days, both were excited by the notion of a traditional, if long distance, courtship.

			That notion was complicated when Jones received his draft notice later that month and was inducted into the Army in September 1941, just as he started his senior year at Kansas. However, he was soon selected for training as an aviation cadet. Before he left for that training, he arranged a second meeting with Elnora for two days at Christmas.

			That the mutual attraction they had developed only a few months earlier was as strong as ever was indicated in the letter that Elnora wrote soon afterward: “Oh, but I miss your slaphappy wit and your kisses, and I know I’ll miss you more than I will ever know, and more than you can imagine before I see you again. I can hardly wait for your next letters, for the last was so wonderful. If I read it once, I know I have read it ten times.”8

			Much later, as the 345th started for the Pacific in the spring of 1943, J. R. Jones finished his training as a B-25 pilot at Greenville Army Air Base. Although he and Elnora had kept up a stream of correspondence, they had not put eyes on each other since Christmas 1941. Finally, nearing the end of May 1943, he wangled a training mission to Houston. On May 22, after dodging a string of rainstorms, he set his aircraft down, parked it, and helped the rest of his crew button it up for an overnight stay.

			Elnora and a family friend met Jones and his crew at Ellington. “As a pilot would say,” he later wrote, “when I first saw you again—I spun in.”9 Jones proposed to Elnora that night in front of his crew. Since meeting, they had seen each other on only six different days. She accepted. Sadly, he had to return to Greenville the following day.

			While the 345th was finding its footing on the other side of the world, Jones continued to woo Elnora. When he had proposed to her a couple of weeks earlier, he had no ring to put on her finger. During early June, he suggested that she take a train from Houston to Montgomery, Alabama, where he had earlier gone through flight training. He would travel to Montgomery from Greenville. Once together he planned to seal their engagement with a ring.

			Elnora had a job but contrived a case of measles and made the trip. From June 9, for a couple of days, they immersed themselves in each other’s company. Jones later wrote of it to Elnora: “Ah, so you like to remember our last night in Montgomery—frankly, so do I. Those days were a short frantic grab for happiness, but we made it. I’ve never been more content in all my life. Odd how one can be so completely happy just wandering around aimlessly as we did.”10

			Only two weeks after their Montgomery tryst, Jones received orders overseas. “I stare at these beautiful pictures of you and these snapshots of us by the hour,” he wrote. “Heaven knows what it will be like over there. Knowing that you love me, though, and that you are more lovely than a picture can ever be, is one dream I’ve had come true.”11

			J. R. arrived in Australia in August 1943, while the 345th’s aircraft were being modified as strafers. He was not initially impressed and wrote Elnora on August 21, the day he joined the 345th’s 501st Bomb Squadron, “All the homes and places of business are very dirty and unkempt. It’s really not a very pleasant effect. Everything looks as if it could use a good bath.” He additionally observed, “The people are fairly friendly, but I don’t believe the Australian soldiers care too much for us. They are really a wild lot and aren’t too particular who they fight. For lack of anything else to do, they will fight each other.”

			But there was one aspect about the Australians that impressed Jones. “I haven’t any idea how big the Royal Australian Air Force is, but they have the prettiest uniform of anyone. It’s about the bluest blue I ever saw. I hope they have some airplanes to go with the uniform.”12
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			The 345th began flying its newly modified B-25Ds back to Port Moresby during mid-August 1943. Aside from the four .50-caliber machine guns in a newly installed, solid nose, two more .50-caliber machine guns were added to each side of the forward fuselage below the cockpit. The two .30-caliber machine guns, one on each side of the rear fuselage, were retained, but, as with Pappy Gunn’s original effort, the bottom turret was removed. An automatic camera was also installed on the bottom of the fuselage behind the bomb bay. Pointed down and to the rear, it captured images that proved invaluable in evaluating the effectiveness of bombing raids.

			The 501st Bomb Squadron flew the 345th’s first strafer sorties on August 23, 1943. The four aircraft that made up the raid dropped incendiaries on indiscriminate targets in the Markham Valley before shooting up some native huts and nondescript buildings. The damage done was trifling, and “inauspicious” was too lofty a word to describe the mission’s results. The 500th Bomb Squadron flew its first strafer sorties two days later, on August 25. The eight aircraft made a low-level attack against gun emplacements in the Hansa Bay area. They dropped strings of parachute fragmentation, or “parafrag,” bombs, as well as more traditional three-hundred-pound demolition bombs. At the same time, they strafed whatever targets presented themselves. The squadron sustained no damage or injuries and the results were satisfactory, if not remarkable.

			Other missions were flown to Nadzab and Alexishafen. A raid on September 1 included three of the group’s four squadrons, the 498th, the 500th, and the 501st, as well as squadrons from other bomb groups. The target was a heavy concentration of barge traffic in the Alexishafen area. This effort exposed the fact that the unit—still relatively new to combat—was occasionally prone to miscues in flying and judgment, as indicated by the 498th Bomb Squadron’s report: “Our flight leader reported that the entire formation was very unstable and that it was not possible to form on the flight that this squadron was to follow in the attack. The conditions did not improve and Captain Giffin considered it unwise to attack and have our aircraft in the line of fire of the other squadrons. Therefore, this squadron turned off ten miles short of the target and returned to base.” In other words, someone’s inability to fly stable formation caused an entire squadron to turn back to base without dropping a single bomb. It was a waste.

			The 500th and the 501st pressed on to Alexishafen but discovered, much to their disappointment, that most of the barges had already moved on. They assuaged that disappointment by attacking the remaining barges and whatever else needed it. Robert Larsen’s actions were representative. The 501st Bomb Squadron’s mission summary report described how he “made a minimum altitude run along the southeast edge of the runway, strafing this area. His flight path continued down the roadway through Mission Village where 8 bombs were released with unobserved results. This area was also well strafed. Swinging back to the right,” the report continued, “short of Sek Island, Lieutenant Larsen then strafed the shoreline and small islands from Kananam Point to the Amron Mission area.”

			September 5, 1943, marked the first strafing mission in which all four of the 345th’s squadrons participated. The group was at the vanguard of an air assault on the Markham Valley—the first large-scale operation to involve American paratroopers in the Pacific. Together with a coordinated ground attack and the imminent capture of Salamaua and Lae, it was one more step in Douglas MacArthur’s deliberate march across the top of New Guinea. Specifically, it was intended to capture the disused airfield at Nadzab and turn it into a major airbase complex.

			The highly choreographed affair tasked the B-25s of the 345th and 38th Bomb Groups to lead the way in a low-level bombing and strafing attack. They were to be followed by A-20 light attack bombers equipped with smoke canisters. The smoke was intended to blind Japanese defenders to the nearly two thousand American and Australian paratroopers embarked aboard ninety-six C-47s. The entire effort—to include Generals Kenney and MacArthur observing from separate B-17s orbiting overhead—was to be protected by 146 fighters.

			The 345th’s bomb run went well, although most crews were unable to perform follow-up strafing runs because of the fast-approaching C-47s. Douglas Busath, a navigator with the 499th Bomb Squadron, was aboard one of the few aircraft that was able to strafe. It was his first combat mission, and he naturally harbored fears about the perils he might face. “We came out of the first strafing run,” said Busath, “and my pilot and copilot were laughing so hard they could hardly talk. I asked what was so funny and they said, ‘You! You yelled all the way down that entire strafing run and we don’t know where you got all the wind—you never took a breath!’”13

			Busath was surprised and asked the two men if they hadn’t seen the flashes of enemy gunfire on the ground. “And they said that no one was shooting at us. That was our bullets hitting the rocks and making sparks.” Busath felt sheepish but noted that after having been “blooded” on that first combat flight, he never again suffered from a similar set of nerves.

			As Busath’s pilots noted, Japanese resistance to the air assault was almost nil. Enemy fighters failed to make an appearance, and only scattered pockets of Japanese troops were encountered on the ground. Notwithstanding the fact that his aircraft and crews were essentially unopposed, Kenney was justifiably proud of how his different units came together to make the effort a success. He boasted to his boss, Henry Arnold,

			I truly don’t believe that another air force in the world today could have put this over as perfectly as the 5th Air Force did. Not a single squadron did any circling or stalling around but all slid into place like clockwork. . . . The strafers checked in on the target at exactly the time set, just prior to take off. They strafed and frag bombed the whole area in which the jumps were to be made and then as the last bombs exploded the smoke layers went to work. As the streams of smoke were built up, the three columns of transports slid into place and in one minute and ten seconds from the time the first parachute opened the last of 1,700 paratroopers had dropped.14

			Ultimately, the operation proved to be a splendid demonstration of the Fifth Air Force’s capacity to support MacArthur’s New Guinea offensive and, as such, proof of all that Kenney had done to create that capacity.

			During this time, the Japanese fighter pilots that the 345th encountered continued to exhibit a curious lack of aggressiveness. This was highlighted on September 17, 1943, ten days after the Nadzab operation, when Charles Howard and his crew were sent to drop propaganda leaflets over Japanese-held Finschafen. The 500th Bomb Squadron crew was eastbound, approaching the Markham River, when “we were intercepted by six-to-eight enemy SSF [single-seat fighters] which we believe were Zekes.” Charles Brown, in the top turret, let Howard know that four of the enemy aircraft were “on our tail.”

			Howard put the B-25 into a dive as a different Zero fighter—code-named “Zeke”—attacked from ahead and out of the sun. Brown fired his guns and “saw his tracers enter the Zeke, pieces of the cowling fly off, and the Zeke fall off on one wing, smoking badly.” Almost immediately, the B-25 was hit from the front again by another Zero. This attack blasted away the top turret’s Plexiglas dome. Brown was hit in the head and started bleeding profusely. The radio man, Robert Walker, rendered first aid.

			Fred Ellard, the waist gunner, left his position and stood ready at the still-functioning guns of the top turret. He needn’t have bothered as, inexplicably, the enemy fighters motored away. Why the Japanese pilots failed to press their advantage is unknown, but Howard nursed the aircraft into Dobodura, where Brown received medical treatment and ultimately survived.
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			When the 345th arrived in theater in May 1943, George Kenney was impressed by its commander, Jarred Crabb. After meeting with Crabb on May 12, Kenney described him as an aggressive leader whom “I would bet on any time.”15 Kenney made a mental note to track Crabb’s performance.

			In fact, Kenney was impressed enough to pull Crabb from the 345th only just more than two months after it started combat operations. Kenney ordered him to duty as the Fifth Bomber Command’s chief of staff. It was a position that perfectly suited Crabb’s experience and leadership skills. Consequently, command of the 345th was passed to the executive officer, Clinton True, on September 19, 1943. Crabb’s reputation as an accomplished flyer and leader was ultimately validated when he was made head of Fifth Bomber Command a few months later.
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			On September 25, 1943, two 345th squadrons, the 498th and 500th, were ordered to attack Japanese personnel in the vicinity of the Gusap River. The enemy was believed to be hiding in native villages and along the heavily jungled trails that connected them. Accordingly, each squadron made two bombing and strafing passes on a string of little settlements. Higher headquarters certainly must have directed the attack based on some sort of intelligence, but the mission summary reports offered no compelling evidence of a strong Japanese presence. A sole artillery piece—unattended—was the only indication that the enemy was, or had been, in the area.

			The 498th reported that “6 bombs were released at Ragitsuma scoring direct hits on several huts and starting small fires. 2 bombs fell on huts at Maraisassa. 2 bombs were released on huts at Amari. 7 bombs were released at Boparinpum, destroying several huts. 8 bombs fell among huts in an unidentified village six miles northeast of Boparinpum. 8 bombs fell among huts at an unidentified village.” This great holocaust of huts hardly seemed worth the resources the squadron expended to put twelve aircraft in the air that day.

			For its part, the 500th reported that it also destroyed a great many huts. It additionally noted, “Several horses picketed along the creek bed directly south of Arifagan Creek, sighted by one crew making its first pass, were strafed by this crew on its second pass over the target.” Neither squadron reported sighting enemy troops.

			Although the targets hit by the 345th’s squadrons on September 25 were not of obvious importance, such was not the case on September 27. On that day the group was tasked, together with the 38th Bomb Group and the 3rd Attack Group, to hit the Wewak airfield complex. It was a much different proposition than hitting undefended villages.

			Anxious to shore up their positions in New Guinea, the Japanese had come ashore at Wewak, on New Guinea’s northern coast, ten months earlier in December 1942. They subsequently established not only a naval headquarters but a complex of four airfields. There they fielded the Fourth Air Army. If they couldn’t dislodge the Allies, the Japanese planned to keep them bottled up where they were.

			In fact, Wewak grew to become Japan’s largest airbase on New Guinea. Kenney was obviously concerned but felt powerless to do much as “recco [reconnaissance] photos showed too many fighters on the four airdromes, at But, Borum, Dagua, and Wewak itself, for us to expose our meager bomber strength in an unescorted raid, and our fighters based at Dobodura and Port Moresby didn’t have the range to go to Wewak and return.”16

			The solution that Kenney and his staff developed during the early summer of 1943 was the clandestine construction of a new airfield at Tsili Tsili, only about fifty miles west of Salamaua and Lae, where ground battles were still ongoing. Fighter aircraft based at Tsili Tsili—which Kenney renamed Marilinan—could support the troops doing that fighting. They could also escort bombers to Wewak, three hundred miles to the northwest. While the airfield was being built, the Japanese were kept distracted by the purposely obvious construction of an emergency airfield at Garoka—in large part performed by the natives—and other construction activity at nearby Bena Bena.

			The decoy activities paid off as the Japanese regularly bombed the ersatz airfield at Garoka, while the work at Marilinan went unnoticed. Kenney recalled, “The natives thought it was all a huge joke, and when the Japs put on an attack they would roll around on the ground with laughter and chatter away about how we were ‘making fool of the Jap man.’”17 The Japanese didn’t discover Marilinan until the middle of August 1943. And although they bombed it, they were too late—Kenney’s units were too well established.

			At that time the 345th’s aircraft were being modified as strafers. But Kenney still had other units available and sent four raids against the Wewak complex from August 17 to 21. The first mission was a resounding success as it caught a large Japanese force just as it was readying to take off for an attack against Marilinan. The Japanese were ill prepared and suffered devastating losses. Kenney wrote, “We found out afterward that the Japs referred to the attack as ‘the Black Day of August 17th,’ and that they had lost over 150 aircraft, with practically all the flight crews and around three hundred more ground personnel killed.”18 The subsequent raids effectively stamped out Japanese airpower at Wewak for a brief period. An enemy officer noted the hurt that was suffered: “At the time of the air attacks on Wewak on 17 and 18 August our defences were not alert. We lost 100 planes including light bombers, fighters and reconnaissance planes. It was a decisive Allied victory. We were planning to regain the balance of air power and were making plans to bomb Port Moresby and other areas. A few days before our projected plan was to materialise, we were bombed at Wewak and our air power was severely crippled.”19

			The Fifth Air Force, determined to keep Wewak beaten down, kept up the pressure with multiple raids. However, by late September the Japanese had recovered to a certain degree. Kenney remarked, “Our recco planes reported that the Nips seemed to be coming to life again in the Wewak area.”

			By that time the 345th had been back in action for more than a month, and on September 27, 1943, the group’s four squadrons were
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			Lyle Anacker and his crew were shot down in a bloody low-level gunfight with Japanese fighters during the raid to Rabaul on October 18, 1943.USAAF
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			Thane Hecox was an early stalwart of the 345th’s 500th Bomb Squadron. He and his crew went down in flames over Kavieng on February 15, 1944. USAAF
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			B-25s parked at one of Dobodura’s many runway complexes. USAAF
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			Like Lyle Anacker, Harlan Peterson and his crew were shot down during the mission to Rabaul on October 18, 1943, after a fierce gun battle with Japanese fighters. USAAF
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			Major General Richard Sutherland looks over a crash-landed B-25 of the 345th’s 498th Bomb Squadron. Note the open escape hatch just behind the wing and the airborne C-47 in the background. USAAF
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			Twenty-three-pound parafragmentation bombs descend on Japanese aircraft at Vunakanau from a 500th Bomb Squadron aircraft during the 345th’s first raid on Rabaul on October 12, 1943. USAAF
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			Dirty Dora flew combat with the 38th Bomb Group before being assigned to the 345th’s 499th Bomb Squadron. This photograph shows it supporting the Cape Gloucester landings on December 26, 1943—the same day that William Kyser was killed. USAAF
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			The United States Army Air Forces struggled in New Guinea and elsewhere in the region until General George Kenney arrived and took charge during the latter part of 1942. USAAF
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			B-25s of the 345th’s 501st Bomb Squadron race over a Japanese airfield at Cape Gloucester during December 1943. The near aircraft, Quitch, suffered a mid-air collision over Ternate on August 15, 1944, and was ditched at Noemfoor with all crew surviving. USAAF
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			Red Wrath of the 345th’s 498th Squadron, flown by R. W. Judd, overflies antiaircraft guns at Boram on October 16, 1943. Japanese gunners are crouching for cover. USAAF
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			A Japanese Ki-43 “Oscar” attacking a B-25. USAAF
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			A New Guinea native, or “fuzzy wuzzy,” poses with a wrecked turret gun. USAAF
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			Unrelenting Allied air attacks turned the Japanese airfield complex at Wewak into an aircraft graveyard by early 1944. USAAF

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Japanese phosphorous antiaircraft aerial bombs were attention-grabbing but almost entirely ineffective. USAAF
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			The 345th supported the air assault on the Markham Valley in New Guinea on September 5, 1943. Here, Allied troops jump from C-47s. USAAF
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			Parafragmentation bombs are dropped on Japanese G4M “Betty” bombers at Vunakanau on October 12, 1943. USAAF
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			The crash of William Kyser’s B-25 as seen from an LST at Cape Gloucester on December 26, 1943. USAAF
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			B-25s of the 345th’s 500th Bomb Squadron attack the airfield at Boram, near Wewak, on October 16, 1943. USAAF
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			In New Guinea, the 345th and other Allied units sometimes targeted featureless, unremarkable native villages such as this, believing them to shelter enemy soldiers or supplies. USAAF
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			The 345th hits the airfield at Dagua, near Wewak. Note the three Ki-61 “Tony” fighters in the foreground. USAAF
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			The B-25 Here’s Howe was assigned to the 38th Bomb Group when it flew against Japanese shipping at Rabaul on November 2, 1943. It was shortly thereafter transferred to the 345th and shot down at Cape Gloucester with William Kyser’s crew on December 26, 1943. USAAF
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			On the November 2, 1943, mission to Rabaul, two 345th squadrons dropped phosphorous smoke bombs to cover the attacks against shipping in Simpson Harbor. USAAF
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			Elnora Bartlett and James “J. R.” Jones were engaged before he went overseas. Suzanne Jones Neff
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			345th B-25s visit the Japanese at Dagua with parafragmentation bombs. USAAF
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			Ralph Wallace of the 501st Bomb Squadron points at the image of Tondelayo. The panel painted with the lower part of the image has been replaced. Wallace and his crew barely survived a running low-level gun battle against Rabaul-based Japanese fighters on October 18, 1943. USAAF via Bynum Collection
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			Clinton “Fearless” True led the all-B-25 strike against Rabaul on October 18, 1943, without fighter protection. A tough, no-nonsense leader, he later took command of the 345th from Jarred Crabb. 

			USAAF via Bynum Collection
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			Photographed here after being promoted to brigadier general, Colonel Jarred Crabb stood up the 345th Bomb Group in the United States and oversaw its training and introduction to combat. Much of the success the group enjoyed was due to the foundation Crabb put in place. USAAF via Bynum Collection
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			A 345th B-25 takes off from a Port Moresby airstrip early during the group’s combat career. This aircraft has not yet been converted to the strafe configuration. USAAF via Bynum Collection
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			345th B-25s dump parafragmentation bombs on Japanese aircraft at Dagua, near Wewak, New Guinea. usAAF
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			The smoke screen in the background was laid by 345th B-25s to protect the aircraft attacking the shipping at Rabaul from enemy shore batteries on November 2, 1945. USAAF
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			Administrative and logistics personnel were vital to the functioning of the 345th. The calendar at the far left is turned to October 1943, which means that this photo was taken somewhere at the Port Moresby complex, probably Jackson Airfield. Several “girlie” posters adorn the walls. USAAF via 345th Bomb Group Association
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			The group’s teletype kept the unit connected to higher headquarters. Orders were received and reports were sent via this gear. USAAF via 345th Bomb Group Association
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			The 345th’s 501st Bomb Squadron reported strafing the Japanese flying boat in the center of the photo at Rabaul on November 2, 1943. USAAF
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			Ralph Wallace, left, the pilot of Tondelayo on the October 18, 1943, mission to Rabaul, poses with crew members Weldon Isler, Burton Eaton, and John Murphy. Copilot Edward Hicko had been shot up during the mission and was recovering in the hospital. USAAF via Bynum Collection
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			The chow line was not just about nutrition; it was also a social event. Note that the 345th’s men maintained their own mess kits. 

			USAAF via 345th Bomb Group Association
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			A 500th Bomb Squadron aircraft flies low over the Wewak area. USAAF
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			A B-25 from the 501st Bomb Squadron drops parafragmentation bombs and fires its guns at a target near Madang, New Guinea. USAAF via John Rauzon Collection
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			An early 345th training flight over South Carolina. USAAF via John Rauzon Collection
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			Sam Vojnovich was the gunner aboard William Kyser’s aircraft on December 26, 1943. He was killed together with the rest of the crew. Perry Hurt Collection
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			This sign was strung across a main road at Port Moresby. The reverse side read, “I told you so!” USAAF via 345th Bomb Group Association
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			Parafragmentation bombs fall on a Japanese fighter at Wewak. USAAF via 345th Bomb Group Association
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			Rabaul-based Mitsubishi A6M “Zero” fighters. The 345th encountered this enemy aircraft throughout the war. National Archives
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			The Air Apaches frequently encountered the Ki-61, which was code-named “Tony.” Its resemblance to the German Me-109 led many to believe that it was a license-built version of that fighter. USAAF
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			Melvin Pollock’s letters to his father painted an invaluable frank, contemporary picture of training and combat. Marcia Pollock Wysocky
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			The distinctive falcon head nose art of the 345th’s 498th Bomb Squadron was sometimes mistaken for a parrot. San Diego Air & Space Museum
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			The hard-worn B-25D Jayhawk of the 345th’s 499th Bomb Squadron. It survived long enough to be declared war weary and was transferred out of the group during the fall of 1944. USAAF
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			The 345th’s 501st Bomb Squadron leaves Japanese aircraft afire at Hollandia. USAAF
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			Max Mortensen of the 345th’s 500th Bomb Squadron was one of the group’s old hands. He flew combat with the Air Apaches from beginning to end. USAAF
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			A B-25 of the 345th’s 500th Bomb Squadron flies over Wakde Island, near Biak, on May 11, 1944. The 500th’s snorting horse head insignia is barely visible on the vertical stabilizer. USAAF
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