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“Your Wings Are Waiting”

AT AGE 18, OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL ALREADY FOR MORE THAN TWO YEARS, my father volunteered for the Army Air Forces. He had been drafted, but they did not take him. He had only one good hand. Men with lesser physical problems were turned away. (Thirty percent of draftees were classified 4-F.) But he returned, maybe more than once, and convinced the Air Force that they couldn’t fly without him. He was inducted on August 13, 1943. He would be trained to be a waist gunner, one of the men shooting a machine gun out of the open “gun port” window of the B-24 Liberator bomber.

The news that he would be leaving for the Air Force hit his family hard. “My parents thought I was nuts and did until their dying day,” he said. His Uncle Sammy bought him a trumpet at a hock shop. “Here, when they hear you play maybe they won’t send you overseas,” he said. He didn’t think his one-handed nephew was going to win the war.

The trumpet had gotten him out of high school. “I graduated by the skin of my teeth,” he said. The two credits he had for playing with a borrowed instrument in Senior Band gave him just enough to graduate. He played in the band at football games. When they brought the injured players off by the bandstand “you could hear the poor kids moaning.”

He loved music. With his good friend and fellow band member, Larry, he’d gone to Carnegie Hall to see Paul Whiteman conduct Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. “Whiteman’s name was all over the newspapers,” he recalled. They bought tickets for the highest balcony, and there sitting in the front, they leaned forward, rested on their folded arms, “drinking in the music.”

He had excelled in grammar school, particularly in math, and was advanced one grade. “This, of course, turned out to be a mistake,” he said, because he was always the youngest and smallest kid in his class. “But I overcame it, I think.”

He was a numbers guy, a born engineer. In English class at James Monroe High School, he sat by the window watching them build the Bronx-Whitestone Bridge. They built the bridge out from each shore. “I often wondered what if they joined the two halves and they don’t match?” Longfellow may have gone right by in that English class, but he had the right engineering question.

The morning he went off to war, his mother took him to the train. She was crying. She may have thought she was sending her only son to his death. There was a song he used to hear her singing as she cleaned house, “I Didn’t Raise My Boy to Be a Soldier,” a popular song from World War I:


Ten million soldiers to the war have gone,

Who may never return again.

Ten million mother’s hearts must break

For the ones who died in vain. …

It’s time to lay the sword and gun away,

There’d be no war today,

If mother’s all would say,

I didn’t raise my boy to be a soldier.



“It didn’t mean anything to me, of course,” he said. He got on the train.
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His parents were immigrants from the same Lithuanian shtetl. They both spoke Yiddish and English, so they were not isolated by language, but first-generation American children have to complete the crossing. It’s left to them to figure out how to be American. For an American boy in the 1930s that meant cowboy movies, radio shows, playing ball in the street, and flying model airplanes. (He was in the model airplane club in high school.) Playing in the street when they saw a plane flying over they called out Lindy! Lindy! Come on down!

“My cousin Harold lived a few blocks away,” he recalled. “He and I palled around. We used to go to movies together on Shabbas”—the Sabbath—“This was frowned upon by our parents, but we would sneak out and go see a Western, that’s about all they had at the show. Ken Maynard was the star cowboy. My personal preference was Hoot Gibson. He would spin a lasso and dance in the middle of it. I really liked him. Ken Maynard was the hero to the girls.” In one movie, cowboy Maynard or cowboy Gibson climbed up on some rocks and they could see he was wearing sneakers. Even a Bronx kid knew that cowboys didn’t wear sneakers.
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A Bronx boyhood.



Radio was a new thing back when my father was learning to read and walking to school by himself. “We passed by a brand-new store that opened up. The sign on the window said, ‘R-A-D-One-Oh,’ or, ‘Rad-Ten.’ I didn’t realize till later it said ‘Radio.’ It had just come out, and he was advertising the radio. My father and mother bought one and brought it into the house.”

He liked listening to Og, Son of Fire—about a kid in the stone age—Famous Jury Trials, Hollywood Hotel, The Lone Ranger, 20,000 Years in Sing Sing, Let’s Pretend, Little Orphan Annie, Bobby Benson—he grew up on a ranch with cowboys—and Buck Rogers in the 25th Century. We’d talk about these shows when I called, and I’d Google the show. I’d never heard of many of them. He liked this game of Google-me-the-past. He was amazed at how quickly you could find out about something. He never owned a computer and had never been online.

They also listened to prize fights, some of which were red-hot, front-page confrontations between Italians and Jews, Blacks and whites. The aftermath of Max Baer beating Primo Carnera for the Heavyweight Championship caused such an uproar in his fourth grade English class that Mrs. Marla, the teacher, gave a boy three cents to go buy The Daily News, which they then took turns reading aloud in class. The Italian kids thought that Carnera had been cheated out of his title by Baer, who was Jewish, and wore a Star of David on his boxing trunks.

My father wasn’t too interested in baseball—he didn’t know the game. In the early 1930s, the three New York teams, seeing radio as a rival, refused to broadcast their games. He did play stickball in the street with a broomstick for a bat and a rubber ball, the game stripped down to hitting and running around until someone caught the ball. The sewer drains, every couple of hundred feet apart, defined the game. “We used to say if you could hit three sewers, you’re really a champ.”

His sister Sylvia would sit in front of the radio and write down the lyrics to any song in shorthand. “I didn’t realize at the time that it wasn’t a hobby with her. She was studying for a shorthand test. My sister was five years older than I am. We got along pretty good as brother and sister. That’s a pretty large age gap for children, but we managed.” She would soon be making more than their father.

“We also had a Victrola, or what you would call today a record player. My father took a particular liking to a record of a young lady by the name of Helen Morgan. She would sing songs from Show Boat, which had been recorded recently. He’d play it over and
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“HERE IS YOUR GUN”
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FLYING TO THE ETO
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FLAME LEAP
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POSTSCRIPT

Over Long Island Sound
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Private pilot, c. 1970.




TWENTY-THREE YEARS AFTER HE HAD BEEN CARRIED OFF THE MARY Harriet on a stretcher he was back in the sky, this time as a pilot. He joined the flying club at work, took lessons, soloed, and surprised us with the news. “I thought I had enough flying in World War II, but I never controlled an airplane and always wondered about it,” he said.


I flew with him around the Long Island skies, flew across the Sound, flew to Spring Valley, New York, to see one of his old childhood friends, and flew from Syracuse when he’d flown in to take me home after Freshman year. That was the last time I was in the co-pilot’s seat. Tired from exams and term papers, I slept most of the way. I wish I could say that I awoke, took the controls, and we soared through the air, a Hollywood ending. But no.


I never really enjoyed flying with him. He was a tense aviator, so it seemed to me. All good pilots are careful. They are tuned to the hum of the engine, what the instruments say, and any twitch in the weather—There are old pilots and bold pilots, but no old, bold pilots. Every pilot knows that. Good pilots are ready to react to an emergency with an instinct that they have schooled with every hour in their logbook. But his attention was of a higher, stricter order. It’s how he learned to fly, first as a man with a machine gun.


His first one hundred hours in the air over Europe people were trying to kill him. He was a target. He’d seen all that he wouldn’t talk about—fighters diving out of the sun, out of nowhere; bombers exploding, men disappearing into nowhere; anti-aircraft guns showering steel on the big bombers, on the Mary Harriet, wounding his crewmates, wounding him—so no wonder he might be hyper-vigilant when he took to the air put-putting around the blue skies of peacetime Long Island.


It wasn’t PTSD; it was habit, it was training. “Watch for traffic,” he always reminded me. The skies in the New York area are busy with other small planes and airliners above, but this was more like tracking the enemy. (Even so, that Cessna 150, two miles away, wasn’t going to turn and run at us from two o’clock, with its 30mm canons firing.)


And he’d always have me looking for emergency landing fields—again, a standard flying practice, but ratcheted up. How about that sod farm? Yes—no, wait—power lines—No, I think you could stick a short-field landing.


Crossing the Long Island Sound—twenty-one miles wide—echoed crossing the English Channel—also twenty-one miles wide where the swimmers set records. Pilots would call in when leaving the island and again arriving at the far shores of Connecticut. He wore an inflatable lifejacket like others in his flying club—more veterans, no doubt. He had trained for war, not peace. The memory of battle had seeped in and set the practice. We flew the only combat-ready Beechcraft Musketeer in the sky.
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That’s not the way he saw it. He was just flying with the taut attention bred into him by the war. He loved to fly. Near the last of his flying days, he flew from Long Island to Florida with my mother in the Musketeer. Quite a trip for a small, single-engine airplane. How he got her to agree to that trip, we don’t know. It’s a marvel to us. She usually didn’t fly with him. “In the back of my mind I knew I had to fly to Florida,” he said. His parents, his sister, and brother-in-law were down there for the winter. “They couldn’t believe I flew down there.”


Somewhere over Georgia, they hit turbulence. He had been flying at 3,500 feet, a typical altitude. He checked the weather reports. “Next smooth air was at 9,000 feet. I took the little airplane up to 9,600 feet and sure enough it was as smooth as silk. And it wasn’t even cold up there, which surprised the hell out of me.” He was recalling his nineteen-year-old self, bundled up, gloved hands on a machine gun at the open window at twenty thousand feet.


Approaching Savannah, he radioed the tower and cut the engine, expecting the plane to drop like a stone. It didn’t. “I had to auger it down, unscrew it, a little bit at a time.” He slowly circled down. A golden moment. “That flight going to 9,600 feet was really something to remember. It was smooth,” he said. In all the descriptions of the B-24, in flight and battle, no one ever said it was smooth.


He was planning next to fly to Quebec. He wanted to revisit the Chateau Frontenac, a trip they had taken early in their marriage. “So, I decided to bone up on my navigation and my flying skills. I took the airplane one day and got up around three hundred feet and the engine quit.” A bad altitude for trouble. Altitude and airspeed are money in the bank, his old flying teacher John Bosko used to say. At three hundred feet he was almost insolvent.


“So I started punching knobs with one hand”—trying to restart the engine—and “with the other hand I declared an emergency,” calling the tower. He restarted the engine. “I nursed the airplane up to pattern altitude and I landed it. Never found out what was bothering it.”


He came home and had a shot of whiskey, another shadow of the Army Air Forces. They’d taught him that. Otherwise, he didn’t drink at all.


“Was determined to take it up again, or as we used to say, get back on the horse that threw you.” More Air Force operational practice. If you had a scare, you got back in the airplane. “Well, this horse didn’t throw me, but it wanted to.”


He booked the plane and flew around. “Uneventful,” he said. But “you’re never bored in a single-engine airplane. Flew out over Long Island Sound, did a few steep turns and that’s the last time I flew. I never flew again. I didn’t want to. I never discussed this with anybody,” he said at age 94. That close call at three hundred feet had rattled him. He had overcome so much in his life, but this small incident had a big footprint. Was it an echo of flying through fire in 1944? I don’t know. I knew him until I was sixty-two and he was ninety-four, and there is so much I don’t know. “That was the end of my private pilot career,” he said. The end of a lifetime’s romance that started back as a city kid in the streets, looking up, wanting to fly. Lindy! Lindy! Come on down!






A NOTE ON USAGE

THE AIR FORCE WENT THROUGH SEVERAL NAME CHANGES ON ITS WAY to becoming a separate military branch. As part of the Army, it was known as the Army Air Corps from 1926 to June 1941, when it became the Army Air Forces. In 1947, it was on its own as the Air Force. In this book, following the lead of several historians, I refer to the Army Air Forces or the Air Force, which was in common use during the war.


The Eighth Air Force, which fought in Europe, was reorganized as the war went on, and some of its parts were renamed. For example, the Eighth was known as “VIII Bomber Command” until the start of 1944, when it officially became the Eighth Air Force. Some of its units were known by shorter names; the Bombardment Groups were usually called Bomb Groups. I’ve used the most common names.
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