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To Emily, Brian, Virginia, and Gregory
That you and your children 
will never have to suffer a century of war, 
such as we did in the twentieth century 


 
 
“I don’t understand what you were trying to prove by flying the way you did—screwing up and disobeying laws.”
—BRIG. GEN. “CHUCK” YEAGER (Ret.), fellow P-51 pilot

 
 
We then stumbled across a train chugging its way across an open field, heading west ahead of the retreating Germans. So the four of us lined up in single file to put the locomotive in our sights. As Frye went in, suddenly the sky darkened with puffs of flak and tracer bullets from gun positions on flatbed cars of the train, putting him in their sights. The antiaircraft fire missed him and he missed hitting the locomotive, but he took a last swipe at the cars being pulled, including the gun positions and a car possibly loaded with ammunition. I was next. My eyes were glued to that locomotive as it was centered in my gun sight. Ignoring the flak and bullets on all sides of me, I pulled the trigger and, lo and behold, the engine exploded, sending pieces skyward. Already our outfit had lost a pilot who had run into the remains of his target as they shot upward in his path. Would I clear this mess accompanied by a huge belch of steam?
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PREFACE
In recorded history or biography there are two factors vastly underrated in time of peace, and more so in time of war. One is stupidity, the other, luck.
This is a firsthand account, taken from daily diaries and letters, of the adventures—and misadventures—of a P-51 Mustang fighter pilot.
At eighteen, just five months out of high school, when everything seemed possible and no man—especially this man—was vulnerable, he enlisted in the Army Air Corps in November 1942. So impressed was his flight instructor after ten hours in a Piper Cub that he printed in this aviation student’s logbook, “THIS MAN IS NOT PILOT MATERIAL!”
Other heads—wiser heads to be sure—prevailed, and this brash cadet managed to complete fifteen months of pilot training. But not before being confronted twice with impending court-martial for antics in the sky unbecoming a potential Army Air Corps officer. In the second instance this involved disobeying a direct order from a major general.
As luck would have it, this maverick escaped his day in court. At the same time he learned that his older brother, Bob, a navigator on a B-17 Flying Fortress, had been killed in action, hit by a German fighter plane, an FW 190. Bob’s death was preceded by the death of his twin brother, Bert, at nine. An earlier brother, Philip, had died in infancy. And that was preceded by twin boys miscarried and aborted.
So it would seem that this new pilot, graduating with silver wings and gold bars, was next in line to be marked for death. Dana, a younger brother, was by this time training to be an aerial gunner in the Marine Air Corps—and was later killed in Korea. Betty, the kid sister and the last sibling of this pilot, would still later mourn the death of “Tim,” her firstborn, in Vietnam.
Shipping out to Italy in May 1944, this second lieutenant came gradually to the realization that perhaps he was no longer invulnerable. The rumor circulated on board ship that this was the “hottest” shipment in the war to leave Newport News, Virginia. For aboard were thirty or more fighter pilots, green as grass, leaving without the one hundred or so hours of transition and combat training that was customary. Their last plane was an advanced trainer, the AT-6 Texan, with a top speed of just over 200 mph. They were about to step into a P-38 Lightning, a P-47 Thunderbolt, or a P-51 Mustang, all with top speeds more than twice the Texan’s. In the case of the Mustang, the fastest of them, the 8th Air Force in England required two hundred hours of training in the P-51 itself before the pilot was ready for combat.
Why the rush to send these pilots into action without the requisite training? Because those pilots “in the pipeline” were not arriving at the 15th Air Force in Italy fast enough to replace those who were being shot down or returning home on furlough, their fifty-mission tour of duty completed. This was simply a stopgap measure to tide over the fighter squadrons that were by this time so shorthanded that there were fewer pilots than planes—when two pilots per plane was the official complement. This meant that these pilots were being scheduled almost every day for a mission, whether for escort or for strafing. Often lasting from five to six hours, these missions left the pilots exhausted, and more at risk than ever.
To the 52nd Fighter Group went twelve of this emergency contingent. Of the twelve, five were assigned to the 4th Squadron, where twenty-seven Mustangs had but seventeen pilots to fly them. Just how green were these twelve was soon seen when several crashed, either in the minimal twenty hours of transition and combat training or in their first few missions. Learning of this, Nathan Twining, commanding general of the 15th, ordered that all further training be done in the P-40 Warhawk, of “Flying Tigers” fame. With some reluctance, this particular pilot, having checked out satisfactorily in the P-51, took to the air in the P-40. Slower, more sluggish, it seemed more warhorse than warhawk, and this “flyboy” promptly crashed on landing, leaving it good for nothing but parts. But he emerged unscathed and was assigned to ferry Mustangs across North Africa and up into Italy to complete his transition time.
Back to the 4th Squadron after two weeks, this pilot learned that half of the original twelve had been shot down, including both his tentmates. A few more hours of combat training, and he was hustled into combat. A month and two days after his first combat mission, he discovered that the only other pilot still flying Mustangs among the twelve had just been shot down over Yugoslavia in a strafing mission. This was the same mission in which this sole survivor of the twelve watched his flight leader, from a distance of less than ten yards, burn to death in his crashed plane, riddled with machine gun fire.
With more than forty missions still to fly, this Mustang pilot confessed to his diary that, for the first time in his twenty short years, he was “really scared.” But it didn’t last long. The dumb but lucky pilot persisted, his antics in the sky never ceasing—one court-martial threat after another being issued. If it wasn’t for taking up a plane without permission, it was for leaving his jeep unattended, unlocked, and with the keys in the ignition. Finally, eight months later, having completed fifty-one missions in his P-51, he celebrated VE Day on May 8, 1945, by executing a “Victory Slow Roll” off the roof of none other than General Twining’s 15th Air Force Headquarters in Bari. This time a court-martial appeared a certainty, and would have been had it not been that the unabashed pilot had just completed his tour of duty and earned a Distinguished Flying Cross. But his antics did prevent his earning a captaincy, which he’d been nominated for by his squadron.
In two weeks he was headed for home to walk the aisle with his bride, the same “Myrt” whose name had graced the side of his P-51D, the one with the big black N on the yellow tail. The war was over in Europe, but not in Japan, and this married pilot was being prepared for another tour of duty far across the Pacific. There to welcome him and any other invaders were nine thousand kamikaze pilots ready to die for the motherland. Suddenly August 15 came, and with it Japan’s surrender, making at least a million of us GIs scheduled to invade the islands relieved that we would not be among the million or more that were predicted to be casualties in any invasion.
Assigned to the Air Transport Command, our “hero” was given the boring job of ferrying planes from across the country to their “final resting place” just outside Tucson, Arizona. So dull was the job that further shenanigans were inevitable. At last, after two more close calls, Myrt called a halt to it. In plain words, she’d “had it.”
It was February 1946, with threats of court-martial still ringing in his ears, that this renegade quit the Army Air Corps for good. Not only did Myrt breathe a sigh of relief, so did the Air Corps. Dumb luck had trumped stupidity.
This is my story, gleaned when I blew the dust off diaries and letters I’d kept from 1941 to 1945. Ed Lahikainen, my brother-in-law, and Dick Newton, my cousin, both pilots in World War II, labeled me, when they heard my story, “the luckiest guy” they’d ever known. I guess I can’t argue with that.

1
BY THE NUMBERS
“This man is not pilot material!”
—JOE WEBB, Flight Instructor, 52nd College Training Detachment
It was the last week in October 1942 when I heard on the radio that the president was to end enlistments and rely on the draft, where the military could dictate the branch I’d serve. So I decided, as my older brother Bob had done, to take a shot at becoming a pilot in the Marines. I got Dad’s permission to enlist, but not in the Marines. It stuck in his craw that the Navy had rejected Bob for something Dad scornfully dismissed as a “heart murmur.” It would be the Army Air Corps. After all, it was the Army Dad had served in during World War I. And even though he’d been grievously wounded in a mustard gas attack, affecting his lungs so he couldn’t speak for three and a half months, he remained a true-blue patriot and still committed to the Army.
Like Dad, I was putting in sixty-hour workweeks at Norton’s, the big grinding wheel company in Worcester, Massachusetts. It proudly floated the triangular blue flag emblazoned with a big E for excellence in the war effort. But now, with others in my high school class already enlisting since June, it was time to call a halt to civilian life. So the next day I picked up application forms at the Army Air Corps recruiting office and was filling them out even as I listened to the latest news of Capt. Eddie Rickenbacker, missing in the South Pacific. The following Monday I submitted the application, together with two recommendations, and was told, after a check of the papers, to report with them the next morning at 0800 hours at Fort Devens.
It was only thirty-five miles to Ayer, but it took eighty minutes for the train to get there, long enough to introduce myself to five others from Worcester headed there. The six of us chipped in fifteen cents apiece for a taxi ride to the fort where, after producing our credentials at the gate, we were issued passes. I soon realized that it was a lot easier to get that pass than to pass the several exams that made up the Air Corps mental test. There were 150 questions on such subjects as English, geometry, algebra, physics, and current events. Of the seventeen of us in the room, only eight passed, getting at least 76 right. When I learned that I got 112 right, or 19 more than the next highest grade, I had good reason to thank the teachers I had at North High for thorough preparation despite, at best, my lackluster performance.
I may have been top man on the totem pole in the exam, but in the eyes of Charlie Rich, my boss and my ride to Norton’s since I got a job there after graduation, I was still a dumb cluck. So dumb, in fact, that he offered ten dollars to my five that I’d never be chosen for pilot training. So confident was I that he was wrong that I refused the bet, even at two-to-one odds.
On Monday the 9th of November I was back at Devens for a thorough physical, riding the train with Al Barrios and George Arnberg, both in their twenties and Al with a year or more of college under his belt. The only reason the Air Corps was accepting the likes of George and me was that they’d run out of men with at least a couple years of college. The physical turned out to be just as comprehensive as the mental. Nine months earlier my brother Bob had taken his, where the Army also detected something wrong with his heart. Determined to fly, and with two years at Clark University sitting under such professors as Robert Goddard, the rocket pioneer, and with a private pilot’s license as well as membership in the Civil Air Patrol, Bob was not about to take no for an answer. So he’d returned no less than six times to convince them he was fit enough to fly. At last he wore them down, and now he was training as a navigator.
When I returned to Devens for the results of my physical, I learned that two others had washed out for color blindness, critical for depth perception. That left five of us of the original seventeen, and two of these were in doubt. As I took the train back to Worcester I couldn’t help but reflect on my good luck. For ten years earlier, as a result of an eye exam in grade school, Dad had taken me to Dr. Fairbanks, an optometrist. There he found my left eye so bad that he fitted me with glasses in which the right lens was fogged. Finally, after two to three years, my left eye had caught up with my right eye, and I could forgo the strange spectacles that had made me the butt of ribbing at school. Little enough price to pay, now that my eyes were 20/20.
It was almost a year since Pearl Harbor, and the war news was hot and heavy. What really caught my attention were the accounts of the fliers. Vividly I recalled the words of Winston Churchill on August 20, 1940, as he stood before the House of Commons but spoke to the world in praise of the RAF fighters who’d turned back Hermann Goering’s Luftwaffe, which had been doing its dead level best to pound the British Isles into submission for an invasion. “Never,” the prime minister proclaimed, “in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” 1 That was the same time that our own Army Air Corps assembled all of its forty fighter planes as part of the largest war games since World War I. Of the forty, only three were airworthy enough to complete their mission. In scarcely more than eighteen months we were at war with Japan, Germany, and Italy, each with hundreds of fighter planes able to complete their missions. 2 Now, less than a year after Japanese dive bombers had laid waste to much of our Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, I was learning from the radio that the Japs, as we nicknamed them, disgusted that they’d not been able to down a single B-17 Flying Fortress, had resorted to bombing them from above with their dive bombers—to no avail. Then came the news that in an air battle over Guadalcanal our fighters had destroyed twelve enemy bombers and five fighters, with the loss of but seven of our own. So it appeared that our pilots were giving a good account of themselves. The question was, if I became a fighter pilot, could I give as good an account of myself ?
It was Friday the 13th of November, and far from running into bad luck, I learned that I’d enlisted none too soon. For teenage boys, it was announced, could now expect to be drafted, and some before Christmas. More good news, with search planes discovering one of Rickenbacker’s crew floating on a raft in the South Pacific. The next day Eddie and two more of his crew were rescued, after an incredible forty days adrift on another raft in shark-infested waters. Now the question was, could I ever be so lucky?
The following day, the 14th of November, I was sworn into the Army Air Corps Reserve, awaiting orders to be called up. At the same time it was announced that there would be three registration periods in December when all males who’d turned eighteen after January 1 would sign up. That would have included me, so my luck was holding. On November 20 came the prediction that by the end of the year the United States would have a million men overseas. A letter from Bob in Fort Monroe, Louisiana, indicated that he’d be one of them by the spring of 1943. In between swatting “these damn flies!” he penned that he was “darn glad” I’d been accepted into the Air Corps. After all, he reasoned, it was here that I had “the most opportunity because it [was] the fastest expanding branch of the entire fighting service.” It was obvious that, though he’d been disappointed in not being able to follow our cousin, Dick Newton, in becoming a Marine pilot, he was happy to be training as a navigator. Learning that I’d gotten 112 on my mental test, he confided he’d gotten 130, but was kind enough to write, “I think it has been made a little harder since I took it.” On the contrary. If anything, by lowering their standards, it would appear they’d made it easier. Not only had he had his nose to the grindstone at North High, but he had gotten a good dose of math and science at Clark.
Bob then proceeded to give me some good advice. As for Devens, “Don’t believe more than half the baloney they dish out to you, for they don’t know a thing about what will happen to you.” As for my pay, “Save all the money you can in War Bonds, or you’ll have to chop out a big chunk for the income tax.” And when it came to my return to Worcester, “Don’t plan on getting home again until the war is over.” As for his plans, “When I graduate I’ll be headed to Egypt, Australia, or England within a week. But,” he cautioned, “don’t tell Margie Winslow, my fiancée, the bad news. Keep it a secret.”
Then Bob got down to my choice of a place as a flier on a plane—thinking, of course, of a bomber, where he’d be serving. Would I opt for pilot, navigator, or bombardier? In any case I’d be a commissioned officer. Of the three, Bob counseled the first two, and of these, he confided, “I chose navigator, even though most guys pick pilot.” Why navigator? “Because pilot training is the longest course, and the most dangerous,” as well as “very monotonous.” Furthermore, “It takes lots of practice and not as much brains as a navigator.” And, he added, “It takes a certain amount of luck.” The question that now hung before me was, if I was deficient in the brains category, could luck make up for it? Before closing his eight-pager, Bob made a point of adding, “Pilot training is chosen by most guys because there’s sort of a ‘romantic appeal’—a glory—to the pilot’s job. But don’t let it fool you— size it up according to your opportunities and abilities—and which ever one you think you’ll do best in.” Then he closed with “That’s my advice—if you want it.” I certainly did, even though I heeded only some of it.
By this time Uncle Sam was leaning on civilians to do their share of the war effort. Not only were there sixty-hour weeks in defense plants, but restrictions were multiplying. On November 30, Worcester, like other cities along the East Coast, was placed under a strict dimout. No lights were to be seen in stores or houses, streetlights were dimmed, and the upper half of headlights were blackened. Across the nation the speed limit was 35 mph, or 30 at night, unless otherwise posted, as it was in Worcester at 25. But at that, it was faster by far than the 8 mph restriction at intersections, as Dad had pointed out. Of course, that was written in the days of the horse and buggy, yet it was still on the books.
Now, even with gasoline rationing, the oil shortage in New England was critical, prompting the Office of Price Administration chief to announce that if it came to a choice, he’d rather have New Englanders catch pneumonia than our servicemen do without oil. By November 25, the selling of heavy cream was forbidden. Then I learned that the War Production Board had closed a local plumbing supply store for a year for operating a black market.
The next day was Thanksgiving, and I had plenty to be thankful for. To celebrate it after a sumptuous meal I invited Dana, my kid brother by sixteen months, to join me at the movies, along with old-time pal Malcolm “Specs” Midgley. It was in his house I’d filled out my enlistment papers, and it was his father, the city clerk, who’d provided one of my two recommendations. So it was only right that Specs should join us, as long as he didn’t mind risking a ride in the ’33 Ford Bob had bought for $50 and had willed me when he enlisted. Downtown we found a long line queued up at the Capitol Theater, waiting to watch The Flying Tigers. Gen. Claire Chennault had his P-40 Warhawks painted to look like sharks, and they’d become a legend throughout the world as they supported the Chinese in the war against the Japs. I left the theater as pumped up as I was when I was sworn in at Devens. My question now was, how long would I have to wait before being called up?
As November moved into December and the first anniversary of Pearl Harbor, the home front was again called on to pull in its belt. Cans were to be collected, schools were to contribute one out of five typewriters, and the manufacture of ice cream was cut to save butter fat. By this time the oil crisis in New England was so bad that no oil would be sold to homes where the owners refused to convert to gas. Luckily, Dad had switched from coal to oil and, the previous spring, to gas, after braving the coldest winter in eight years. Now local stores were being closed for several days at a time to conserve fuel oil. Furthermore, if we didn’t want to freeze to death, we were warned, we’d better consider doubling up with other families.
FDR, as commander in chief, had bigger problems. For here were railroad workers threatening to strike, all 350,000 of them, if they didn’t get a 30 percent raise. And 1,500 workers at Bethlehem Steel Corporation went on strike, in violation of the no-strike pledge of all plants for the duration of the war. So the president cracked down and sent War Department production director William R. Knudsen out to tour the plants. When he got to Worcester he declared that “we must work like hell” if we intended to win this war.
Our home-front privations were little enough sacrifice as we learned of the continuing hits the Allies were taking in this, the start of our second year of war. On December 3 we were gripped with the news of the Allied invasion of North Africa. Despite German air supremacy there, the Allies claimed they sank eighteen Axis ships while losing sixteen. According to Churchill, the war was now entering its “tensest phase.” On the 5th we learned that the Allies were softening up “the soft under-belly” of Europe, Italy. Our bombers were pounding the docks and railroad facilities at Naples, hitting a battleship and two cruisers without so much as a challenge from Italian fighters in the air. It was fast becoming clear to Hitler that, if it were left to the Italians, Italy’s boot would indeed represent a “soft under-belly.” So he stripped the Russian front of fighter planes to counter any Allied invasion from the Mediterranean, even as he ordered his Wehrmacht down the boot to reinforce the toe.
On December 7, 1941, we all learned something of the power of air warfare at Pearl Harbor. With but 105 planes, the Japs had sunk a battleship and severely damaged four others, as well as three destroyers, a seaplane tender, and a repair ship. Worse, they had killed 2,343 Americans.3 It appeared that Billy Mitchell had been vindicated in his insistence—leading to a court-martial for insubordination—that air power should be the top priority for the United States as, back in the 1930s, we faced the prospect of yet another war.4
To celebrate the anniversary of Pearl Harbor properly, the Army Air Corps teamed up with the RAF to pound “Fortress Europe” with 150 bombers, escorted by 400 fighters—the biggest daylight assault yet. As for the Japs, they made the same mistake the Germans made in failing to take advantage of their air superiority and invade England, turning instead to Russia. Had the Japs capitalized on their five-to-one advantage in the Western Pacific, they could easily have captured Hawaii. Instead, they gave the Allies the chance to catch their breath, roll up their sleeves, and gradually begin retaking the islands and mainland the enemy had captured, extending out in a 2,000-mile perimeter from Japan.
With the day of my call-up coming ever closer, I was taking a keener interest in the war than ever. On December 8 I learned that the French navy, anchored at Toulon, had scuttled seventy-five warships rather than have the Germans commandeer them, leaving only twenty afloat. By the 9th the Allies were girding for an all-out assault on Tunisia, the RAF was pounding Turin—the royal arsenal city in Italy—for the fifth time in a month, while in the Pacific our dive bombers and torpedo planes were raising havoc in the Solomons and Guadalcanal. Meanwhile, I was absorbed in Seversky’s Victory Through Air Power and coming to believe it.
Apparently Hitler was also believing it.5 Enraged at his heavy losses and retreating military on the eastern front, and determined that this would not happen in North Africa, he was rushing reinforcements there in huge transport planes and gliders. In Tunisia, British general Bernard Montgomery was engaged in a seesaw battle with German general Erwin Rommel, the “Desert Fox,” while Allied planes, gaining air superiority, were making short work of the German Tiger tanks. Retreating on one front after another, Hitler summarily replaced his chief of staff as an obvious incompetent, even though it was the Führer himself who was micromanaging the war, snapping out outrageous orders to his increasingly restive general staff.6 Impatient with his generals, he was more impatient with his Italian allies. When a German U-boat pack sank a British transport carrying 1,500 Italian prisoners and 500 other Axis troops, the captain exclaimed, “I’d have fired my torpedoes if half of Italy was aboard!”
In the Far East, Allied planes were just as successful. In Burma, U.S. fliers were knocking out twelve Jap planes from the sky for every one they lost, while in the Pacific our dive bombers were targeting the Munda air base in the Solomons and seizing the Buna airfield. And who were the men flying these planes that were threatening Hitler’s dream of a thousand-year Reich and Tojo’s dream of ruling the Pacific? The newspapers here at home revealed that it was the “happy-go-lucky” pilots, young enough to fear little if anything, confident that they were invincible.
If it took “happy-go-lucky” to help fashion a fighter pilot, here was a qualification I could lay claim to, possibly the only one. At two my curiosity lifted me out of my high chair and toppled me headfirst onto the kitchen floor, giving my nose its peculiar slant the rest of my days. At five my love of adventure put me in the driver’s seat of our grand Haynes touring car, parked in front of our house on a steep hill on Beverly Road. Then, with Dana perched happily in the backseat, I released the brake and ended up a hundred yards away against a wayward utility pole. At fourteen, with a giant hurricane racing up the coast, mauling Providence and nearing Worcester, where did my mother find me in the howling wind but atop a poplar tree, exulting in the widest arc I’d ever experienced at treetop. A year later I threw caution to the winds and led the rest of our scout troop down a steep maple sugar trail and was soon laid out, my ski pole inserted squarely in my left knee, earning me yet another lacing by “Dutchy,” our scoutmaster. “Curtis, haven’t I told you—time and time again—never to ski out of control?” At seventeen, pathetically late for a prize date, I ran into a roadblock in the form of a string of cars on a two-lane road, facing a sharp curve under a railroad bridge just ahead. What to do but cross the yellow line in the middle of the road, zip past the laggards, and regain the 80 mph speed the new ’41 Ford reached when the accelerator was floored? Pulled over at last by the state police, I got another dressing-down and a suspended license, but it was Marilyn’s cold shoudler on the dance floor later that really hurt. Actually there were few ventures I wouldn’t try on a dare, and fewer still on a double-dare.
EVERYTHING IS BASIC 
But now I was eighteen and presumably responsible for my acts. Would I be? Could I be? About the time of my nineteenth birthday I at last got the call from the Air Corps and a week later was bound once again for Fort Devens.7 My mind was a whirlwind even as I made small talk with Al and George and another Worcesterite, Joe Esper. Big olive-drab GI trucks met us at Ayer and delivered us to Devens for our first taste of Army chow. Hardly had we finished before we were hustled aboard another train, headed for Atlantic City, New Jersey. Formerly the East Coast playground for the rich, it was now the first stop in basic training for us lowly buck privates. Though only three hundred miles or so from Devens, it took over ten hours before we could brush the ashes and soot from our civvies and step from the smoke-filled cars to our destination. GI trucks soon deposited us at the Richfield Hotel, poor cousin to the Boardwalk’s Ritz-Carlton. Instead of luxury suites and cushy mattresses, we were handed mattress bags to fill with straw and lay atop the springs of Army bunk beds. So tired were we at 0230 hours, that we could have slept on the floor.
There may have been mercy in my being assigned to the one nonsmoking room, together with Al and a new man, Johnny Baldor. But there was no mercy in the blare of reveille at 0530 hours, followed by a braying corporal warning us that we had exactly fifteen minutes to dress, wash, shave, and prepare our rooms for inspection, with blankets drawn tight enough for a quarter to bounce when dropped on them. Here, I soon discovered, was the hurry-up-and-wait routine that the Army had perfected to a fine art. For no sooner had the drill sergeant hustled us over to the Traymore Hotel than we were waiting—and waiting—in a long line for a breakfast that we didn’t need nearly as much as a few more hours’ sleep.
From there we were again “marched”—if that could describe what we did—to the huge cavern called Convention Hall, there to exchange our motley colors for the homogenous olive drab. Packaging the civvies to mail home, we were then lined up for as thorough a physical as I could imagine. Here was no quickie five-minutes-for-five-bucks that Dr. West used to give us scouts before we headed for summer camp at Treasure Valley. Here we were, naked as jaybirds, in an assembly line as one specialist after another poked and prodded, scrutinized and listened, leaving no nook or cranny overlooked. That completed and now dressed as inconspicuously as possible in olive drab, “Fall out!” reverberated throughout the hall, and we were headed back to the Traymore for the noon meal. We were coming to understand that in public we were never to be seen simply walking or ambling. It was always marching, sometimes double-time—meaning we were jogging—again presumably together, and sometimes to the beat of our singing which, in retrospect, was no better than our marching.
There was no question about it; everything was now by the numbers. My serial number, punched into my ever-present dog tags, was 110 578 74. I was now officially a number. I was, further, 73 inches tall and 170 pounds, with 20/20 vision, a 32-inch waist and a 34-inch inseam, marching the Boardwalk to the metronome of the rasping drill sergeant’s “Hup—two—tree—whore!” as I made for Brigantine Field in 10-degree temperature and a 25 mph wind cutting through my greatcoat. There I was introduced to .30-caliber rifles and .50-caliber machine guns, to disassemble and assemble again in two minutes flat, in between taking aim at targets, some stable and some moving. By the time I returned my shivering body to the Richfield and had a moment to reflect on what was happening to me, I realized that the Army, intent on melding us into a big, anonymous blob, took special pains to obliterate any individual idiosyncrasies. Furthermore I was being taught that ours was “not to question why, but rather to do and die.” Our obedience to command was being reduced to simple genuflection, as automatic as it was unquestioning. We were becoming a giant machine, our various parts lubricated by the singing of raucous tunes that substituted lust for harmony. A teetotaling hypocrite, I belted out with the rest, “Drunk last night/Drunk the night before/ Gonna get drunk tonight like I’ve never been drunk before. . . .”
There was decidedly less verve as I sounded off with the signature songs of the infantry and artillery, the Navy, and the Marines. But with the opening lines “Off we go, into the wild blue yonder,” I doubled the decibels. Especially gripping were the words “we live in fame or go down in flames . . .” as I wondered if either of these would be my fate. In reality, the “flames” didn’t sound all that bad to ears being nipped by frostbite. I was especially taken by the compassion of our men as they fell out of formation to assist one of our number who’d succumbed to the cold. I could usually count on three or four dropping out to help the unfortunate soldier to the nearest infirmary.
Brigantine Field was more than an introduction to the usual guns and bayonets. There were mortars and grenades to deal with, along with tear gas released inside a Quonset hut as I rushed to don my gas mask. For some reason I could never get it on fast enough to prevent my rushing from the building with tears streaming down my face. Perhaps it was for the same reason I was all thumbs with disassembling and assembling my weapons. It all came back to me that I’d never been able to turn off a faucet at home when Dad asked for it. Invariably, it seemed, he’d let out a yell as, catching a final drink on a hot August day from the end of the hose, he’d suddenly get a faceful.
By the end of three weeks I was sick and tired of Atlantic City. Shots and more shots, interviews and more interviews, drill and more drill, all interlaced with scorching reprimands from anybody who wore a stripe. Even the haircuts had become routine. Each civilian barber seemed to take a special pride in shaving our locks down to a bristling butch. In three minutes flat he’d stop the electric clippers, shake out the cover, and pocket another thirty-five cents, even as he’d call out “Next!” We had no way of knowing whether the fair sex would admire our new looks, for we were under strict quarantine. With no nights on the town there was no opportunity to seek the opinion of women, much less their ardor. To keep us safe rather than sorry, in any case, we were exposed to the most lurid black-and-white VD films.
In the couple hours of free time each evening the pay of fifty dollars a month had a way of multiplying—or disappearing—in games of blackjack or craps. But I’d been burned the previous fall at Norton’s when I lost ten dollars on a “sure thing” in an office football pool. In addition, my red eyes and wheeze in the thick cigarette smoke rising from the klatches of addicts only spelled trouble. But even these guys forsook their games on the night a USO show brought the big, busty Kate Smith to Convention Hall to belt out “God Bless America” as only she could sing it. It was “The Jell-O Hour” being broadcast across the land, and it was an oasis in the desert of numbing sameness when virtually everything was by the numbers, scripted by the book.
Two other events broke the monotony of basic, neither of them pleasant. One of the men contracted spinal meningitis and died, so we all chipped in a collection for his folks. Then I got a letter from home, telling of Art Creamer, a member of my Pine Tree Patrol in Troop 6, killed in action. These two shockers summoned the ghosts of two other deaths, ghosts that lurked just beneath my consciousness. The first, when I was six, was being ushered into a corner bedroom at 48 Beverly Road by Dad, there to recoil at the sight of Bob’s twin, Bert, ghostly gray and still as he lay dead of pneumonia. For some reason Dad had refused to take him to the hospital, and he’d died the night before. The second ghost was that of old Mr. Peterson, eight years later, frozen solid in a snow bank not more than twenty feet from our front door. He’d stumbled up the sidewalk the night before in a blinding blizzard. When he was declared missing by his distraught family, we scouts were summoned to make a search. Armed with long poles, we’d poked the drifts until the cry went out. We’d rushed to the lifeless corpse, there to glimpse with a certain grisly fascination the man who, just hours before, and so close to refuge in our house, had been alive.
Despite Bob’s writing that he hoped the war would be over within a year, by the end of three weeks it had settled on me anew that this war was serious business. Just how serious, however, I could scarcely imagine as I packed my duffel bag and boarded another troop train, this one bound for Seymour-Johnson Field at Goldsboro, North Carolina. Here was a sharp contrast with Atlantic City. It was mercifully warmer. It was more relaxed. And in four days the tests and interviews were over. With a rousing rendition of the Air Corps song by the field’s brass band, I joined the others as we stepped on the train headed for Indianapolis, Indiana.8 Atlantic City, Goldsboro, Indianapolis—these were cities I’d only read about. I felt almost as naïve as did Dwight Moody, founder of the Northfield Schools, just fifty miles west of Worcester, when, a century earlier, he’d left school after the sixth grade, convinced that all the land west of the Mississippi was a vast desert.9 My nose was glued to the train window as I took in the sight of knots of people in the hills of Appalachia standing by the tracks, waving as we passed. Finally we emerged on the flatlands of Indiana, and I paused to give thanks that I’d proven Charlie Rich wrong. For I’d been chosen for pilot training! Or so I thought.

AN INTRODUCTION TO HIGHER EDUCATION 
It was one thing to be chosen for pilot training. But it was something else to complete that training—to avoid being washed out, or killed in training—and finally receive the coveted silver wings as well as the gold bars of a second lieutenant. Some fourteen months lay ahead of me, months in which I’d be declared unfit to fly, hopeless, a case of adolescence so reckless that it appeared I was trying to beard the Grim Reaper in his den. My sole flying trip had been a half hour in a Piper Cub a couple years earlier. My high school classes gave me little advance warning of the complexities of solid geometry, calculus, and trigonometry, nor of aeronautics and other subjects meant to introduce me to ten hours of learning to fly a Piper Cub. Bob was still egging me on to navigation, suggesting, “You get along pretty well with math and aren’t exactly dumb, so you shouldn’t find it difficult.” Those were words more kind than accurate. By this time Bob was completing navigator training and would soon be heading overseas for combat. Dana had enlisted in the Marines earlier in the spring, and would soon be training as a gunner on a bomber. Would we—could we—return unscathed, marry, have families, and grow old to watch our children and their children grow to adulthood? It seemed too much to ask.
As painful as my ignorance was, I had a few things I did know. I knew I needed all the education I could squeeze into the next three months of college training. I knew I’d have to apply myself as I never had in high school. I knew I wanted to fly fighters. The previous December I’d seen two movies, Flying Tigers and Flying Fortress. I’d take a tiger to a fortress any day. But I also knew that my record as a reckless klutz could kill more than my chances.
There was another thing I knew, I told the lieutenant behind his desk when he put the question to me: “Soldier, have you had any experience drilling men in marching?” With that, I told him of my scouting experience. Of course I told him nothing of my impaling my ski pole in my leg because I was skiing out of control. But I did tell him that, as senior patrol leader and then as assistant scoutmaster, I had marched scouts in close order drill many times. Furthermore, I had been awarded the rank of Eagle Scout when I was fifteen. I was eager to tell him more, but he interrupted with, “Good! I’m putting you in charge of Platoon 3 of Squadron A.” Just like that I’d been promoted to a lieutenant, with an A/S for “aviation student” insignia for my uniform.
I soon was to learn that I’d broken the very first rule of this man’s Army: never, but never volunteer, for you can never anticipate the consequences. Best to lie low and let others take the heat—and the responsibility. If the Law of Unintended Consequences worked anywhere, it worked in the military. It wasn’t long before I was bumping into some of those consequences. Now, as a lieutenant in charge of a platoon, I had to hit the deck at the first sound of 100-decibel music that constituted reveille as it was blasted over the speaker system of Hinkle Fieldhouse on the campus of Butler University, a small liberal arts college on the northwest side of Indianapolis. I was fortunate, Bob wrote, to be at Butler, for he’d learned from a buddy that “Butler used to be a classy joint,” adding, “just cross your fingers that you stay there. Those of us who’ve been through these ‘war camps’ as cadets certainly envy you.” I was fortunate, too, to be on the bottom bunk of a three-tiered bed and thus could make a dash to the nearest “head,” as the Navy contingent there termed the washroom, there to wash and shave, then rush to dress and make my bed before rushing outside to take a head count of Platoon 3. What really caught the morning sun were my belt buckle and my shoes, so I had to take special pains to set an example for the rest of the men.
There were two complications in all of this rushing to and fro—just the beginning of my unintended consequences of volunteering. Our 350 aviation students were in addition to 700 sailors already in the fieldhouse, and all of us tucked into three tiers of beds, so the morning rush was something to behold. The second complication was the presence in my platoon of a short, carrot-topped guy with mischief forever on his breath as well as in his eye. It was Higginbotham who took a fierce pride in his independent streak that the Army was doing so much to eliminate. Now all I wanted, as did the Air Corps, was for Hig to conform and obey orders. Hig would have nothing of it. On the other hand, the A/S adjutant, Freeman, was even more impatient than was I as he accosted me. “Lootenant Curtis, what the hell kind of outfit are you running here?! Get your men to shape up or we’ll ship you out of your position!” More often than not, he had his eye on Hig, who was either out of step in marching, or out of line, or ogling the coeds we passed, or singing a different song from the one we were singing.
No doubt about it. Hig, like his looie, had been born on Independence Day. And it was always exciting—and sometimes even fun—being a maverick, as I’d discovered in my nineteen short years of tormenting various leaders. The trouble was that the shoe was now on the other foot. Even as I racked Hig back and forth, and gigged him left and right, forcing him to walk tours on the weekends when he could be out on the town, I still held a grudging respect for his nonconformity. Hig, it turned out, was incorrigible to the core.
If, for a moment, Hig forgot himself, there was Al Barrios, eager to carry the flag of independence even as he applied his innovative genius to one of our marching songs. Having felt repeatedly the lash of Lieutenant Cunningham’s barbed tongue, Al concocted new words for the old song: “Around her leg she wore a purple garter / She wore it in the springtime and in the month of May / And if you asked her why the hell she wore it / She wore it for an airman who was far, far away.” Now Al decided that the neighbors would hear different words as we marched at 0630 hours to mess. “Around our legs we wear our purple garters / We wear ’em in the springtime and at Butler U. / And if you ask us why the hell we wear ’em / Just ask ole Long John and he’ll tell you.”
Despite Al’s creative juices at high tide, and despite his care in teaching us the new words so even Hig could sing with us, there was Cunningham, as purple as the garters we were supposedly wearing, storming into the CO’s office, demanding that the whole platoon be gigged. But his raving left Capt. Samuel Gist, a reasonable and avuncular veteran of World War I, unmoved. Just as long as the platoon was not profane or vulgar, they could sing as they pleased. Of course, Cunningham complained, Gist missed the point. The song was both profane and vulgar by trashing him before the neighborhood! No surprise when Long John transferred to another outfit, with few of us mourning his passing.
While Bob was suggesting I try the newfangled Kleenex instead of handkerchiefs because in the long run they were less expensive, Mom was writing that the newspaper was predicting the war would soon be over, even though  Look was warning, “It’s a long way to Tokyo.”
Having my plate overflowing already, it appeared that I didn’t know when to quit volunteering. So when we were asked for someone to assume responsibility for a new section in the Butler Collegian, to give the latest news of our aircrew, my hand was up before my brain had begun to work. And just what were my credentials? Why, back in the eighth grade I was responsible for starting Lincoln Highlights, where my lasting contribution was the repeated use of Jonathan Swift’s imaginative name for the oversized people he met, Brobdingnagians. I made certain that with each issue my editorial would feature, if nothing else, this humdinger that defied spelling as well as pronunciation. Graduating to high school, I became a contributing editor to the North High Record, where I’d managed to bring cackles to Bob and his buddy Bill Janes when they feasted on my first article. Graduating from North, I was soon using some of the nine hours of free time in a twelve-hour night shift at Norton’s writing letters to the editor of the Worcester Evening Gazette. Needing filler, and having no idea who I was, he inserted one letter of mine after another. So that was the sum of my journalistic endeavors, hardly enough to qualify me for this new responsibility. But all I could figure was that they were as desperate as the Gazette editor, and gave me the job. Within days I was floundering in the cold waters of voluntarism, so to the rescue flew other Worcesterites, and soon I had a full staff. Of course it didn’t hurt when I gave them a vivid description of some of the flouncing coeds also occupying the pressroom.
If there was some question of our column, “Prop Talk in the Air Crew,” as ranking somewhat below the noblest monuments of English prose, there could be little question as to our resolve. Indeed, at its best, that section ascended to the rarefied heights of Al’s musical innovation. With 350 more aviation students replacing a like number of graduating sailors, our readership doubled overnight, in addition to taking in even a few of the coeds who seemed to have nothing better to do. Just how avid our readers could be came home to me one day when an A/S, fists at the ready, stormed into the pressroom, eager to straighten out my crooked nose. It seemed he’d taken umbrage at a broadside I’d leveled at his platoon for some shenanigans they’d pulled at a recent dance hosted by the coeds. Sensing my nose was in for possibly another twist, I invited him to step outside. If blood were to flow, better it not splash any of the coeds. Once out the door, I made a beeline for the Coke machine, dropped in a nickel, and another nickel for potato chips—a peace offering— while I tried calming his vexatious spirit. Soon he was reasonable and I remained unbloodied, if cowardly.
Come March 16 and the Collegian announced that 169 coeds had signed up to attend the aircrew dance, featuring Butler’s all-girl orchestra, “Belle’s Sharps and Flats.” The following Saturday everything was in order. The cafeteria was reserved, the refreshments were prepared, and soon the place was jumping. But, sad to say, this cadet was not among the aircrew jamming the place. I, who’d arranged the dance, was not dancing. Rather, I was marching on the ramp, back and forth in full dress uniform, down to the white gloves grasping a heavy rifle on my shoulder. I could picture my steady date, Margie, in the arms of another guy leading her on to the dance floor, and it was not a pretty sight. Who to blame? It seemed that Lieutenant Cunningham had, after all, gotten in his last licks. Had I not, in yet another weak moment, volunteered—this time to take responsibility for keeping the fieldhouse spotless? Had I not spent hours posting schedules so that each platoon had a certain section of the place to keep clean? Had I not gone each day throughout to see that all was shipshape for Cunningham’s inspections? But that one day came when, due to leave for another post, he made one last inspection and from his lips fell the verdict, “Filthy!” Then came a nasty dressing-down, gigs, demerits, and now, marching.
Earlier, he’d decided that he’d had it with me. For one evening he caught some of our platoon engaged in an impromptu hokeypokey where we’d pushed back the three-decker beds. To the accompaniment of harmonicas, a flute, a Jew’s harp, and drumsticks, the guys soon had a big and appreciative audience, singing, clapping, and dancing in the aisles. It was a moment we were all relishing when, suddenly, who should make his appearance but Long John, his pencil and paper at the ready. Bad enough that we’d moved the “furniture.” Worse, we were supposed to be studying. And here we’d incited a near riot! The demerits were piling up, especially for the one supposedly in charge of this platoon.
All was not lost, however. Confident that such a display of raw talent deserved a larger stage, I hit on Gist at our regular Monday morning meeting to permit an amateur night. I volunteered to be Major Bowes, the emcee of the program that had been such a hit in the 1930s. We opened it up to the last contingent of 350 sailors, provided they understood that they, too, would be gonged if the talent was more rancid than raw. All 1,000 of us, plus the brass and a few visitors, were on hand for the classic event. When all contestants had done their dead-level best, the winners were determined by the applause of the audience. Yet, with compassion approaching our passion, we awarded consolation prizes to the losers.
As much as the audience seemed to take to the event, however, it was nothing compared to Harry Rose’s USO show when it hit the fieldhouse. Here was stand-up comedy straight out of Broadway burlesque, and the audience ate it up. Here was popular jazz with a seasoned orchestra knocking out toe-tapping tunes. When they struck up Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood,” the aisles were instantly crowded with guys doing the hokeypokey. But what really raised the roof were the gorgeous gals with their see-through dresses and come-hither songs. So, we in Platoon 3 conceded, who could compete with that?
One other USO show that hit the Hinkle Fieldhouse was billed as “All-colored.” With nary a “Negro” among the thousand of us, it should have occurred to me how deep and insidious was the divide between black and white. Yes, we relished the spirituals, sung as only they could sing them. Yes, we set our own toes tapping in time with the tap dancers’. And yes, who could stifle a guffaw at the yarns spun in the style of Step’n Fetchit, the movie character who couldn’t do enough to burlesque black subservience to whites.
Yet beneath the applause, just below the surface, I sensed a certain uneasiness. Prejudice based on skin color came as easily to me as the air I breathed. Of the eight grades in my elementary school there was not a single Negro enrolled. In my high school graduating class there were just two, both girls, and I never remember talking to either of them. But I do remember putting on blackface from burned cork for a minstrel show sponsored by Dad’s Lincoln Men’s Club. The only Negroes I ever saw in any number were those who occupied the top balcony in the movie theaters in Worcester, which we whites designated “Nigger Heaven.”
So I was in for a shock when I read an article in the Collegian, quoting Robert Redfield, dean of social sciences at the University of Chicago. Race, he maintained, was “a singular human invention, devised by Whites to retain their supposed superiority.” The few superficial differences, such as skin color and the shape of lips and nose, were of “no consequence in human behavior.” Furthermore, he maintained, this fabricating of “race” was a “false science,” a “modern mythology” that only served to interfere with the war effort. For here were “White men stopping work in the war industries because Negroes are employed to work beside them.” And as for Jews, “The best man for a war-time position may be passed over because he is a Jew.”
Here was a two-by-four right between the eyes. It not only caught my attention, but grabbed my prejudice by the neck. I thought of the thousands of Japanese on the West Coast, stripped of their property and shipped to “internment camps,” solely on the basis of similar superficial differences. Had we done the same with Italian and German Americans, we’d have stirred up a hornet’s nest. I thought too of other Japanese and African Americans forming their own fighting units. I was coming to realize just how naïve I was, making it obvious that I had a lot more to learn than my classroom subjects.
Much to learn, yet I couldn’t seem to keep from volunteering, even as I was running out of gas. And when I didn’t volunteer, our CO volunteered for me. He asked if I would serve as an agent—a secret agent no less—for G-2, Army Intelligence, reporting each week by code to an anonymous superior anything hinting of a subversive nature. So I added that. He asked if I would deliver a fitting—and short—tribute to the last contingent of sailors about to leave. And I did that, though just how fitting was open to question. Then, without asking me, he assigned me to sit on a review board of aviation students to hear cases of serious infractions of regulations, and impose punishment on those we found guilty. So conscientious was I in this that, discovering I’d rested my elbows on the table at mess, I promptly gigged myself.
Could this Gist, I wondered, be a descendant of another Samuel Gist, the colonial Virginian who, with our first president, formed a partnership in the notorious Dismal Swamp Company? Here was a pre-Revolutionary scam perpetrated by a dozen or more of our forefathers engaged in land speculation. It brought to mind the more recent buying of swamp-land, sight unseen, in the alligator country of the Florida Everglades. If this Gist scorned such money-grubbing, he certainly seemed to have his namesake’s power of persuasion.
By the end of March I was paying dearly for my compulsive volunteering. At last the student adjutant faced me down on the drill field after my platoon performed even worse than usual. “Lootenant Curtis, your platoon looks like hell—and so do you. You’d better check in at the infirmary.” I not only checked in but kept on checking in every few days or so, just to get caught up on my sleep. It was there that I was in for another shock when I observed the genitalia of another guy, swollen to triple their normal size. He was wallowing in the misery of VD. Instantly the black-and-white horror movies at Atlantic City flashed before my eyes, and I doubled my resolve.
The difficulty lay in the fact that, just as we had tried proving our manhood by enlisting, so now, with our testosterone flowing at high tide, we were out to prove our manhood to the fair sex at Butler. Yet there in the Collegian was the dean of Swarthmore College, cautioning the military contingent on his campus to “remove all distractions of sex from the classrooms and labs.” What was going on? We had no coeds in either place, nor at mess, nor in the fieldhouse. We had to content ourselves with marching past them on the streets, or rubbing shoulders with them in the hallways, in the library, and for some of us, in the pressroom—just enough to give us contact for dating on the weekends.
So fetching were these corn-fed beauties that when some of them sent photos of themselves to Bob Hope, legendary king of the USO shows, challenging him to select five “breath-taking beauties from Butler,” he studied them ever so carefully. Then he dithered. At last he bit the bullet and back came his best judgment, closing with “In a dither-ingly, Bob Hope.” Now, we concluded, if there was no hope for Hope—twice our age—how could we hope to mind the advice of the
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