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COMBAT MIZSION

Pebruary 1%, 1945

I awake suddenly, as I always do on mornings wheh I'nm
gcheduled to fly. I'm not aware of having heard anything. The tent
s pitch black, with a slightly lighter trilangle at the end where
the flap im pulied back. My mlesping bag feels cozy and warm, and
the cot im soft as a featherbed, but sleep is gone and I'm wide
awake. - . _ o

A ahadow darkend the. entrance, -and the 0fflcaer of thé Day
calle very softly, "Weot?" I answer, "I'm awake", and I hear. the
orunch of gravel as the 0.D. goes on 1o the next tent tc awaken
another man seheduled for thls morning 8 mission.‘

T unzip th@.aleéping bag and roll 46 a sitting position on the

gide of the ook, Now that it's winter wé've taken down the mosgultbo
bars, and: getting up is lesg "Like fighting your way out of a
fishnet‘

) ﬂnmebody has turned on bha phondgraph up at the foicer’
Mess. They'!'re playing The Whiffenpoof Song, whieh agemp pretty .
appropriate hetre’ in tha pre~dawn blackneds: ~ "Damned from here to
eternity, God have mercy ‘oh auch aa we“ T feel a shiver run’ up my
Splne. , ; _ T . 4o

ea

T pull on my OD's GI ahoee, ‘and fleoce lined jackst Lhen

unﬁomiorbabiy brightsPhey-

Tancy

today. I'm not usually hungry before a misalon, but today breakfast’

tastes awfully good,

The eighteen offlcers %cheduled to fly this marnin s mission
are here. The. rest of the sguadron will eab later, after daybreak,
There's very Little conversatlon at breakfasL, T guess it's Just

too early.

I go to the lalrine and wniﬁ in line, as usua1. There*s always .
& line before a mlgsion,

while walkjng back down to my tent I notice that the sky on .
the eastern herizon ln slightly less black now, Trigger {mom '
Phelps, my fenb-mnte) im 84111 asleep, 9o I try o move quietly, T

pet Into ny flying ault, put ny Jacked back on over i%, pull on my_

boola, and gather up wy noktebonlk, pansil, ’10VPW and éarvhonen, T
enaal and 3hﬁot np A whort PO T, S uu aub and 9ver Lo tho

Oparablons kaar o ehaalt owh ad geman P L Tgedas Ly fangaia
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Yo, Tendervons filme ig_announced:, so_therelll be no_fighfer
— T emvort Nextoome thegpdes ofthe dayr Mimslont "Glagskiob",

flag, bengedrine, and concentrated emergency rations, all in a
packet aboul 5" by T" and an inch fthick. T stow the kit in my right
glde shin pocked. My cigarettes 'and lighter are In the left shin
pocket, so I'm ready to go! I c¢limb aboard one of the three trucks
parked in line outside Operations. . :

Bepy climbs aboard carrying a bulging musette bag. I don't
know what he carries in 1t - probably food. Somebody says, "Hey,
Alrspeed, you plannia' to RON?" (A.A,P. for 'remaln ovarnight'g
Bverybody laughs oxcept Espy, who looks sour.

Ld

 The trucks start, and we lurch down the unpaved road about =
mile to the Briefing Hut at Group Headquarters. There ‘are no truoks
from other squadrons. Whatever today's mleslon is, apparsntly it's
the 486%th's ghow. - ' o . :

Inglde the Quongett-hut homb £in crates are lined up as seats
facing a raised platform a% the end. At the rear of .the platform is
a curtain. It covers a large map which will show our route and
target by means of red twine pluned to the map. Briefing starts, as
always, with a time hack. "In thirty seconds it will be zero mix
two four hours . . . . %den, unine, elght, seven, six, HLive, four,
threoe, two, one, HACKIM™ Now all walches are.together to the mecond.
Next comes the readoff of times: . "Sturt englines 0708, “baxi 0710,
takeoff 0714, reach I.P. 0922, tine over target 0926."™ I scribble
these in my notepad as they are read. I'd already headed the page
-with information £rom the Operationd bulletin board last night
alter the mlsslon wag posted: 6% leading, 6W in #2 on hig right °
wing, 6L on his left wing in #3, I'm.flying 6A in #4, leading the
gecond VEE, with 6Y at #5 on ny right wing and 6¢ on my lef% in #6
position. " SR Lo '

Wounded: "Hagle", Dead: "Flower", Tower: "Gable', Ad always, the
Brieflng Officer cautions us to observe striot radlo silence until
we crogg the Italian coast coming home. The emetfgency signal ia g
red flare. He says we should be back on the ground by noon.

Now the Briefing Officer draws back the curtain hiding the
map, and there's the sound of a great sigh. Tt's refliex dotion, I
suppose, this mass intake of breath when the target is uncovered,
The ftarget is far up in the Italian Alps, well beyond Laké Garda,
gouth of Brenner. ' Lo e '

The Major explaing the purpose of today's migaion. Qur six
B-25's are each loaded wilth six 1,000 pound semi-armor piercing
bombs. We're %o drop them into the mourtainside just above a rail
cut, This will ceuse an avalanche which will bury the rail line
under tons of rock, and keep the Line cut for a véry long time,
This Is the main supply line from the Brenner Pasms. Labely the
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Kraute have rebullt the bridges we've knooked down within days,
sometimes overnight. The Major says today's raid will make things a
1ittle more difficult for them. He's sc happy al this prospect that
he can hardly contain himself. We're nct all that happy. We haven't
ggen enemy fighters lately, but a lone flight of 6 B-25's with no
fighter cover will be awfully tempting. Plus we know from
unp]eaaant experience that there are a helluva lot of 88's along
that river.

Another worry ig that the B-25 lsa designed to carry a maximum homb
leoad of 4,000 poundg. Today we're carrying 6'000 pounds.
Armor—pler01ng hombas are skinnier and six can be carried, barely,
in the bomb bay. 8o we're doing it. We'll be a ton over grosa
wailght at takeoff.

The miselon commander is a Lieutenant Colonel from Group
Headquarters. He'll be flying 6%, the lead airplane, with the
regular pilot in the rilght seat. When I checked the sguadiron
bulletin board last night T wondered why no co-pilot was posted for
6%. Thia explalns 1t. Number Ffour (that's me) 1s to take the Llead
if anything happensg to number one. ‘

Known flak posltions are pointed out on the map. OQur flight
path ig routed away from all of them except those in the targel
area., We'll crose the Italian ccaat at LaSpezia, follow a.
meandering course to Lake Garda, then turn north and follow the
river up to the target. We'll cruise at 9,200 feel, lower than the
peaks on each silde, and wmake the bomb run at 9,000 feeﬁ, indioated
air apeed 200 mph. The Mission Commander 18 to radlo & coded
migsion report when we reach TLake Garda on the way back.

With a "Good luak!" from the Major the briefing is over and
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b rlefings —forbnowe groupsy T Cospltote Teave topro=fIight-the - e
piroraft. At the pllobs' briefing the five of us (the Colonel Ffrom
Group doesn't join us) are given a weather analysis, suggested
power sobbtings for climb and crulse, are told to maintain a °#
ligtening watoh on Channel B, reminded %o observe radlo silence,
congerve fuel, and 50 be sure to turn on IFP {a radar
idontiflcation device). We'll each be carrying six 1,000 pound -
bombe, and a full leoad of fuel and smmunition. We'll need overy
inch of runway bo get off mince there's no surface wind this
morning. We're told o put down 30 degrees of £lap for takeoff
inatead of the prasoribed 1% degrees., I hope we won't need mors
runway than we've goh!

We go out to the trucks and are driven ancther half wmile to
the airstrip, down the taxiway to the equlpment Quonsett, It's
pretty Light outalde now. We Jump over the btallgate and go insilde
the hut to the blas, I take cut my Mae West, check both C0O2
cylinders and valves, then gtrap Lt on, ilext I check the seals and




ripcord on my chuﬁe, then shrug it on over the Mae West.

o My airplane, 6A, "Sahara Sue TI" is parked on the hardstand

nearest the equipment hub so I walk over without walting Ffor the

" truck which serves as a line taxi. I do a walkaround check of the
ship with my co~pilot, Red Allimon. Red has already completed the
preflight checklist. The orew is all here, and the six of us sit on
the ground and smoke, walting until 1t's time to get aboard, Bvery
few minutes someone gets up and goes over to the weeds beyond the
hardstand to relieve himself. T marvel that so much water can be
passed by so few. Bub it'e always that way before a misgion - it
goag with the job.. K

‘Finally, after checking my watoh I say, "Let's turn the props
over", and we all get up and take turns putting a shoulder to a
propeller blade and pusilng 1t a8 far as we ean until the man
behind catches the next biade and keeps the rotation golng. We
count aloud to six, meaning we've rotated the propeller twice, and
the englne three times (gearing is 16:9):. This dralng any oil which
has run down in%o the bottom cylinders which might otherwise crack
a oylinder head when the engine is started. We repeat on the other
prop and now it's time to gol

My tension has been mounting steadily since T first got up
this morning, bubt I know it will Lleave as soon ag I get the engines
started. It always has, and this leg my forty-sixth mission. But
right now my stomach feels like T've swallowed a cannonball.

I snap my flak vest on over my chute and c¢limb aboard, I hear
hoth habtches slam ghut behind me ag I settle into my seat, fasten
my seal belt, and plug Lln my throat mike and earphones. Red and I
run through the cheoklist. At 0708 I hit the energizer and primer
swilitches —~ throttleg cracked, prop control full forward, mixture

I M eh = T shout oud fhe window, "Clear Lefd, and hit_the - —— .

gtarter switeh. The blg prop turns over and over, then cabohes with
g roar, throwing out a great cloud of blue smoke. I Ffollow the same
sequence with the right englne, which starts quickly, and the B-25
trembles ag if anxious to get moving.

6L, "Rinky Doo", is #3 %today, 80 T watch for her to qome down
the taxi~strip o that I can fall in behind. Here she comes! T
glance at my watch, it's 0711, I Let off the brakes and taxl out %o
fall in behind 6L. Pigler, 6Y's pilot, has slowed to allow me to
turn into the line ahsad of him. ' .

We stop nenr the end of the runway to check the mages and run’
up the engines. I'm dimly aware that the tension I've felt all
morning is gone. Tha lead alrplane, 6Z "A.W.0.%L., ls on the runway
and rolling. It's exaoctly 0714. Now 6Y gtarts to roll and 61 moves
%o the end of the runway and holds., "Rinky Doo" atarts rolling and
I taxi oub onbo tune ead of the rvunway. Booster pumps "OW", 30



degrees of flap, I advance the throtiles slowly to 44 inches,
release the braﬂes and we start our run. The control van flashes by
on my left, we're halfway down the strip. I ease the control column
back and get the nosewheel off., At takeoff power the engines sound
ag if they re tearing themgelves cut of the nacelles, Good o0ld 64
flies hersgelf off the ground with a hundred feel to spare. I jerk
ny right thumb "up" and the gear starts up. Red had his hand on the
handle, waiting Ffor the signal. T reduce the powsr, then Red
reduces the RPI's while I start milking up the £flaps., We're over
the Medlterransan at 75 feet, straining %o climb with the weight of
armor plate, bombs, ammunition, fuel, and men.

Ahead of me the lead plane has sgtarted a shallow climbing turn
to the right. The number two and three ships start turning, too,

-leading 67 in the turn so as to glide inbo position on hisg wings as

he comes around. I bank to the right, keeping my nose aimed just
ahead of number three, I'1l be flying formation in reference to
number one, but to watch him inptead of two and three during the
Join-up would be inviting a mid-alr collislon. I get closer to
number three in the turn, since T'm turning ingide him, and goth
just behind and below hefore he comes Into position on 62%e left -
wing. I slide into the number four spot, tucked in close behind and
below number ons.

Shapes to my left and right, at the edge of my peripheral
viglon, let me know that 6C and 6Y are in position on my wings. The
formation ig tight ~ I can count the rivets in 6Z's belly.

It's physically palnful to fly number four position. Your head
is tilted back and you're looking up through the top window behide
the windshield., My neck muscles begin to protest after a while. Qur
gquadron hae lLost more alirplanes in nwaber four than any other
formation position. This fact doegn't bother me particularly.

—Al-bheugh-Etn-not-ophinigtie-abowt-my-ehances of-eompleting-thiw -

”“““”“””“”““"T Ur, L've never heliaved that any partioular pogition 18 worss

than another, The Krautsg aren't thab asourate,

T nod to Red to take over., Him.left hand closes over my righb

~on the throttles and T release them snd the control column, and

drop my feet from the rulders to flat on the floor, Allison is
good. The airplane does't waver during the transition and he keeps
ug gocked right in there. I shake my hpad to uncramp my neck, light
a cigarstte, and make a creow check on the interphone: tallgunner,
radioman, top +urre+, and bhombardier. Bach reports everything okay.
I check Lhe engins instrwnents, then the Lllght instruments. We're
olimbing through 8,000 feeL gt 072G,

I Jerk violently at = series of explosions muoch like a bruck
engine with no mufflsr., It'a only the top turret testing his guus
and the smell of ocrdite weeps into the cockpit., I hope Red didn't
notloe my startled jump - sonnding and appearing calm ls the prime

1
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rule of this game.

We level off at 9,200 feol., I reach over Red's left hand and
pull the prop levers baock bto 2,100 RPM, making minor adjusbtments
until the engines sound synchronlged, T check the fuel gauges and
flip two switches to transfer fuel from the auxlliary tanks, out in
the ends of the wingsg, to the large main tanks inboard. I like to
transgfer the reserve fuel just as soon as we've burned enough out
of the mains o accepl it all. Some of the fellows won't transfor
tuel until they've left the target and are on the way home. They
believe, correctly, that a full tank ig less apt $o blow up than a
tank full of fumes. But I believe that a hit in the Ffuel transfer
pumps or lines is Jjust as likely as one in the resgerve tanks, and |
that extra fuel out there won't get you home 1if you can't transfer |
It. Purthermore, the tanks are vented, and if you make the btransfer
a8 early as podsible the fumes should be gone before you get shot
at. Thig question ig the subject of one of those running arguments,
night after night, back in the tent. Nobody ever convinces anybody’

: on the other gide. I'll never understand how the Army overlooked
, , this question. There's a regulation on abhsolutely everything olsa.

. Allison's necok is bound to be bothering him by now..I grasp.
the wheel lightly, put my feet back on the rudder pedals, put ay o
right hand over his left, and take the throttles ag he slides hiwm i
hand away. ' . E

Looking fixedly at the lead plane a few feet away I can't see
the horizon and am never qulte sure of our abttitude, whether we're _
turning, climbing, or straight and level. In formations this tight :
you don't want to risk letbting your eyes stray from the asirplane i
you're "flying on".

. o After Red and T have exchanged the controls several more - ]

i G MG B REBY- b e -Domband i er,—calla-on—the—interphone, Rive-minvtes —
from T.P.", (The I.P., cr Initial Polnt, is where the Ffilnal turn
toward the target ig made, and is the beginning of the Bomb Run. A
the T.P. you roll out of the turn on a heading to the target. The
bombardier thewn has to find and recognize the target visually, then
got 1t centered and tracklng in the crosshairs of his Norden
Bomhslght. Today he'll have 240 gecondg’ to do this. During the
final 30 seconds of the run we'll be flying straight and level at a
coustant speed. Thig half-wminute is the most dangerous time. Mors
than half the planss lost during my bour have been hit during this '
fraction of a minube before the hombs are releaged and you can take
ovasive action.) ' | '

T nudge Red with my elbow and he takes over. I bob and turn my
head 10 sage my neck muscles a last tlne, reach behind my seat for
ny steel flak helmat, and put it on. I chack the angine instruments
and the el pgeuges, slancae outalidls at bhe lnoredible Beauty of
theae magnlflcent mountalns, and flght off o tremor hrought on by




the cold - or is it fear? I take the controls from Red and from
the corner of my oyoe gee him don his Fflak helmet and lower his
geat to "full down". His job is to watoh the instruments during

the bomb run, and he says he can concentrabte on them better i1f he.

doegn't sges oul s1de Hoo well.

The underside of 6Z's wings flash with refleocted sunlight -
wo'lre. turning on the I.P. Those wings ahead and above are shaded
agein, and I know we're headed toward the target. 63's bomb bay
doors open and I can gee the long bombs insgide. A puff of jet
black smokes flashes by the window, bthen another, and another.
Tlak! There's a loud "CHUNG" with another simultaneous gound like
s fistful of stones Flung agaeingt corregated -iron. Thal means
we're hit. Everything feels okay, the engines aound fine. If the

instruments showed any change, Red would have already told ne.

I'm aware thal my anxlety 1s completely gone, replaced by an
exhilaration beyond anything ever experienced outside of combat.
I have a sense of being wholly, compleftely alive, All my sonses
are acute. Time seéms Lo 3low down.

I can sece flak bursting dead ahead, then hear the "CHUNK'" of
another hit. We're sbtill making small turns, c¢limbs and dives,
and haven't yet selttled down for that last giralght and level
run. Damn, the Krauts are accurate btoday! They're putting thelr
838'g In our hip pocket and we're stlll twisting and turning!

My mind i3 racing with many thoughts: the sound of the
engines, our position in the formation, the intengify and
scouracy of the flak., "Yea, though I walk through the valley of
the shadow of death, I will £ear no evil: for Thou art with me.”

PThose words alwaye pop inte my mind, unesked, on the homb run.

Now we are rflying stralght and level. I hold 6A very tight
Just behind and under 6%'s tail stinger, Flak ig bursting just
ahead of 67; it's right on our altitude but they're leading us a
Little too much, Suddenly 6%'s six big bombs break free and,
wobbling slightly, fall straight down in front of our nose. The
geat thrusts upward as our own 6,000 pound load is released and
the airplane responds with a swooshing L1ft.

"Okay, Colenel, let's gel the hell out of here," I think, and
tense up on the controls antleipating a violent turning dive o
gat out of the flak., 6Z's bomb bay doors close, Nothing happens.
The Golonel maintaing our oreaping alirspeed, then starts a geunile
15 degree turn, (I learn later Ffrom his erew that he's watching
the mounbadnside and wants o ses, personally, the svalanohe
which igs %o cover the rall Line with tons of rock, It'S the tail
gunner'as job to do that and report to him by interphone.

. [
There's a very lowd "BLAH!", mors blaok smoke Tlashes by.
mad bogs uy sleeve and I oteal a glanse - o~y fron 6% Fo him. Ta's

cottaa, "RLD ponoane DEPT e abont o ot o T oshalie oy tang, ot
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understanding, and $ilt my head back zgain to hold position, It's
not hard to do, we're atill doing 200mph in our gentle furn.
Something draws my eyes over to Xunighton's ship, 6W, in #2 on
6%'s right wing. He's above me at about one ofclock. His left fin
and rudder, flat olive drab with the big white "6W", slowly turng
n gloggy black, changlng color as I wateh. I'm flabbergasted, .
never having meen anything like this. Now hig left propeller
glows and stops, feaﬁhared,'and I realize that the ﬁhiny black
color came from the oil pouring out of his left engine and being
blown back onto the stabllimer and rudder. 6W skide to the right,
smoking and loging altitude. Knilghton must be 11bera11y sbanding
on his right rudder pedal to keep his good engine from turning
him into the formation. He slldes down, %hen out of sight,

leaving a trail of amoke.

We've completed 270 degrees of turn and roll out. level,
plodding along at 215 mph. At last wo're out of range of the 88
batteries and are headed south for home.

Red leans over and slldes the earphone off my right ear,
gots up cloge and tells mes that Figler got a direct hit back when
T heard the "BLAM!IY, and has gone down. Most of Red's original
orew were now agslgned to Figler while he gebe combat experlence
flying copilot with me. He watohed from a few yards away when
they "bought the Farm". I glance at Red again. He lcoks 20 yoars
older than he dld .a couple of hours ago.

Two ﬁhips down out of #ix! Twelve men gone! I think, "Thank
Fod lbtwaan t me," then foel a f£lood of remorsme at the zelfish
thought.

fuddenly I'm enraged at thab brass hat colonsl from Group HQ
loading the flight. Both airplanes were lost after “Bombs Away"

oL

T T Twhonwe should. have been in o pereaning dive oLt the bargeb. How. T

gtupid! How unnecessary! T think how easy 1t would be bo Lift the
nose and pub a buret of B0 caliber into the cookplt of 6%. The
~thought is insane, and is gone ag quickly as it came. But that
g.0,b. will probably get & nedal for this mission!

I btap Red's arm and he takes over. I look out to the left at

6¢, cateh the copllot's eye and point up to 672's right wing, then
hold up two Ffingers. He nods and turns hig head to shout
gomething o the pilot. AC beging to drop down, then crogses
underneath me and olimbs up Into #2 positlon. How we're & diamond
formation where, a few ninules ngo we were two VEE

_ T Light a cigarette, then get on the interphone and make a
crew oheck, atarting with the ball gunner., With nobody on our
wings now he's all alone back there and I know hie head ig
swiveling consbantly, Looking for fighters. Bverybody reports
everything okay. Jur only damags seems bo e lobs of holes in
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- 6A'e slin, She's pretty well patched up already. A Tew more won't

gven be notloed. No one adde any ocomment to his brief report. The
usual banter is missing. '

I tune the Command Set to Armed Forces Radlo al Caserta so
that the fellows can Lligten to gome muslic on the way home. It
doesn't sound very good to me. While fiddling with the Command
Set I miss the mlsslon repert on VHEF. Red hears 1t, leans over
and shouts, "Mike Fox Nan George."

The mission was a failure. Thers was no avalanche; the rail
line is still open. :

- WND

Walter Wooten, 1at It.
- 0-442656 '

486th Squadron

340th Bomb, Group

(B-25 Mitchells),




