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Preface

There is only one witness to a life. That is the person who lived it. No one else will ever know the totality of that life. A wife may bond completely with her spouse, but she sees only those portions of the man that they’ve shared. A family may think they know their siblings, but the thoughts within are the individual’s alone. Close friends can sit comfortably in silence with each other, but the events past and the experiences outside the friendship can be understood only by the man himself. We show many different faces to the people around us.

Biographers inevitably fail if their objective is to tell the story of the whole man. We are fortunate in this instance because this isn’t a biography. This is the chronicle of a life in the words of the man himself. Many of us knew Robin. Some knew him in childhood, some as classmates, others as military superiors or subordinates, still others as friends. Each saw a facet of the life, but without the writings and insights of Robin himself there would be no picture of the whole man.

I spoke with Robin several years ago, and we discussed his obligation to get his story from his own personal perspective into a book. I asked him if I could help him—edit his story, ghostwrite it if necessary, or simply help him to get it to a publisher. He was getting older and his story couldn’t die with him. His reply to my overture was classic Robin.

“I’ve already written it. It’s taken care of. I’ve done it already.” Somehow I harbored doubts about that. I asked him if I could read it and help him to get it ready for publication. He confirmed my suspicions when he replied that it wasn’t quite ready for that yet. To punctuate the conversation he gave me “the glare,” which told me I’d best tread carefully, friend or not. “Nobody’s going to put words in my mouth, either.”

No doesn’t always mean no, and the story was too important to let languish. Every time I encountered him, I brought up the book again. I spoke with other close friends of his, Bob Titus, Bill Sparks, Les Pritchard, Jack McEncroe, Stan Goldstein, about his memoir. Jack said he had seen parts of it, at least rough notes. He described it as a jumble of bits and pieces, scattered here and there, jotted down over the years. I asked him to prevail upon Robin to get it moving. The whole group agreed with me, but Robin continued to procrastinate. The story went that even Gen. Chuck Horner had come to Steamboat with Tom Clancy to try to convince Robin to let the famed author help him. It never came to pass.

When Robin fell ill it looked as though this book would never happen. During his final months his daughter Christina stayed with him, and he sought her pledge that she would follow through on the project. He left her an extensive collection of writings, photos, documents, and memorabilia to pave the way. He shared days with her telling her tales of his life, and when he left us, we had all that was necessary to bring this book together.

It was my very distinct honor to be able to help with this work. I hope we’ve done the man justice, and I hope that his wisdom and experience can offer us all some insight into how a great man lived a remarkable life.

Ed Rasimus

December 2008
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Battle

I couldn’t help but feel the excitement. My 479th Fighter Group was the lead, out in front of the two bomber groups and not tied to close escort or stuck at the back of the bomber stream hoping to sweep up the leftovers. Hub Zemke had gotten us where I knew we belonged, at the cutting edge. As a new flight commander, I was ready. I had two kills and wanted more. The weather was good, the sky was clear, we were at altitude and had gone into Zemke’s fan formation, so we had a good chunk of the sky under our control. All we needed now was for Jerry to show up. There was no good reason why he wouldn’t.

Since D-day, we had been taking the war to Hitler. It was payback time for the indiscriminate abuse he had rained on Britain. We were going deeper and deeper into Germany, and it felt good. With Zemke at the helm, the 479th was finally getting on the short list for the good missions from 8th Air Force. Strafing trains and supply convoys was fine. Bombing the occasional bridge or supply area was necessary. But it was air combat that we wanted. Bombers drop bombs. Fighter pilots fight. It was simply the way it was meant to be.

We hadn’t expected any reaction over the North Sea, and we didn’t see much going in over Holland. As the force turned southeastward, I edged Blue Flight out just a bit farther to the left. The flanks were the place to see the enemy first. With the 479th across the front of the bomber groups, and the 434th spread to the left, my flight was the farthest left of the leaders. I’d briefed my guys that we would edge away a bit to give ourselves every chance of first engagement. I looked over my left shoulder for Hollister, my wingman. He was forward of where he usually flew, and that wasn’t a bad thing. He could always fall back during a fight, but it was damned hard to get back forward once you lagged.

It was cold at 28,000 feet, but I could feel my back damp with sweat against my flight jacket. I flexed my hands on the yoke and checked once again that my gun sight was up, my guns were armed, and my belts were tight. I pushed the vent for the puny cockpit heater down toward my knees. I didn’t want a blast of warm air fogging the canopy at the wrong moment in a battle. I scanned the horizon, looking for contrails or telltale dots that simply didn’t belong there. It was quiet. The only aircraft to be seen were the scattered fork-tails ahead of the spears of contrails from the bomber formations.

I checked Hollister again and caught the back of his head as he peered intently to the north. His wing rolled up slightly with the effort of his straining in the cockpit. It was good. He was doing his job. Radio discipline was good so far. Three squadrons on one frequency were never easy to deal with. It only got worse when the enemy showed up. Critical calls were hard to distinguish, call signs went out the window, knowing who was saying what was impossible. Fear, adrenaline, excitement, whatever. So far, so good.

The engines don’t ever purr. They’ve got a rhythm, a beat that signals the minor differences in props and rpm and mixture. When it’s constant and steady, you feel relaxed. When it is loud or too fast or too slow, it jangles the nerves. If it changes suddenly it stabs you instantly into action. It screams that something needs attention right now. The single-engine guys don’t know about that pulse, but in the Lightning, you live with it all of the time. There’s a continual tweaking, fiddling with the throttle quadrant, watching the gauges, adjusting the props to get just the right resonance between the pair. It’s sort of like a team of high-stepping gaited horses staying on the right tempo. My left hand stays near the throttle quadrant, dancing a slow waltz between the power levers while my ears tell me what is getting better or worse. My eyes stay on the horizon.

There’s always something that needs doing. The bomber guys have a committee to tell them what, when, and where. They’ve got manuals and checklists, and a cast of supporting actors to read them aloud and double-check that it all gets tended to. The fighter pilot is driver, navigator, gunner, bombardier, and flight engineer wrapped into one tense, high-strung package. If he’s good, he covers it all. If he isn’t, he misses some things. I’ve been pretty good, so far. I haven’t missed the major things, and the minor ones haven’t killed me. If I’m doing it right, I’ll keep getting better. If I’m not, I won’t be able to worry about it.

The radio crackles. Has someone seen something? There’s no call to follow. Nothing. Just a crackle. I look back to my right and see that we’ve widened out spacing on Zemke’s Bison Squadron. It doesn’t bother me. I want to be out here on the edge of the package. I want to see the enemy first. Is that something? Are those aircraft out there coming from the east? I raise my goggles and check the canopy for smudges. One, two, four—there are more!

A dozen things happen at once. I push the props and mixture forward. The engines surge. I pull the yoke and roll left, climbing over Hollister’s position. The radio starts to speak and the first word I hear is “Blue…” I know it’s one of my guys and I know what he’s going to say. These are my bogeys on our side of the formation, and I don’t want to share. I mash on the TRANSMIT button, and the squeal of the two transmissions covers the rest. Hollister is inside my turn and drops below me. The rest of the group are now alerted, and they want to know what’s going on.

We’re closing fast, and I radio to Bison Lead that we’ve got a formation at our eleven o’clock and we’re checking them. It’s more than a formation! It’s a damned armada. I’ve got forty, maybe fifty Me-109s and Focke-Wulf 190s ahead of us. As we get closer, the number keeps growing. The whole damned Luftwaffe is in front of me!

The guns, the sight, the engines, the radios, the flight … where’s my flight? There’s Hollister. I knew he’d hang on. Where’s the element? Where’s the damned element? They’ve lost us. Fuel! I’ve still got the drop tanks. I check that Hollister is clear and jettison the tanks. There’s a pair of trailing Messerschmitts ahead. They haven’t seen us. I’ll have the first one before he knows we’re here. Is this as good as life gets? I’ve got more than fifty enemy aircraft in front of me, and my wingman and I are the only ones here! I sure feel sorry for those bastards.

The sight reticle is full of gray-green aircraft. My finger wraps around the firing toggle. My right engine coughs, sputters, and quits. A split second and forty heartbeats—then the second one follows suit. Both engines are dead … silence … awww, shit!
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My Early Years

My first memories are of sounds: the clang of a halyard on a flagpole, Liberty engines warming up on the flight line before dawn, my father singing with his Air Corps friends in the living room below. By the time I was five, I could name an airplane by the sound of its engine on takeoff or landing. My father sat with me on the front steps of our house at Langley Field, made me close my eyes and name them one by one. P-1s, P-5s, DH-4s, old Keystone bombers, P-6s through P-36s, all seared sounds of aviation into my heart.

At night I hid in my pajamas at the top of the stairs listening to laughter, tales of flying, and songs with incomprehensible words and unforgettable melodies floating up from the living room. I sat for hours on Saturday mornings watching P-12s in a Lufbery over the field pull up into a loop, then dive back through the circle again. My father brought glasses of lemonade and we watched together. He and his pursuit pilot buddies were gods to me, men of steel in planes of wood and cloth. I had to be a fighter pilot.

I was born in Honolulu at Luke Field Hospital on July 14, 1922, to Army Air Corps Captain Robert Olds and Eloise Wichman Olds. My mother came from a line of Hawaii landowners, my father from Virginians traced back to the Revolution, including Regiment Captain Return Jonathan Meigs, George Washington’s aide-de-camp. Dad had been a pursuit pilot during the war in France before his assignment to Hawaii. When we returned to Washington he became aide to General Billy Mitchell, then moved to Langley, first as student, then as instructor and director of the Air Corps Tactical School.

When I was four, my mother died. I remember asking my father if she was in heaven with all the airplanes. He said yes. My father married again briefly after Mom’s death, divorced, then gave us two baby brothers, Fred and Sterling, when he married Helen Sterling in 1933. I grew up surrounded by an extended family of loving adults in comfortable surroundings in Virginia.

There was always my father. He was a tough disciplinarian, a tender caretaker, an unquestioned leader, and a laughter-filled friend. People gravitated to him. My days were shaped by his intense energy and eagerness. He taught me to be tough yet a gentleman. Manners and courtesy were paramount. He took me for my first flight in an open-cockpit plane when I was eight.

The pulp-fiction heroes of G-8 and His Battle Aces were also the real men that moved through my daily life. My father’s Air Corps buddies were famed pilots of the Great War. They were often joined by other aviation leaders of that period: Hap Arnold, Tooey Spaatz, Ira Eaker, Fiorello La Guardia, Harold George, Frank Andrews, Bob Williams, Ernst Udet, Roscoe Turner, Edward Mannock, Elliott White Springs, Jimmy Mattern, Beirne Lay, and more. All gathered in our home. I got to meet Eddie Rickenbacker but was too awed to say anything. The gatherings started with tales of flying and progressed to passionate discussions of current events and dreams for the future. They invariably ended in song, led by my father at the piano and Tooey Spaatz on guitar. The brotherhood of pilots impressed me as much as the thrill of flying itself.

As I grew I began to understand the dreams of these early pioneers. World War I made them determined to change things. If they could make air power prevail in future battles, the horror of trenches, endless stalemate, and thousands of casualties with no discernible gain could be prevented. Airplanes could carry the war to the enemy, attack his industrial base and his lines of communication, destroy his transportation system, and quickly erode his will to fight. All this could happen from the air, but with aircraft not yet built. Such was the dream uniting these pilots.

When publicly expressed, their vision met scorn and resistance. The Air Corps leaders were looked upon as lightweight, flamboyant flyboys whose limited capabilities were of no consequence in the grand scheme of land and sea warfare. Airmen could not occupy territory, or rule the sea. What good were they beyond providing eyes for the real fighting forces? What good was bombing or shooting from aircraft? It was laughingly admitted that the Air Corps could probably penetrate enemy territory, but not much farther than good artillery and certainly not as accurately. Billy Mitchell was court-martialed for his outspoken belief in the future of air power and for his criticism of those who denied that potential. My father was one of the men by his side during that trial. The outcome outraged Mitchell’s followers and only encouraged them to greater effort. Mitchell died in 1936, but it would be World War II that vindicated his theories beyond any doubt.

In 1934, Roosevelt ordered the Army Air Corps to take over airmail, and Boeing began the development of a new bomber. After an epic struggle with battleship admirals, my father and his peers managed the development of the B-17 in 1935. The first prototypes, thirteen in all, were put under his charge at Langley. Lieutenant Colonel Robert Olds and his B-17s became standard fare in newspapers and newsreels around the world. He led flights on goodwill trips to South America and made the Flying Fortress a household name, also breaking the military cross-country speed record when Howard Hughes held the civilian mark.

When Germany invaded Poland in 1939, the world was stunned. The shock reverberated through America. Our army and navy were seen to be living in the past. While Britain gallantly went it alone, America had time to build, yet we were still not ready when Japan struck Pearl Harbor. It took another two years before U.S. air power could be said to have a meaningful impact on the campaigns waged in Europe and the Pacific. As world war loomed, my father was tasked by Hap Arnold to build an organization to ferry new aircraft from factories to their operational units. The ferry system grew into the Air Transport Command, an invaluable player in the Berlin airlift after the war, and later the Military Airlift Command.

In high school at 6'2' and 190 pounds, I was a natural for football. I made the varsity and was chosen captain, followed by election to class president for three years. Hampton High won the Virginia state championship in 1937. Subsequently, full football scholarships were offered by Virginia Military Institute and famous coach Earl “Red” Blaik at Dartmouth at the end of my junior year. But I believed the only legitimate way to fly airplanes and not have to work for a living was to get a regular commission through the United States Military Academy. I would earn my wings, join the Army Air Corps, and become a fighter pilot. Simple as that!

To pass the academy entrance exam I enrolled at Millard Military Prep when I graduated from Hampton High in ’39. Studies kept us busy, but the radio kept us informed of world events. When news of Hitler’s invasion of Poland hit I wanted to go after him myself. There had to be a way to get into battle right away, and not wait four more years! The next day I sneaked off campus in my prep uniform and went to the Canadian legation in Hampton, determined to join the Royal Air Force. I filled out an application and handed it over. The fellow in the office eyed me sharply and asked, “Son, how old are you?”

“Twenty, sir!”

He knew better. “Well, you need your parents’ permission. Have them sign your application.”

I went home to my startled father, who said, “What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in school!”

“Dad, please sign this paper. I want to join the RAF.”

Nothing doing. He sent me back to Millard.

By March 1940, we found a congressman in Pennsylvania willing to appoint me to West Point. Only problem was I needed to live in his district to qualify. I headed to Uniontown and lived for ten weeks in a small, shared room at the YMCA, worked for an army recruiter, and swept a grocery store at night. The decaying town and grim faces of local mine workers made me more determined than ever to get into the air.

On June 1 my father delivered the news: I had passed the entrance exam and was accepted! We raced up the stairs to my room, gathered my belongings, and caught the last train to D.C. I was the first Olds to go to West Point, and the family was suitably proud. Millard Prep had given me a head start on plebe year at the academy, but I was determined to increase my preparation, rising before dawn to do push-ups and run laps around the parade ground at Langley. One month later I crammed with a bunch of other Point-bound boys into one compartment on the D.C. train to Penn Station. I think I saw a couple of girls dabbing at their eyes among the families waving good-bye, but mostly I saw my dad standing stoically behind the group. We locked eyes and he nodded to me.

Boyish chatter on the way to New York quickly turned to discussions of France’s recent surrender to Germany. Roosevelt was already warning the American public that our nation wouldn’t tolerate Hitler’s suppression of free Europe. Would we make it to the war in time? West Point would provide me with a commission, but would it adequately prepare me for what lay beyond? Carrying a rifle on the long gray line was not my ambition. The last hours before the Point seemed etched in slow motion. We walked from Penn Station to the ferry terminal, rode across the Hudson River, boarded the train from Weehawken, arrived at the spare gray West Point stop, and fell silent when we saw the grim faces of our reception committee. I stepped down from the train and my boyhood ended.

“You, mister! Stand up straight! Get your raggedy ass in line!” Uniformed, white-gloved upperclassmen screamed into our faces. “You are worms not fit to crawl on this earth! You only THINK you will be officers! By tonight, half of you lily-livered maggots will run home to Mommy! You’re a disgrace!”

“Yes, sir!” we yelled back. I could hear confusion and panic in some of the nonmilitary kids.

“What did you say?”

“YES, SIR!” we roared. And that was that. They herded us into groups at the station, then marched us up the hill through the gray stone portals of West Point. As we emerged into the Quadrangle from the Plain my eyes stared straight ahead, chin jammed back tight and spine erect. No time for awestruck sightseeing; time only for the business of arrival. After uniforms were issued and heads shaved, we were marched back across the Plain to a spot above the river called Trophy Point. There, I raised my right hand with my fellows and swore allegiance to the United States. I was a U.S. Military Academy cadet in the class of 1944, a plebe, a beast. And, by God, this Beast was going to be a fighter pilot!

Plebe year was an intense grind with the rigors of locked-down cadet life and academics. I met Ben Cassiday my first day in Beast Barracks. Our parents had been close friends in Honolulu, and he and I had been stuck in the same playpens as babies while the grown-ups played gin rummy. We were better prepared for hazing, obeying orders, running an obstacle course, and bouncing quarters off our beds than half our classmates. Ben was the good student, while I excelled at military training and football. I suffered through classes by doodling caricatures. My Company A pals gave me way too much encouragement, and pranks were part of life. Several drawings disappeared only to reemerge on the faculty board. I caught immediate hell from a sour-faced history professor. Oh well, catching hell seemed almost as much fun as getting away with it.

West Point’s varsity football team in the fall of 1940 had its most abysmal record in fifty years, a second consecutive losing season: 1-7-1. Our freshman squad wasn’t much better in the beginning. We started with three losses but improved rapidly, ending the year 3-4-1. The low point for the corps came with Army’s brutal loss to Navy in front of a sellout crowd in Philadelphia’s Municipal Stadium. It was the rivalry’s fiftieth anniversary. Army-Navy games had always galvanized football fans, but the battles raging in Europe really focused America’s adoration on its military teams. Radios across the nation tuned in to the big game, including FDR’s in the Oval Office. My freshman teammates and I were in the stands for that game, and I was overwhelmed by the crowd’s patriotic fervor. Army lost 14–0, but it didn’t matter. We didn’t feel like losers. Our freshman squad would make a big difference next fall.

The Point’s new superintendent, Major General Robert L. Eichelberger, knew that cadets and Army fans alike were demoralized by the losing streak. It simply wouldn’t do. He courted America’s best damn college football coach, and Dartmouth’s Red Blaik came on as head coach when the squad started spring practice. I worked like hell under Blaik and made the starting lineup. By the first of May I was first-string offensive and defensive tackle.

Morale soared throughout the corps at the start of fall semester ’41. Coach Blaik spurred the team to fame as the nation’s newest darling, and West Point was an undefeated 4-0 by the time we met Notre Dame in Yankee Stadium on November 1. The game was played in a driving downpour before a capacity crowd of 76,000. It was a total mud bath. My right shoulder hurt like hell from a stupid late-summer swimming accident, but I played both offense and defense for the full sixty minutes. By the end of the first half we were so muddy nobody could tell numbers or uniforms apart. I was in physical agony, felt like a goddamn pig in a wallow, but God, it was fun! We battled the Irish to a stunning scoreless tie. It felt like a win and we went home heroes.

Surging national pride carried us like gladiators into the Army-Navy game on November 29. Tickets were sold out for months. A crowd of over 100,000 crammed into Municipal Stadium. Parking lots and city streets were jammed by groups of fans listening to their radios. All of America was tuned in. FDR’s intention to attend the game was thwarted by the escalating situation in the Pacific. He was sequestered with advisers in a hotel but listening to the radio. The emotional roar of the crowd hit us like a tidal wave when we ran onto the field. We weren’t two separate teams meeting to battle. There was only one team, united with the crowd, united with our country.

It was the most memorable football game of my life. Army lost to Navy 14–6, but it didn’t seem to matter who won or lost. Fans rushed onto the field. Both teams were engulfed in a wild celebration. Spectators in the stands stood hugging and weeping. Both team alma maters were played. The national anthem was played again. Cadets and middies stood close together, all of us singing our hearts out.

One week later, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. Roosevelt’s address to Congress on December 8 was broadcast to the corps in the mess hall. Pandemonium broke loose. We stomped, cheered, whistled, and clapped until our hands were bruised. We were going to war! America’s first troops would be on the ground in Britain in January. Pilots would follow by early July. Dear God, we thought, please wait for us!

Big news awaited the cadet corps in the spring of 1942. Europe’s descent into the maelstrom of war had galvanized the nation into action. Roosevelt’s commitment to ramp up military preparedness produced a stunning announcement: The class of 1943 would accelerate to graduate in January and the class of ’44 would graduate in June 1943! By God, it was really happening. Better yet, everyone in the corps was asked to choose regular army or Army Air Corps as his service branch. To the great dismay of the old-time infantry and artillery guys who’d been running the Point for years, almost half the class chose AAC. This was it. I was on my way!

When classes ended in late May, we were routed to flight-training bases scattered across America. Qualification was determined through the neutral process of overall class standing. Thankfully, my military grades rescued my average academics! I was off to fly. Nothing else mattered.

The summer of 1942 was glorious. A group of us volunteered for the Spartan School of Aviation in Tulsa, Oklahoma, after Ben Cassiday suggested he had friends nearby, meaning girls! With sunburns from Virginia Beach and a few successful days around the swimming pool at the Army-Navy Club, Ben and I boarded the train to Tulsa with our group. Upon arrival we were met by an enormous man naturally called Tiny. He turned out to be jack-of-all-trades for the flight school and mentor to all aviation cadets, military and civilian. We noticed Tiny was trying to hide his laughter from us. It was our damned Jungle Jim helmets. Some sadistic wag at the academy had foisted them off on us as the prescribed cadet summer head covering. Where was my riding crop? We loved our khakis and hated those stupid hats. To our chagrin we became the laughingstock of the upperclassmen at flight school. We quickly found alternative headgear.

The first day we met our instructors. My primary instructor pilot (IP) was a solemn-faced guy named John Kostura, who turned out to be far less menacing than he looked. He gave us flight schedules and instructions with a fair bit of humor, a good sign. Flying would be mixed with ground-school courses on weather, aeronautics, flight regulations, engineering, some field training, emergency procedures, and blah, blah, blah.

Kostura was a thorough, patient instructor. His admonishments came in a steady, quiet voice, his guidance taking quick effect. I found myself liking the man almost as a father figure and did my best to learn as quickly as possible all he taught. In our barracks bull sessions I learned other cadets had instructors who believed fear was the best teacher. They shouted angrily and banged their students’ knees with the control stick for emphasis. My IP’s teaching style, on the other hand, greatly influenced my future. Our initial dual flights went well, and one sunny day, after I had amassed five and a half hours of flying time, Kostura got out, patted me on the shoulder, and said, “OK, Olds, take her up and give me four good landings.”

I gulped. Take her up? Oh my God, by myself? I was shaking as I taxied to the takeoff end of the grass field. I was on my way to being a pilot! Despite the nervousness, I took off smoothly. Hot damn, I was solo! The landings were good and I knew it. Mr. Kostura’s smile when I taxied in was one of the richest rewards of that period.

Days at Spartan passed swiftly. Most of us passed the challenges. A few washed out and returned to the academy or went on leave. In between having me march occasional punishment tours with a parachute on my back, Mr. Kostura spent extra time teaching me aerobatics. We looped, rolled, and spun daily out of sight of the airfield. Sometimes he’d point out an isolated shack and yell, “It’s full of Japs! Strafe it!” I dove in, pretending my training plane was loaded with bombs and bullets. He laughed at what I thought were perfect attack passes. More solo flights were sheer joy. Being alone in the immense sky, master of plane and self, was beyond anything I had imagined. Practicing what I’d been taught, and experimenting further into the envelope of possibilities, worked a magic I can only describe as ecstasy. It was total exuberance, surrender and mastery all at once.

The day finally came for a last check ride with an Air Corps officer assigned to Spartan. This was it. Flunk and you were out. Pass, and you graduated from primary and went on to basic training. Mr. Kostura briefed his flight and told us not to worry. We’d be OK. Just do what he’d taught us. “Remember the importance of picking out two good objects for turning points in the pylon eight maneuver. Make sure they’re ninety degrees to the prevailing wind. That’ll make it easy to keep your wingtip pointed right at the pylon when you do your figure eights. And make sure you pick out a good emergency landing spot when the instructor suddenly cuts your engine,” he added.

Pylon eights? What were those? I had never done one. When Kostura finished I rushed up to him. “Sir, we never did those pylon eight things, ever!”

Kostura looked blank for a moment; then the light dawned. He’d spent time with me playing, doing acrobatics beyond the normal curriculum, attacking storage sheds and other useful things. He shouted, “Hold it right there!” then went running down the hall. He returned quickly and told me to grab my parachute for a quick lesson on pylon eights. I was as twitchy as the proverbial cat on a hot stove, but I managed to pass the check ride and was declared ready for basic.

Everyone was authorized a ten-day leave before reporting back to West Point for fall semester. My father had a special treat in store. He sent a plane to carry me back up to Spokane, Washington, where he was commanding the 2nd Army Air Forces Bomb Wing as a new major general. Reaction on the Tulsa flight line was priceless when a huge B-24 arrived. Of course I milked it for all it was worth, sauntering casually out to the plane and turning with a final thumbs-up at the stunned crowd. The B-24 pilot turned out to be a West Point grad who would rise to be a four-star general, then president of Pan American Airways. After a lazy five days with my father and his delightful new bride, Nina Gore Auchincloss, I was flown back to Washington, D.C., in another B-24. I was twenty years old and completely full of myself. I was a pilot and a first-class cadet! Life was innocent. Life was good.

Those of our class in flight training knew we’d take basic and advanced at nearby Stewart Field during the compressed coming year, but how were we to fit it all in? Life was a frantic routine. Days were divided between classes and flying, alternating mornings and afternoons, plus football practice every afternoon. Study time was at a premium, and there were many nights in the johns after lights-out, just trying to keep up. Academics were intense, with two full years now compressed into one. All of us were graded each day in every subject, and the grades were posted. There was no such thing as a bell curve or getting off easy.

The daily schedule was not for the faint of heart. Half of us were bussed the seventeen miles to Stewart in the morning and did our flight training. We then went back to the Point and academic classes that afternoon. Those of us on the squad practiced football until chow. The next morning we had academics and then flew in the afternoon. This schedule rotated between the two halves of the class who were in flight training. By an arrangement through Coach Blaik, I was always scheduled for the afternoon’s first flying and was sent back to football practice in a truck. All was OK until we entered the night flying phase. With that I was put back into a truck after football practice, went up to the field, and met the schedule for my night flight. Mind you, sometime during all of this I had to study for the next day of academics. There was no slack in the system. Flunk a course or two, and that was that. You were out. Gone. The pressure was enormous, but we faced it and grew used to the challenge. Very few, if any, of my classmates failed courses that year.

In the middle of this craziness, game schedules continued as usual through the season. Buoyed by cadet corps morale and national fervor, we faced Navy again. This encounter became the hardest, physically, of my football career. At the start of the second quarter, a middie smashed a deliberately vicious forearm into my face. I crashed to the ground, put my hand to my mouth, and felt gushing blood and a terrible gap. Where the hell were my goddamn teeth? I crawled around the grass searching for them. Red Blaik and my teammates yelled for a doctor. They hauled me off the field and laid me out in the locker room. I struggled to get up and back to the game. The team doctor sat on me, closed my gums and torn lip with thirty stitches, and ordered me done for the day. I jumped up howling at Blaik until he overruled the doc. With cotton stuffed up my nose, blood all over my uniform, and black stitches where my upper lip used to be, I emerged back onto the field to the roar of the crowd. Lined back up in front of that same middie, I smiled a toothless, bloody grin, and growled. At the snap I hit him hard and came down on him with one knee, then whispered, “How’s that feel, asshole?” That guy got carted off with two broken ribs, out for the game. The game continued in a brutal back and forth, but Navy won 14–0. For some reason, my performance during our 6-3 season earned me All-American honors, but I never did get my goddamn teeth back.

At Stewart we called our flight instructor in basic “Military Bill.” He was the only one who lined his flight up each day for inspection. He’d pace back and forth imparting orders. In the air his flight instruction had the same pompous bluster. Surely, no one flew an airplane better or knew more about one. We were to understand that clearly. The only problem was I quickly learned I could fly the BT-13 better than Military Bill. Unfortunately, he learned it, too. Sure enough, Mil Bill did what he could to cut me down to size. He announced that I was too big for fighters. He was going to see to it that I was sent to bombers. He did, and I was assigned to twin-engine advanced for the final phase of training the next semester. I was deeply disappointed to have my hopes for a fighter pilot career dashed by someone like Bill, but I would continue to do the best I could.

Basic training ended just before the short Christmas break. I went to my roommate Scat Davis’s home in upstate New York for a visit. Scat had washed out of flight training before it even began, due to bad eyesight. He was beside himself about it. It seemed grossly unfair because he was just color-blind. I promised him he’d fly with me throughout my career. I vowed that his name would be painted on every aircraft I flew. Scat’s parents made us comfortable for the holidays. It was the best Christmas vacation I’d have for the next several years.

We went back to the January grind, with June just a blink away, entering what was traditionally known as the Gloom Period at the Point. Football season was over, and I was aware that my glory days on the field were gone for good. I missed the exercise and team camaraderie. Life was getting serious. The dank winter weather deepened that mood. Gray granite walls dripped with black, icy water, and slushy snow piled up in every corner. The sun hid behind dark clouds and never showed its face for weeks. Academics were demanding and never ending. Our instructors were in nasty moods, probably from dealing with our own gloom. Day after day, hour after hour, we stood in our raincoats as the Tactical Department tried to think of something to improve the mood of assemblies. Marching didn’t do it. Even roommates fell to quarreling with one another. I was lucky. My two roommates, Uncle Wilk and Scat, always had smiles on their faces and mischief up their sleeves. Our area in the barracks resounded with laughter as some poor soul found liquid shoe polish in his shoes, tried to clean his trashed room fifteen minutes before Saturday inspection, or found pages of a book glued together.

In the midst of Gloom Period antics, Ben and I went to New York City on weekend liberty in March. Just before returning on the evening train, I had one scotch and soda. That’s all. When we headed for check-in at the Point, I was confronted by a guy who seemed to harbor a personal vendetta. He finally got me with the honor code by asking, “Did you drink?” I answered truthfully, “Yes.” I was number eight in class military standing, but that was the end of my time as cadet brigade captain. My classmates went up in arms in my defense, to no avail. From cadet regimental staff, I got busted down to private, only the second cadet in the history of West Point to earn that dubious honor. The punishment included marching tours right up to graduation. One more thing to add to my schedule!

My multiengine instructor for the bomber lead-in, Lieutenant Hacker, didn’t like the thought of having to fly two engines any better than I did, but our AT-10 was a decent aircraft. I learned to enjoy everything about it. He was good at his job and honed my abilities with enthusiasm; soon he admitted that I could land the bird better than he. Eventually the weather cleared and we took great glee in doing a few loops and barrel rolls, knowing we were breaking the rules for student bomber pilots, to say nothing of restrictions against doing such maneuvers in the good old AT-10. Another restriction prohibited us from penetrating any airspace near the FDR estate south of Poughkeepsie. That was too bad, I thought. Roosevelt might welcome the entertainment.

One day Lieutenant Hacker and I got crazy and flew under every bridge on the Hudson from Albany to New York City. That escapade implanted in me a love for pressing the limits of flight, a fascination that would piss off many bosses for the next thirty years. Lieutenant Hacker and I promised each other we wouldn’t discuss our adventure with anyone, ever. Rumors abounded when calls came in from witnesses, but I faithfully kept that secret until long afterward. I don’t know how he managed it, but that lieutenant convinced the powers-that-be that I should be sent to fly fighters. Military Bill got overruled. I probably owe Hacker my successes and possibly my life, considering the losses suffered by bomber people in the war.

Graduation was approaching when the saddest event of my young life blindsided me. I knew my father had taken ill with pneumonia and had been lying in a Tucson hospital for several weeks. Nina was constantly by his side, telephoning me with daily reports. His recovery seemed certain. She sent hopeful assurances. On the morning of Friday, April 23, my brother Stevan and I were fetched out of class and informed that Dad had suffered a heart attack the night before. He was asking for us. We flew immediately to be with him. As my beloved father lay dying I held his hand and told him I was going to be a fighter pilot. He smiled weakly at me and said, “Robbie, listen to me. I never once went up in the air without learning something new. Never, ever think you know it all.” He died at noon the following Tuesday. His ashes were taken up in a B-24 and scattered over the mountains west of Tucson. I was devastated.

Life at the Point seemed trivial for the next month. Only a steely new determination got me through. My father’s mother, Grandma Topsy, came up as my date for the graduation festivities. General Hap Arnold pinned on my class pilot wings May 30. I grimly marched my tours off through the night, completing the last one just an hour before graduation. On June 1, 1943, I received my diploma to thunderous applause from the cadet corps but without the one person who mattered most. As I repeated the words of the officer’s oath and stepped into manhood, I dedicated my wings and my commission to the memory of my father. Then I stepped off the fields of West Point and into the wild blue yonder.
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Pilot Training

With second lieutenant bars and shiny new pilot wings I joined seven West Point classmates with orders to Williams Field, Arizona, for training in the P-38 Lighting. Our group included a mixed bag of personalities, all good young men, but as different from one another as any such number could be.

Al Tucker, Lou Nesselbush, Charlie Waller, Hank Rosness, Buck Coursey, Don McClure, and Bob Orr went through the fighter training with me, and each of them played a role in showing me how individual personalities meet the stresses of war. I don’t claim to have been aware of their impacts at the time, because life was too challenging, too much fun, too exciting, and too immediate for any of that. The lessons I learned took effect slowly and often weren’t recognized until years later. Those of us who survived became wiser and more mature in many ways without realizing it.

We all became members of the 479th Fighter Group and went to war together. One was killed, two became POWs, one almost finished a tour but quietly disappeared, two finished and went home, and the remaining member went on to fly two tours, and became a twenty-two-year-old major and ultimately commander of the 434th Fighter Squadron. That was me.

Our train ride to Chandler, Arizona, was long, hot, and crowded. We had an appointment with the future and it included a raging world war. We felt it was the place we were supposed to be. In Chandler a truck picked us up for the twenty-minute drive to Willie airfield where we signed in and received a long list of offices to visit. The duty NCO gave us billeting assignments and orders to report to our training unit for duty the next morning. The rest of the day was spent wandering over the sprawling base finding the dozen important people who acted very bored as we signed paper after paper and listened to briefings concerning how we were to behave for the rest of our lives. These briefings were structured to make us feel we were the lowliest creatures God ever created, outranking no one and subservient to all.

We were disabused of our perceived valuable status as newly commissioned second lieutenants. However, after Beast Barracks at the Point, this was nothing. As a matter of fact, it was exhilarating! The next morning provided more of the same takedown treatment. Later we learned that this was a special treatment in response to the somewhat rambunctious attitude displayed by our predecessors in the January ’43 class when they arrived at training. Lesson learned: Don’t reveal your status as a West Point grad if it can be avoided. Have something to be proud of before you declare your value.

The P-38 would wait a bit in our training. First we had to fly the AT-9, a twin-engine of dubious performance. The intent was to introduce trainees to the rigors of twin-engine flight before meeting the P-38, sort of a training-wheels approach before being unleashed in the high-performance machinery. Fortunately, that phase passed quickly and the great day soon arrived. It wasn’t a P-38 we were to fly, but a bird named the P-322. There were some major differences between the two, although they looked alike. For one thing, the props on the 322 rotated in the same direction, as opposed to the counterrotating engines on the P-38. That meant engine torque we wouldn’t have to deal with in the Lightning. In addition, the oil and coolant flaps were manually controlled. You flew with one eye on the temperature gauges, constantly adjusting settings for every phase of flight by sliding levers back and forth to keep the values in the green. The P-322 lacked the turbo-superchargers of the 38, and its performance at altitude was pathetic. These particular aircraft had been built for the Brits, who wisely refused to accept them. The generally accepted belief was that the P-322 was a more dangerous airplane than the Lightning, at least for the pilot. Training was organized and we quickly got into the swing of things.

Late one afternoon, when I returned to my room, I found a note pinned to my door. I would report immediately to the base adjutant. I wondered what I had done to merit such individual attention. The adjutant was a crusty old first lieutenant whom I saluted smartly. He must have been in his late thirties, but he looked like Methuselah to me.

He fixed me with a hard stare, but I detected a hint of humor in it. He held my gaze for several seconds before saying, “Lieutenant Olds, there is a lady in that building across the street who would like very much to see you. Through the double doors, turn right, and she will be at the fourth desk on your right. Can you manage that?”

I saluted and left. What in hell was this all about? I heard the adjutant suppressing a chuckle as I left.

I found the woman easily and introduced myself. She was not as forbidding as I had expected. She smiled and asked me, “Lieutenant, are you independently wealthy?”

It was a strange question. I wondered what she was getting at. I assured her I was not at all wealthy. She began a stern lecture. “Lieutenant, whether you want it or not, and even whether or not you deserve it, Uncle Sam wants to pay you for serving in his Army Air Corps. In fact he will do so each and every month. All you have to do is go to the base finance office on the first of the month, sign your pay record, and collect whatever may be due for your sterling service. You seem unaware of this little fact.”

It was obvious she was having a bit of fun at my expense. I blushed.

She then added, “Not only do we give you your basic pay as a second lieutenant; you get flying pay on top of that, plus any travel pay due, and you will even get what we call per diem occasionally. It tends to add up, and makes it possible for you to pay your officers’ club dues, to buy things at the PX, to eat, and to cover all sorts of expenses that lieutenants seem to encounter every day. See that sergeant down the hall in his cage? He has lots of money and is anxious to share some of it with you. And he or someone like him will do so every month you wear that uniform. Now go, and it was nice meeting you.”

Damn, no one told me about this at West Point. What else did I miss?

The sergeant counted out more money than I’d ever had in my life and smiled as he told me what trouble the finance office had encountered in trying to find the missing lieutenant. As I departed, obviously looking embarrassed, he said, “Don’t neglect us again, Lieutenant—we might not find you twice.” This was the most direct and enlightening education of my short career, and I was grateful to the people on the base for teaching me the financial facts of military life. I was going to be paid to fly!

Within a short time, the reality of this business hit our group of eight. Bob Orr was flying solo, crashed, and died. We never knew how it happened. It stunned us, but it was reality in the life of a pilot. We had lost five classmates back at the Point in training accidents before graduation, and wearing wings didn’t keep it from happening now. I’d have to learn to deal with it. I was sorry to lose a good friend and squadron mate, but glad it wasn’t me who had bought the farm.

Despite accidents our self-confidence soared, and we would often dogfight among ourselves. It wasn’t exactly against regulations, but it couldn’t be ignored when two of us jumped a stray P-322, which turned out to be our squadron CO’s. That afternoon seven of us were lined up before the desk of a very livid major. We received a royal chewing out and wondered if this was the end of our fledgling careers. Finally, the major said he knew the “ambush” had been carried out by one of us and asked who had done it. He was astounded when Al Tucker and I stepped forward and confessed. He didn’t know quite what to say. I guess he had never heard of the honor code. We had learned that officers do not lie, cheat, or steal, or tolerate those who do. We simply did what we’d been conditioned to do. He sputtered a bit, and I think he admonished us not to do it again. I was never certain whether he meant don’t dogfight or don’t jump him. It didn’t much matter.

Our next step was gunnery training at Matagorda, Texas. We reported at the end of July for a month. The base was on a spit of land jutting into the Gulf of Mexico south of Victoria, Texas. It couldn’t really qualify as a hellhole because any hole there would have been under water. Hell with humidity. We were there for training in aerial gunnery, and nothing else mattered, not the ovenlike heat, the lizards, the sandstorms, the wretched base food, or even the stinking, undrinkable water we were supposed to use. Whoever owned the Coca-Cola franchise for the base must have made a fortune. We even used the soda for brushing our teeth and shaving after a few people got sick from the water.

A lot of the June ’43 class assigned to all types of fighters had converged for this phase. On top of great flying, we had a whopping good time together. We flew AT-6s, Texans, which had a .30 caliber machine gun pointing forward through the propeller, just like the ones used by our World War I heroes Elliot White Springs and Eddie Rickenbacker. No one seemed to care that those of us assigned to P-38s had never flown the AT-6 before. Don’t worry, just fly it, we told ourselves. All of the aircraft were equipped with a 16 mm movie camera that recorded each firing pass at a towed target. We were taught to assess film of our gunnery passes, and most of us improved rapidly as the days went by. Understanding the physical and mathematical forces involved wasn’t essential to success. Leading a target was subject to the laws of physics but also took a bit of luck, some Kentucky windage, and maybe some innate talent. Your speed, your target’s speed, your angle-off, and the G forces involved all had to be taken into account. I got the big picture of all the factors in play and got pretty good at punching holes in the towed rag.

The P-38 class was sent from Willie to 4th Air Force headquarters in San Francisco to await orders. Then we were routed to Los Angeles. I wondered why we were sent to San Francisco first and then Los Angeles rather than directly to the final destination, but what did a lowly second lieutenant understand about the mysteries of the army? L.A. was just an enroute stop. More orders sent us on to our final training base.

The final leg of this circuitous journey was by train that headed up Cajon Pass east of L.A. At nightfall, we got off and found a place to sleep in a middle-of-nowhere high desert town called Barstow. At dawn we boarded another train that headed back northwest through the most desolate countryside I had ever seen. It was all rock and alkali basins, with only a few cacti and Joshua trees to break the monotony. At midafternoon the train wheezed to a halt and the conductor told us we had arrived. We debarked with our B-4 bags and stood on a platform attached to a deserted, weather-beaten building meant to be a train station. To our left was a water tank sort of leaning eastward above the horizon. It looked like it hadn’t been used in forty years. Nothing much around but sand and rocks. An unlucky jackrabbit or rattlesnake would have been the only other living thing. A single-wire line of telephone poles marched south beside a single-lane dirt road. Both disappeared over a rise about a mile south. We looked at each other. Someone said, “Shit.” That pretty much covered it all.

As the train pulled away, I went into the deserted station and found a telephone hanging on the wall. At least it didn’t have a crank on one side. I picked it up. Without any operator responding, a voice asked how many of us were there. I told him seven and he said to hang on, a truck would come for us sooner or later. We sat in what shade we could find and waited. Sure enough, after about an hour, a truck trailing a cloud of dust came over the rise.

The corporal driver greeted us with a laugh and said, “Welcome to Muroc Field, oasis of the desert and garden spot of the Mojave. Climb on board, you lucky bastards, and I’ll haul you to purgatory!” Off we went, bouncing down the dirt road at a pace that rattled our bones.

I knew about Muroc Dry Lake because my father was been involved with building a bombing target there in the late 1930s. It was still there. Considering the ongoing rivalry at that time with the admirals in the surface navy, it didn’t surprise me that the target turned out to be a large wooden replica of a battleship.

At Muroc Field we went through the usual check-in process, were assigned to a squadron, and were given directions to our quarters. Quarters? Little more than tarpaper nailed to a two-by-four squad tent frame, but it was home. Oh, what the hell, it was the flying that counted. Besides, we wouldn’t be here permanently, only as long as it took to complete this phase of training. Later, I thought of the permanent instructors at Muroc and felt a twinge of guilt comparing their situation to ours. Many of them had already completed a combat tour, and it must have been a tremendous letdown to be assigned to a base so far removed from anywhere just to train a bunch of green lieutenants.

Flying and ground school. Then more ground school, flying, and still more flying. The P-38s were incredible. Our days were filled with the wonder of the machines, even though the bulk of them were bent and battered, not even worthy of the distinguished status of “war wearies.” There were D models and E models. There were even some earlier C models. Each was unique, with instruments never in the same location, the throttles, mixture, and rpm controls mixed around on the power quadrant, and switches all over the place. Each switch had a placard that hinted at a bewildering variety of functions, mostly mysteries to us, and I suspect also to our instructors, as they seldom mentioned them. The differences, however, could sometimes be quite frightening. On takeoff you’d be looking forward, reach to reduce the power and rpm, and suddenly realize you were pulling back the mixture controls, which of course could shut down the engines if inadvertently pulled back too far. At least the oil and engine coolant shutters on these fighters were automatic and required only an occasional cursory glance to be sure they were functioning.

Accidents were common. One morning we were outside the quarters playing jungle volleyball when two P-38s pitched out above us for landing. The game paused as usual, all pilots being in the habit of mentally criticizing another pilot’s technique. We never knew who he was, but the second of the two rolled into his bank and kept right on rolling until he smashed into the ground not five hundred feet away. After the game, I flew my scheduled flight and then joined some others for a truck ride to the other side of the base for lunch. The road crossed the west end of the runway, where we had to stop for two birds taking off. One never got airborne. With smoking brakes he sailed right past our noses and on out into the desert. There, the nose gear collapsed; the pilot got out, turned, and waved to us that he was all right. Little did we know we hadn’t seen anything yet. Coming back from lunch we found two more P-38s nose up off the same end of the runway. Let’s see, that made four accidents so far. On the first flight of the afternoon there were two bailouts reported. Soon after that, someone tried to land with one engine out and botched it. He went bouncing off the east end of the runway and out onto the dry lakebed. There he stopped when the gear collapsed. Rumor had it he collapsed the gear on purpose, not wanting to face a longer walk back to his squadron. Finding humor in such situations was a macabre sort of pastime.

Toward late afternoon, two trainees had a midair collision. Neither survived. Flying for the rest of the day was canceled. Who could blame the instruction staff? Nine accidents in one day were going to be hard to explain to the higher-ups.

The remaining training days were a mixed bag of frustration and joy: frustration because we couldn’t get an assignment to combat, and joy because there was plenty of flying available. Every few weeks we were moved to another base. I guess headquarters didn’t know exactly what to do with this small batch of precious West Pointers. Finally, someone told us the Pentagon had ruled we would go overseas only as flight commanders. Fat chance of that! Then we heard that 4th Air Force headquarters decided future flight commanders in the units forming up could only be volunteers who had done a prior combat tour. What to do? Keep on flying, of course. Get as much time as we could beg, borrow, or steal.

We went from Muroc to Salinas on Monterey Bay. From there we split up. Al Tucker and I were sent to a place called Lomita Flight Strip. The flying was still great. We discovered that the desert north of the San Gabriel Mountains was a wonderful place to buzz, and we got quite good at it.

Our next stop was a strip right in the middle of the city of Glendale, for God’s sake. The place had been camouflaged for some reason or other, and from the air the runway looked like the continuation of one of the city streets. This proved to be quite challenging at first, but once we located the building containing our favorite bar just across the field, lining up for landing was easy.

A few of the pilots from Muroc were now in Glendale. We teamed up for several evening forays into the dazzling lights of Hollywood Boulevard. As lieutenants we always seemed to run out of money by the middle of the month, so we pooled our resources, and selected one of our group to hold the cash and pay the bills. This usually stretched our cash for an extra week each month. Then we discovered we could always count on some old geezer in every bar who wanted to tell us he was too old to be in uniform but had done his stint back in World War I. As long as he fed us drinks we listened. I don’t remember feeling guilty about those evenings. In fact, they were delightful. We got to hear some great war stories; maybe some were even true.

By December, we were all promoted to first lieutenant. This brought a pay increase, which was gladly accepted, but I worried that our exalted status would only make going to combat even more difficult.

All was great until one day Al Tucker and I were hauled into ops and yelled at by the flight commander.

“Olds, you and Tucker are grounded!”

Just like a thunderclap, there it was. Grounded. No more flying. Why, for God’s sake?

The flight commander raged on. “4th Air Force found out you’ve been leading flights, teaching the replacements, and wasting valuable P-38 time allocated to this training squadron. You can’t even fly the BT-13 anymore since those two knot-heads ran into Lake Arrowhead yesterday, so none of you guys get to fly that either. No flying. Nothing.”

“But, sir…”

“No ‘buts,’” he shouted. “That’s an order!”

So here we were, almost eight long months out of West Point, past Willie Field for P-38 checkout; Matagorda, Texas, for gunnery; Muroc, California, for replacement training; Lomita for more training; Salinas, ditto; Grand Central in Glendale, more ditto; out to Ontario, and more ditto. Finished with gunnery, through all the phases of combat training (several times), stuck out here among the vineyards of Ontario, and screwed by conflicting rules from two different levels of command. All we wanted to do was go to war. Was that so bad? Or did the paper pushers behind their desks think us unfit because we actually agitated to go? The Pentagon had ordained that henceforth and forevermore, no precious little West Pointer would go off to war unless he was going to fill a flight commander’s spot in a replacement unit. At least that’s what we were told. With direct jurisdiction over units in California, 4th Air Force up in San Francisco made the rule that all flight commander positions in the future would be filled only with volunteers who had already completed a combat tour in P-38s somewhere overseas. I was living Catch-22 decades before Joseph Heller would write about it.

At this terrible news, Tuck and I looked at each other; anger on our faces and misery in our hearts. We had done our best. We hadn’t asked to stay here. Tuck was an exceptional pilot, and I wasn’t too bad either. In mock dogfights we had routinely waxed our instructors, all combat veterans. We flew better close formation, and stuck in there no matter what the instructor pilots tried to do. We understood and executed the combat formation and tactics we were taught (such as they were) better than they did. Those same instructors were the ones who had scheduled us to lead flights that were their responsibility. We did so gladly, while some of them didn’t even come to work for days on end after Tuck and I took over.

What now? I could feel my stomach churning. My face felt hot. Tears of rage and frustration were close to the surface. I knew I was in no mood or condition to talk to the boss, but damn it all, what the hell did it matter now? Determined to do something, I marched down the hall to his open door, entered, and saluted.

The major looked up from his desk with a cold expression. “What do you want, Olds?”

I stared at a spot over his head. “Sir, I want to go on leave,” I almost shouted.

“What?” His voice took on that menacing tone, the one adopted by squadron COs when sticky situations arose. “Where do you think you’re going? Don’t you know there’s a war going on?”

“Sir, I’m going to Washington.”

“And just what do you think you’re going to do there?”

“Sir, I’m going to see General Arnold. He’s a friend of my dad’s. He’ll listen—”

“Request denied.” The major looked back down at his desk. That was the end of that.

I turned on my heel and went back down the hall and found Tuck at the ops desk. His face got grimmer as I told him my sad tale.

“Let’s just go,” he said.

“Where?” I asked, as we headed toward his old car.

“L.A. Fighter Wing headquarters,” he replied.

Wondering what we could possibly do there, but knowing we had to try something, I climbed in, and off we went.

Wing headquarters was in downtown Los Angeles in an old requisitioned hotel building. I knew it rather well. A few months earlier, I had been caught buzzing and had received my first official punishment there in the general’s office. It seems I had erred in my hopeful understanding that replacement trainees who committed flagrant flying violations were sent to war forthwith. I had heard the story of the guy who did the loop around the Golden Gate Bridge and was sent off to the South Pacific. That was supposed to be Dick Bong, who was racking up the victories. All I got for my effort was a royal chewing out, an Article 104, and a fine, which no one since then seemed interested in collecting. Anyway, Tuck and I marched into the building and looked for someone important. We wound up in the personnel section in front of a sergeant’s desk. The sarge had a friendly face and seemed willing to listen to our tale of woe.

“You mean you really want to go to combat?” He seemed surprised.

“Damned right!” we replied together.

The sarge looked at us for a moment, shook his head, and asked, “You two finished training?”

“Yes, sir.” (Well, he WAS a lot older than we were.)

“You’re both crazy, but I’m not going to ask you why, just where. So where in hell do you lieutenants want to go?”

“England!” we chorused. I don’t know about Tuck, but I could have kissed the man. Hope sprang like a flame.

The sergeant went over to a wall chart, stood a moment, and then came back to face us. “OK, there’s a group forming up right now. Three squadrons: Lomita, Palmdale, and Santa Rosa. They aren’t fully manned or trained yet, but they’re going. I’m not allowed to say where, but you won’t be disappointed. Any more of you in the same boat?”

“Yes, sir, there are.” We named the five other classmates going through the same mess there in Southern California, and the good sarge started typing.

Tuck and I tried to look nonchalant as our savior worked away on his machine. I guess we were both worried some major or colonel would walk by and ask us what the hell we thought we were doing, but the sergeant seemed totally unconcerned. The fifteen minutes it took him to finish typing seemed like an eternity, but when he finished he went over to a mimeograph machine, and soon he handed over a stack of orders covering all seven of us in the unit. It hadn’t occurred to us to ask the others whether or not they wanted to be included!

Which proves that if you want to cut red tape and get something done in this man’s army, go to the NCOs.

The orders were well crafted. Tuck and I wound up back at Lomita Flight Strip near Long Beach, with the newly formed 434th Squadron. The others in our gang, Nesselbush, Coursey, Waller, Rosness, and McClure, went to the 435th and 436th, all a part of the 479th Fighter Group. The outfit was slated to ship out and was in the final stages of preparation. We weren’t told where we were ultimately going, but it didn’t matter—England, the Mediterranean, or the South Pacific. We didn’t care, as long as it was to war. Personally, I was hoping for England, where I figured the best action would be.

Over the brief time before shipping out, we did a lot more flying but stayed humble when we were forced to do an army forced march up the hill in Palos Verdes, complete with pup tents and canteens. Our bosses suffered through a rash of POMs (preparation for overseas movement inspections), which were meant to determine whether or not we lesser troops were properly trained. We thought we were ready, but we didn’t know how little we knew. Anyway, the three units, along with the group headquarters staff, gathered at Santa Maria base up north of Santa Barbara in late April. We went through more paperwork, more inspections, more delays, then a final squadron farewell party at a roadhouse out in the countryside. It was a hell of a party. In the morning we’d be off to war.
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Off to War

Oh God, I didn’t want to wake up. I didn’t want to move. My tongue felt like a corncob, my stomach was heaving, and my head pounded. My leg felt like it was in a vice. Loud voices sounded in the hall, and then pounding feet, noises outside.… Where was I? What was going on?

Suddenly, it dawned on me. We were at the Santa Maria staging base. Early get up and muster for the ultimate roll call. Oh shit. We were to march to the railway siding and board a troop train for the East Coast and the port of embarkation. My God! What was I doing here on the floor? My eyes snapped open. The room was a shambles. The bunk bed was broken, the mattress was half over me, and my right leg was thrust through the paperboard wall into the next room. What happened? Hazy memories surfaced of the going-away party, too many drinks, going outside for air and falling backward into the tall grass by a tower of some kind, lying there wondering if someone would find me when the party broke up. Last conscious thought was, Can’t miss that train! God, I can’t miss that train.

I disentangled myself from the wreckage, got up, nearly fell back against the wall, grabbed my B-4 bag, threw my toilet kit into the middle, closed it, belted on my .45, and stumbled outside. The rest of the squadron was already lined up, so I fell into place in the rear. No one would speak to me or even look at me. Judging from my condition and the chaos in my barracks room, I could guess why.

Roll call completed, we marched off to the rail yard and the awaiting troop train. It was more like the retreat from Moscow than a military formation. We all carried one or two heavy bags. No one was in step, but I couldn’t have done it anyway.

Our B-4s were collected and stowed in a freight car. I thought of my toothbrush and wished I had used it. Confusion reigned as we boarded in groups … by headquarters people, by squadron, by flight, by rail car. We found seats in what must have been a vintage 1910 day coach. I wondered dully where we were going to sleep. Maybe not at all. It didn’t matter.

The general buzz of excitement didn’t include me. I was deservedly miserable. A hammer pounded inside my head, focused somewhere behind my right eye. I don’t know whether I slept or passed out. Time must have passed, for when I finally opened my eyes we were slowly rolling down the Pacific Coast. I wondered if this would be the last time I saw the Pacific and quickly buried the thought. Gradually my senses returned, my head stopped pounding, and I got caught up in the mood of my squadron mates. I asked Elmo Sears what in hell had happened last night. He looked at me sadly and shook his head. Others did the same. I was still in limbo, but enough of the story came out for me to realize I had resisted being put to bed by my caring mates. I’d thought it a great sport, but my rescuers hadn’t shared my viewpoint. It explained my wake-up condition.

We rolled past the north end of a runway, and I recognized the training field at Van Nuys. P-38s were lined up on the west ramp, and a bird landed right over our heads as we passed. Then North Hollywood, Glendale, and Pasadena. As night fell, we headed up Cajon Pass and into the high desert.

Supper was announced and we lined up in the aisles to wait our turn in the dining car, which was more like a chow hall. That done, we sat for a while before being herded back one car to the berths, where it was two in the lower and one in the upper. Rank prevailed and lieutenants generally didn’t get an upper. It didn’t matter. Sleep came easily with the clickety-clack of the old train as it labored on through the night.

In the morning we were still in the desert, grinding our way slowly up a steep grade. One of our more creative guys suggested it would be good training to get some practice with our .45s. We filed through the cars to the head of the train, opened the door, dropped the boarding steps, and jumped off into the desert. We stood in a line popping away at cacti and rocks as the train crept past behind us. As the last car approached we jumped back aboard and repeated the exercise. It was on the third iteration that we were stopped by the group CO. He was upset. No, make that irate. How about boiling mad?

He confiscated the pistols and ammo with the indication that we would hear more about this incident. We wondered what would happen, but soon concluded he couldn’t court-martial half his pilots en route to the war. We resumed the pattern of watching the desert, playing cards, and wondering when we would cross the Colorado River.

Past Albuquerque and across the Great Plains into the Midwest. On the third day we encountered fresh snow. It was April, but still cold enough for an overnight blanket to fall. At a routine water stop we were allowed off to stretch our legs a bit. That was a mistake. The ensuing snowball fight was remarkable for both size and intensity. We suffered no major casualties and were herded back aboard, red-faced and roaring with laughter as snow melted down our collars.

Eventually we chugged into Fort Dix, New Jersey. We were assigned to barracks and reunited with our bags. Here we trained for our ocean crossing. We got lectures, training films, and dry-land boat drills. We stood in line for everything: gas masks, infantry helmets, paperwork, and more. Were we ever going to get going?

On a train again, heading for the Hoboken docks. This was almost déjà vu. I can’t say it was the same one, but we piled onto a ferryboat exactly like the one back on that 1940 summer day when a large number of brand-new plebes-to-be were ferried across from New York City to catch the train to West Point. God, that now seemed so long ago. This time I was going in the other direction, headed to war.

The ferry docked. We formed ranks, responded to roll call, then marched down the street toward the end of the pier. The baggage seemed lighter, and I remember we all tried to look military in spite of the damned duffels banging against our legs. Someone started singing “Jolly Sixpence,” but it didn’t catch. We turned onto the pier and halted. From the dock, we gazed up at what was the monstrous side of a huge ship. A gangplank slanted upward to an opening. As did all of the guys, when it came my turn I struggled up the gangway with my bag full of dirty laundry, my Class A uniform, shirts, a tie, an extra pair of shoes, socks, and a whole case of Rewco rye whiskey that some enterprising GI had foisted off on the more gullible of us before we left California. (That vile stuff would still be on the top shelf of the closet in the mess at Wattisham when I left England over a year later.)

We found our cabins and were told to assemble later on the A deck, wherever that was. Eight of us looked at the double-decked bunks squeezed in a cabin obviously meant for two in quieter times. No matter. We grabbed bunks, then headed topside. From the rail, we watched with fascination as the loading continued. The sun was low on the Jersey Heights when the hawsers were finally slipped and the USS Argentina slowly backed out into the Hudson. This was the best I had felt in a long time. I thought now I’d made it. It was really happening. I was on my way. All the training, waiting, and frustration were over. No one could jerk me back to an RTU now.

As the ship cleared the docks and busy tugs took up position to get her headed down harbor, a band positioned at the end of the pier played marching music … a nice gesture they had probably done routinely every day for the last three years. We got under way and slid outward past Manhattan and Governors Island.

We crowded the starboard rail as we passed the Statue of Liberty. The lady stood out in sharp profile against the evening sky, saying “Godspeed” to yet another shipload of young Americans headed to war. Several of us solemnly saluted.

After the initial lifeboat drill with another lecture about life jackets, emergency procedures, and the lot, we made our way to the mess deck for the evening meal. We were to be fed twice a day, and if we missed our appointed turn, that was just too bad. Fair enough. The hardworking cooks and kitchen detail could do no more.

The following morning was blue sky and open ocean. No land in sight and no other ships around. Suddenly someone shouted and pointed. There, right under our noses, a whale broke the surface and seemed to take forever to arc up and over as his back broke water, and an equally long time for his huge tail to flip skyward in what I fantasized was his wishing us good luck.

Second morning, like magic, there they were, ships from horizon to horizon, filling the sea in unbroken columns: freighters, tankers, troopships, destroyers, and, like a mother hen, a stately cruiser off our port side. She kept pace with the convoy between us and the flanking column far out on the edge of the sea. We had been a lonely ship last night, when every conceivable source of light on the Argentina had been secured for the blackout. Now here we were, early in the morning, one of an armada plowing slowly northeastward under a cloudless sky. We wondered how in the world the convoy had assembled in the dark, in proper formation, all headed in the same direction, and at the same speed.

After breakfast, a group of us sat on a cargo hatch on the topmost deck and enjoyed the spectacle. A destroyer came charging up on our port side. All eyes watched as she leaped through the seas like a terrier after a ball, her bow wave sparkling white against the gray of her hull, and her wake gleaming with the speed of her passage. As she passed the Argentina her Aldis light blinked out a rapid code. I noticed Bud Grenning busily taking notes, the bill of his ever-present leather cap pointed skyward and his tongue between his teeth in concentration. We were all trying to read the destroyer’s message with our meager knowledge of the Morse code, and argued good-naturedly about our differing interpretations. Bud continued to scribble. Our squadron armament officer, Teddy Anastos, peered over Bud’s shoulder and tried to read his notes. Turning his back, Bud shielded the pad against Teddy’s curiosity.

“What’s he saying, Bud?” asked Teddy.

Bud looked up in all seriousness and said, “I can’t tell you, Ted. It’s top secret. Besides, you really don’t want to know.”

That got Teddy’s attention in a hurry. Ted was known to be a bit gullible, so we waited while Bud strung him out.

“Come on, Bud,” he implored. “We’re all in this together. I have a right to know. Whatever happens to one of us happens to all of us. Tell me.”

“Look, Ted, I shouldn’t do this. Remember all our lectures about keeping a zipped lip? About not starting or listening to rumors? About convoy security? You never know who’s around. Maybe there’s a spy right here on the Argentina with a radio and he’s in touch with the German U-boats waiting for us up ahead.”

Teddy’s face fell and he twitched with worry. Bud had Teddy hooked. It was all the rest of us could do to keep straight faces. “Bud, you’ve got to tell me. It’s not fair you pilots knowing and I don’t. Maybe there’s something I should be prepared for. Maybe the others in the squadron should know.…”

“All right Ted, all right, I’ll tell you. But you’ve got to understand this is secret stuff and only the ship’s captain should know. It’s his responsibility and his alone whether or not the rest of us hear it. I’m sure he’s got his crew working on the problem already, so there’s no worry. Now, promise you won’t breathe a word of this to anyone outside this group right here. Promise!”

“I promise,” said Ted solemnly.

This was too much. Bud had us all hanging on: Ted to hear the awful news, the rest of us to learn what Bud had up his sleeve.

“OK, Ted, I’ll read the message. I quote, ‘SS Argentina from convoy flag. Urgent. Repeat, urgent. Top secret. Message follows: From transportation command Fort Hamilton. German saboteur apprehended last night. Confession indicates completion of his mission to wire your bilge pumps backward, repeat, backward. You are taking water in, not pumping out. Advise when situation under control and so on.’ Unquote.”

We looked at Ted. He looked at us. His face was a study in consternation. Someone snickered. We couldn’t hold it. Then all hell broke loose. Old Ted turned out to be a good sport and finally joined in the laughter. But his was a nervous laugh, and I had the distinct impression Ted wasn’t quite sure that it was just a joke.

Life on board assumed a steady routine. We got used to eating twice a day, and actually looked forward to the random lifeboat drills as a break in the monotony. Some of us were detailed to inspect the enlisted men’s bunk areas and report any problems to the CO. I did so in my turn and found our 434th GIs crammed chest to back in six to eight tiered bunks. The guys seemed philosophical about the crowding, and I wasn’t aware of any unusual bitching. The problem was, they had questions that I couldn’t answer, like “How much longer? Where are we going? What about U-boats?” I don’t know what anyone else said, but I pleaded ignorance. On the other hand, I didn’t tell the CO how selfish I felt comparing the troop’s living conditions to ours.

The third day out, late in the afternoon at the second meal, a tremendous thud shook the Argentina. We could feel it through our feet, up through our chairs, and into our bodies. It was quickly followed by another, even stronger bang. Most of us jumped up, thinking TORPEDO! Some made a dash for the mess hall doors. All were stopped by a loud shout from the Transportation Corps officer.

“Calm down, you greenhorns. They’re only depth charges dropped by our escort. There’s nothing to worry about. You’ll get used to it. The ship acts like a drum when you’re below the waterline. It’s all noise. No problem.”

We sat, feeling sheepish, but everyone thought, Depth charges? Sure. Below the waterline? Oh, yes, everything’s just normal-normal. No problem. What a relief. But I noticed one figure slipping out the door of the mess. It was Teddy Anastos. He reappeared about ten minutes later, wearing his life jacket. None of us said anything, not even later when it was apparent Ted slept in the damned thing.

About the sixth day out, we noticed that many of our companion ships had disappeared. The convoy had shrunk appreciably, including the number of escort vessels. We reasoned that we were close enough to our destination to have air coverage against the U-boats and would soon see land. Sure enough, later that day, a smudge on the horizon grew into dark green hills, and more seagulls joined the regulars that had followed us for the whole journey. Dark fell before we entered the harbor, and we went to sleep for our last night on board. Rumor told us we were approaching Scotland.

Just after dawn, the Argentina, aided by tugs, slowly made her way up a narrow inlet from the sea. We eagerly gathered on deck to see what came next. Low hills, brooding lushly green in the early-morning light, lined the waterway. Small villages crowded on the banks, each with a stone pier and moored fishing boats. The river, or inlet, narrowed as we proceeded inland, and I wondered how we could possibly be headed for a major seaport. But then, the channel opened into a harbor filled with anchored vessels of all descriptions. We jumped when our ship’s anchor was released with a tremendous rattle and clank. The entire ship vibrated and rocked. It punctuated the end of our journey.

Tugs, barges, and lighters busily plied the waters. There was an air of purpose, of hustle, of constant motion, of no-nonsense activity. We could all feel the intensity, as though an epic scene were being enacted in the fast, jerky rhythm of an old silent film. This was so different from the impression I had experienced at dockside in New York that I couldn’t define my reaction. I wondered if my imagination was heightened by excitement or by the knowledge that I was finally someplace where the war had dominated everything for over four years. Even the seagulls seemed caught up in the bustle. One sat on a stanchion close by squawking away as though he were directing traffic. We watched the activity wondering how and when we would be taken ashore. Rumors flew. Someone said we would be the first off because we were needed. Few of us believed that. Someone else said he had heard we would be stuck on board until the last debarkation. Another clairvoyant suggested our base wasn’t ready; it had been bombed. Maybe our new aircraft had been sunk on the way over. None of us believed any of that. The harbor was Gourock. We were in Scotland. All of us believed that.

Breakfast was served, but I wasn’t hungry—I was too excited. I went below to pack. We had lived out of our B-4 bags for at least a month. I felt like tossing everything out the porthole and starting over again, but of course I couldn’t. There wasn’t much to stuff into my bag, so now all that remained was the old army game of “hurry up and wait.”

Finally, ship’s loudspeakers squawked out, “479th Group personnel proceed to the main deck. Line up by squadrons. Personal gear hand carried. Debarkation in thirty minutes!”

We assembled on the main deck. The cargo doors had been opened and a gangplank stretched to a waiting barge. We quickly shuffled across the plank and stood shoulder to shoulder behind the railing, as all the available space below deck was already filled. The barge cast off from the Argentina and we were towed by a tug a short distance across the harbor to a railway dock.

A train waited, huffing and panting steam in the station building. We had just minutes to form up for roll call, and then we climbed aboard. The coach had an aisle down one side with sliding doors opening into compartments holding about eight people each. We scrambled into one and marveled at how everything was foreign and different from our American trains. The seats were incredibly comfortable; there were even curtains on the windows and little vases with artificial flowers on the wall!

It didn’t take long to discover the outside compartment windows slid down. We crowded the opening with our heads poking out. Others up and down the length of the train had done the same. We sounded like a bunch of excited kids waiting to leave for summer camp shouting back and forth to one another. Come to think of it, I guess we were. After a shrill whistle, a cloud of steam, and a gentle bump, we were off.

The train moved smoothly out of the harbor area, passed slowly through a small town, then chugged through the outskirts of what must have been Glasgow. We picked up speed and emerged into the countryside. New impressions crowded my head: There was no clickety-clack from the train wheels (How did they do that?); farms, villages, crossings, streams, old houses, stone walls, manicured pastures, all were so different and wonderful. How neat everything appeared. Each quaint little train station had window boxes and pots full of flowers. There was no litter, no ugliness to be seen anywhere. It was the countryside of Arthur and Camelot, Robin Hood and Sherwood Forest. The dark side of Dickens wasn’t anywhere in sight.

We had no idea where we were going or how long it would take. The train went on and on through the day. The countryside didn’t change much. With the novelty wearing off, most of us made ourselves as comfortable as possible and dozed. We had some kind of meal, but I don’t remember eating.

Night fell. Dark doesn’t begin to describe it. Not a light showed anywhere, not from houses, towns, stations we passed through, not from the streets, not from vehicles. This was the British blackout. It brought home the grimmer side of the journey and, as if any of us needed it, reminded us of the reality. Now we were about to be thrust into the reality of what had only been impressions gleaned from Pathé newsreels and the idle chatter of instructor pilots, who had flown their combat tours in North Africa or the Pacific. All conversation in our railway compartment had ceased. We sat in the dark, each of us deep in thought, aware of our immediate future, and wondering how we would react. Would we face the dangers, the unknown, with courage and resolution? Perhaps some of us were worried, even frightened. In all truth, I wasn’t. I can’t explain why.

I thought back and tried to recall my feelings leading to this point in my life. I was excited and impatient. I wanted my turn at this war and I wanted it as soon as possible. It had taken us far too long to get here through all the red tape, seemingly foolish regulations, and insensitive and uncaring administrators in a huge war system far too big to care for any individual. Yet I was an individual and I did care. I cared a lot what happened to me. Why the hell did “they” think I went to West Point? To wear that ugly gray uniform with the black stripes on the blouse and trouser legs? To march around the parade ground with feathers sticking up out of the top of an excruciatingly uncomfortable thing called a shako? I really hadn’t minded that part. It went with the territory, though all that pomp wasn’t true military training, and we knew it. What combat training we did get the first two years had to do with shooting rifles and crawling about in the mud, neither of which I had any intention of doing after graduation. I suppose the West Point tactical officers thought we were being well prepared. Well, something must have been right. After all, West Point had been doing things that way since 1802. Look at Grant and Robert E. Lee, to say nothing of MacArthur and Eisenhower!

I must have fallen asleep, because I awoke with a start when the train stopped. Commands rang through this blackest of all nights. We were hustled out onto what must have been a station platform, told to hang on to the man in front of us, and ordered to step out. My God, it was dark! I had no idea what surrounded us or in which direction we were headed. We stopped only by bumping into the guy in front. I wondered who in hell was leading and how he knew where he was going. In spite of the dark, we found ourselves at the lowered tailgate of a large truck. We clambered up and found a bench running along each side under the canvas top and one running down the middle. I wondered when and if I would ever see that B-4 bag of mine again, but didn’t really care.

The truck noisily ground off as soon as the tailgate was shut and the rear canvas was closed and tied. There wasn’t much talking as we swayed with the turns and lurched into one another when the brakes were suddenly applied. If I couldn’t even see to walk, how in the world did our driver know where he was going without headlights? It was so dark I couldn’t tell who was sitting beside me.

After what seemed like an hour, we finally stopped for good and the rear canvas was opened. We piled out to find ourselves in front of a large building that could only dimly be seen. Three or four steps led up to an imposing double door. After going through the door, light struck us as blackout curtains parted and we were hustled into a large entry hall, complete with a picture of the king of England. I thought this must be a hotel where we’d bed down for the night. Not so. There stood Captain Horton and Lieutenant Thomas, our squadron intelligence officers. They had preceded us to England as part of the group’s advance party.

Don Horton was all smiles as he proudly announced, “Welcome to RAF Station Wattisham, boys.
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