








December 17,1903 - THE DAY MAN FIRST FLEW
When Thursday, December 

17, 1903 dawned, who would have 
known it was to go down in history 
as a day when a great engineering 
feat would be accomplished. It was 
cold. Winds pushed 22 to 27 miles 
an hour from the north. Puddles of 
water were ice-covered. Orville and 
Wilbur Wright waited indoors, hop­
ing the winds would diminish. But 
the gales continued their brisk pres­
ence, so at 10 o’clock in the morning 
the brothers decided to attempt a 
flight - fully realizing the difficulties 
and dangers of flying a relatively 
untried machine in so high a wind.

Indeed, the winds were 
almost too gusty to launch the 
machine, at all that day. But the 
brothers estimated that the added 
dangers while in flight would be 
compensated in part by the slower 
speed in landing that resulted from 
flying into stiff winds. As a safety 
precaution, they decided to fly as 
close to the ground as possible. 
They were superb flyers, coura­
geous, but never foolhardy. In such 
strong gales, hills were not needed 
to launch the machine. The force of 
the persistent winds enabled the 
Wright’s flying machine to take off 
on the short starting track, right from 
level ground.

By midmorning, a signal was 
displayed to notify the men at the Kill 
Devil Hills Life Saving Station that 
further trials were intended. The 
Wrights, took their machine out of 
the hanger and laid the 60-foot start­
ing track on a smooth stretch of level 
ground in a south-to-north direction, 
less than 100 feet west of its hanger 
and more than 1,000 feet north of 
Kill Devil Hill. They chose this loca­
tion because the ground had recent­
ly been covered with water and was 
so level that little preparation was 
necessary to lay the track. Both the 
starting track and the machine rest­

ing on the truck faced directly into 
the north wind. The restraining wire 
was attached from the truck to the 
south end of the track.

Before the brothers were 
quite ready to fly the machine, John 
T. Daniels, Willie S. Dough and 
Adam D. Etheridge, personnel from 
the Kill Devil Hills Life Saving 
Station, arrived to see the trials. 
With them came William C. Brinkley 
of Manteo, and John T. Moore, a boy 
from Nags Head.

The right to the first trial 
belonged to Orville. Wilbur had used 
his turn in the unsuccessful attempt 
on December 14th. Orville put his 
camera on a tripod before climbing 
aboard the machine, and told 
Daniels to press the button when 
the machine had risen directly in 
front of the camera. After running 
the engine and propellers for a few 
minutes, the take-off attempt was 
ready to commence. At 10:35 a.m., 
Orville lay prone on the lower wing, 
his hips resting in the cradle that 
operated the control mechanisms. 
He released the restraining wire and 
the machine started down the 60- 
foot track, traveling slowly into the 
headwind at only 7 or 8 m.p.h. - so 
slow that Wilbur was able to run 
alongside holding the right wing to 
balance the machine on the track. 
After a run of 40 feet on the track, 
the machine took off, As the air­
plane rose about 2 feet above 
ground, Daniels snapped the, 
famous photograph of the conquest 
of the air. The plane then climbed 10 
additional feet into the sky, while 
Orville struggled with the controlling 
mechanisms to keep it from rising 
too high in the irregular, gusty 
winds.

Orville sought to fly a level 
flight course, even though buffeted 
by the strong headwind. However, 
he found that when turning the rud­

der up or down, the plane turned too 
far either way and flew an erratic up- 
and-down course - first quickly r ising 
about 10 feet, then suddenly darting 
a bit too close to the ground for com­
fort. The first successful flight ended 
with a sudden dart to the ground 
after having flown 120 feet from the 
take-off point and staying airborne a 
total of 12 seconds time, traveling at 
a groundspeed of 6.8 m.p.h. and at 
an airspeed of 30 m.p.h.In the words 
of Orville Wright, “This flight lasted 
only 12 seconds, but it was never­
theless the first in the history of the 
world in which a machine carrying a 
man had raised itself by its own 
power into the air in full flight, had 
sailed forward without reduction of 
speed, and had finally landed at a 
point as high as that from which it 
started.”

Orville found that the new, 
almost untried, controlling mecha­
nisms operated more powerfully 
than the previous controls he had 
used in g liders. He also learned that 
the front rudder was balanced too 
near the center. Because of its ten­
dency to turn itself when started, the 
Powered machines front rudder 
turned more than was necessary.

The airplane was slightly 
damaged on its first landing, so 
quick repairs were made. With the 
help of the onlookers, the machine 
was brought back to the track and 
prepared for a second flight that 
same day. Wilbur took his turn at 
11:20 a.m., flying nearly 175 feet in 
about 12 seconds. He also flew an 
up-and-down course, similar to the 
first flight, while operating the unfa­
miliar controls. The speed over the 
ground during the second flight was 
slightly faster than that of the first 
flight because the winds had begun 
to diminish by mid-day. After a more 
successful landing than Wilbur’s, 
Orville helped carry the airplane 
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back to the starting track to prepare 
it for a third flight.

At 11:40 a.m., Orville made 
the third flight, successfully manag­
ing a steadier course than that of the 
two previous flights. All was going 
nicely when a blast of wind from the 
side suddenly lifted the airplane 
higher by nearly 15 feet, turning it 
sidewise in an alarming manner. 
With the plane flying sidewise, 
Orville warped the wingtips to recov­
er lateral balance, and pointed the 
plane down to land as quickly as 
possible. The new lateral control 
was more effective than he had 
expected. The plane not only leveled 
off, but the wing that had been high 
dropped more than he had intend­
ed. It struck the ground shortly 
before the plane landed. The third 
flight was about 200 feet in about 15 
seconds.

Wilbur started on the fourth 
flight at noon. He flew the first few 
hundred feet on an up-and-down 
course similar to the first two flights, 
but after flying 300 feet from the 
take-off point, managed to bring the 
airplane under control. The plane 
flew a fairly even course for 500 feet 
more, with little undulation disturb­
ing its level flight. While in flight 
about 800 feet from the take-off 
point, the airplane commenced 
pitching again - as it had for Orville - 
and, in one of its darts downward, 
struck the ground. The fourth flight 
measured 852 feet over the ground; 
the time in the air was 59 seconds.

The four successful flights 
made on December 17 were short 
because the Wrights, not desiring to 
fly a new machine at much height in 
strong winds, sometimes found it 
impossible to correct the up-and- 
down motion of the airplane before it 
struck the ground.

Wilbur remarked: “Those who 
understand the real significance of 
the conditions under which we 
worked will be surprised rather at 
the length than the shortness of the 
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flights, made with an unfamiliar 
machine after less than one 
minute’s practice. The machine pos­
sesses greater capacity of being 
controlled than any of our former 
machines.”

The airplane was carried back 
to camp and set it up just a few feet 
west of its hangar. While the 
Wrights, and onlookers were excit­
edly discussing the flights, a sudden 
gust of wind struck the plane, send­
ing it tumbling over and over several 
times and damaging it badly. The 
airplane could not be repaired in 
time for any more flights that year; 
indeed, it was never flown again. 
Daniels gained the dubious honor of 
becoming the first airplane casualty 
in history, when he was slightly 
scratched and bruised while caught 
inside the machine between the 
wings in an attempt to stop the 
plane as it rolled over. Subsequent 
events were vivid in Daniels’ of his 
“first - and God help me - my last 
flight.” In his words: “I found myself 
caught in them wires and the 
machine blowing across the beach 
heading for the ocean, landing first 
on one end and then on the other, 
rolling over and over, and me getting 
more tangled up in it all the time. I 
tell you, I was plumb scared. When 
the thing did stop for half a second I 
nearly broke up every wire and 
upright getting out of it.”

Orville made a simple, matter- 
of-fact entry in his diary. “After din­
ner we went to Kitty Hawk to send 
off telegram to M.W. While there we 
called on Capt. and Mrs. Hobbs, Dr. 
Cogswell and the station men.” 
Toward evening that day Bishop 
Milton Wright (M.W. from Orville’s 
diary entry) in Dayton received this 
telegram from his sons: “Success 
four flights Thursday morning all 
against twenty-one mile wind start­
ed from level with engine power 
alone average speed through air 
thirty-one miles longest 57 seconds 
inform press home Christmas.

Orevelle, Wright.” In the transmis­
sion of the telegram, 57 seconds 
was incorrectly given for the 59-sec- 
ond record flight, and Orville’s name 
was misspelled. The Norfolk tele­
graph operator leaked the news to a 
local paper, the Virginian-Pilot. The 
resulting story produced a series of 
false reports as to the length and 
duration of the December 17th 
flights. Practically none of the infor­
mation contained in the telegram 
was used, except that the Wrights 
had flown.

The Bishop provided the 
press with this biographical note: 
“Wilbur is 36, Orville 32, and they 
are as inseparable as twins. For sev­
eral years they have read up on 
aeronautics as a physician would 
read his books, and they have stud­
ied, discussed, and experimented 
together. Natural workmen, they 
have invented, constructed, and 
operated their gliders, and finally 
their ‘Wright Flyer,’ jointly, a ll at their 
own personal expense. About equal 
credit is due each,”

The world took little note of 
the Wrights’ tremendous achieve­
ment and years passed before its 
full significance was realized. After 
reading the Wrights’ telegram, the 
Associated Press representative in 
Dayton remarked, “‘Fifty-seven sec­
onds’, hey? If it had been fifty-seven 
minutes then it might have been a 
news item.”

Three years after the first 
flight, an editorial appeared in the 
December 15, 1906, issue of the 
Scientific American, which included 
the following revelation that recogni­
tion of the significance of December 
17, 1903, was only just beginning: 
“In all the history of invention, there 
is probably no parallel to the unos­
tentatious manner in which the 
Wright brothers of Dayton, Ohio 
ushered into the world their epoch- 
making invention of the first suc­
cessful aeroplane flying-machine.”
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Air Stories [385BG] “Off The Record (17)”
By Frank Fl. Mays, Author of “And No Purple Heart”

The formation of B-17s, 
from the 385th Bomb Group, were 
well into German airspace leaving 
a long trail of condensation clouds 
behind them. Small flak batteries 
along the way threw-up bursts of 
shrapnel, but the mission route 
had been well planned to avoid 
them. Most of the shell bursts 
were at least a quarter-mile off to 
the sides of the of 35 bombers.

The drone of the four 
engines sent a ever changing 
Oration through the entire fuse­
lage. The ball turret gunner was 
an experienced airplane engineer, 
and he could read the vibrations 
which told him all was well with 
the bombers engines. He looked 
at the exhaust coming from each 
engine supercharger noting the 
clear blue 12-inch lame was indi­
cating a lean mixture of gas was 
being consumed. There were the 
normal minor streaks of oil slip­
ping back under the wings from 
small leaks in piping joints created 
by the vibrations. All was well 
under the belly of the bomber.

Looking ahead along the 
path the formation would fly, the 
ball turret gunner saw streaks of 
smoking beginning to appear on 
the ground below. He knew they 
were smoke generators and 
somebody down there didn’t want 
them to see what was on the 
ground. In minutes a large area 
was completely covered by smoke 
and the formation was still more 
than five minutes away.

At that moment the tail gun­
ner yelled over the intercom, 
“Bandits coming in from 6 o’clock 
level.”

The ball turret swirled 
toward the rear of the bomber and 
saw three ME-109S coming out of 

the condensation trails - closing 
fast. The tail gunner opened fire 
and one fighter made the mistake 
trying to get out of the tracer bullet 
paths by peeling off and dropping 
slightly as he headed toward 9 
o’clock. The two ball turret guns 
came into action when the fighter 
filled the gun sight radicals. The 
ME-109 continued to turn, trailing 
black smoke, leaving the fight, 
probably headed for home.

The other two Bandits 
passed high over the bomber fir­
ing as they went through the for­
mation. The entire fuselage rattled 
as the waist gunners opened fire. 
They got only a short burst of gun 
fire off before having to stop in 
order not to hit a higher bomber in 
the group.

As the ball turret gunner 
watched a ME-1 09 spiraled down 
having been hit by higher gun­
ners. Just for the hell of it, the ball 
turret guns fired several volleys 
into the Wing fighter as it contin­
ued the downward fall to earth. 
Pieces of the airplane fell away 
from the main body of the fighter 
and no parachute was seen leav­
ing the plane. The third German 
fighter must have escaped as the 
pilot said, “All clear of Bandits.”

Suddenly the bomber 
bounced as black puff of bursting 
shells appeared directly under the 
wings sending hot shards of metal 
into the wings and an engine. The 
No. 1 propeller rotated to a stand­
still as the pilot cut the engine and 
feathered the prop as oil smoke 
coming from under the cowling bil­
lowed and stopped. A small 
stream of gas strewed back from 
a hole in the No. 1 wing gas tank.

“Hole in No.1 gas tank,” said 
the ball gunner.

“Max - Transfer gas from No. 
1 to No. 2 tank,” came the order 
from the pilot speaking to the top 
turret gunner.

Black puffs of smoke contin­
ued to appear around the bomber 
making a sound - “Whump” 
“Whump”, and steel shards rat­
tling through the bomber skin.

“Bomb bay door open,” 
came the voice of the bombardier. 

“Roger- They are open,” 
said the ball gunner.

“Bombs away,” said the 
bombardier, “Doors closing.”

“All 10 bombs clear,” said 
the ball gunner as he counted the 
bombs fall from the bomb bay.

Through the ever increasing 
cloud of black smoke about the 
bomber, from bursting flak, the 
ball gunner could see flashes of 
light as bombs exploded beneath 
the ground smoke cover Mingling 
with white smoke from the 
German’s smoke generators - 
huge plumes of dirty gray smoke 
turned eerie black/gray and rose 
as fires erupted in the target area. 
More after-explosions occurred as 
the oil storage tanks ruptured 
sending shock waves through the 
ground cover. There was no doubt 
the target had been completely 
destroyed.

As quickly as it started the 
flak bursts stopped and the forma­
tion rallied at the RP - (Rally Point) 
to head back home. The formation 
turned south from the burning 
mess below - then west - heading 
for a three and a half hour ride 
back to Great Ashfield.

Frank
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It scared me half to death. 
I had hardly got my shoes under 
my bed and certainly didn’t 
have my feet on the ground, 
metaphorically. But there was 
my name on a duty roster: 
Officer of the Day. I had no idea 
what an OD was supposed to 
do. We probably were told about 
such duties back in training, but 
I didn’t remember.

I was a just-turned-twenty 
year old second lieutenant who 
had not yet realized the army is 
really run by sergeants. I seri­
ously believed I was supposed 
to make decisions and give 
orders.

At the proper time I report­
ed to the headquarters building, 
to find the only person around 
was a no-nonsense sergeant 
who seemed to expect me to do 
stupid things and make mis­
takes. He started by explaining 
that all the rules were written in 
the instruction book and the 
only thing I really had to worry 
about was meeting the train at 
Hawley Junction. “You gotta be 
on time for that because, if any 
captains or majors are coming 
back from London, they can get 
pretty mad about being kept 
waiting.”

I read the instruction book 
and kept my eye on the time. I 
didn’t want to be late at the 
Junction. Eventually two enlist­
ed men showed up with a Gl 
truck and a jeep. I rode in the 
jeep and the truck followed.

It was night and every­
thing was blacked out, of

OFFICER OF THE DAY
by Sterling Rogers

Author of Hunkered Down

course. I was in a constant state 
of worry because I could hardly 
see the road and didn’t under­
stand how the man driving 
could possibly avoid going into 
a ditch somewhere along the 
way. He maneuvered down the 
country lanes as if it were broad 
daylight.

We heard air raid sirens 
go off before we got to the sta­
tion. The drivers pulled to the 
side of the road and stopped 
immediately. They turned off 
even the tiny little lights allowed 
for driving and we sat in 
absolute darkness. We 
searched the sky for sight or 
sound of airplanes, but there 
was nothing. We must have sat 
there for twenty minutes before 
we heard an all-clear signal 
from somewhere in the dis­
tance. There had been no night 
raiders and there were no bomb 
explosions anywhere as far as 
we could tell.

We got to the station late. 
There was no one there. I didn’t 
know what to do. The jeep driv­
er - I think he was a corporal - 
suggested maybe the train had 
been held up by the sirens, too. 
That sounded logical so we 
waited.

In a few minutes a train 
rushed through the station with­
out stopping. “That’s our train,” 
the corporal said. “Ain’t nobody 
on it for us. Let’s go.” 

I hesitated. I didn’t think I 
should be letting an enlisted 
man make the decisions but I 
didn’t know what else to do.

After a little judicious hemming 
and hawing, I agreed and we 
climbed into our vehicles and 
returned to the base.

When I walked in the 
headquarters the sergeant said: 
“Oh, lieutenant, I forgot to tell 
you. We don’t have very many 
men on pass right now, so there 
might not be anybody at the sta­
tion.”

I spent the rest of the night 
reading the instruction book, 
trying to find out if there was 
anything I was expected to do 
that the enlisted men couldn’t 
do better.

A guy was sitting in an airplane 
when another guy took the seat beside 
him. The new guy was a wreck, pale, hands 
shaking, biting his nails and moaning in 
fear.

"Hey, pal, what's the matter?" said 
the first guy.

"I've been transferred to Los 
Angeles, California," he answered nervously. 

"They've got race riots, drugs, the 
highest crime rate in the country"

"Hold on," said the first. "I've 
been in L.A all my life, and it's not bad as 
the media says. Find a nice home, go to 
work, mind your own business, enroll your 
kids in a good school and it's as safe as 
anywhere in the world."

The second guy stopped shaking for 
a moment and said, "Oh, thank God. I was 
worried to death. But if you live there and 
say it's ok, I'll take your word for it. By 
the way, what do you do for a living?"

"Me?" said the first, "I'm a tail 
gunner on a bread truck."
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A Daughters Letter in Loving Memory to Her Father
Submitted by George S. Hruska with permission from Eileen (Harrison) Luniewski

The evening following the touring of the 8th Air Force Heritage Museum at Savannah GA and viewing the 
very dramatic recreation of a bombing mission the daughter realized, for the first time, what her father had 
endured doing WW2- From this experience she wrote the following very emotional letter.

Hi Dad,
Out last day in Savannah 

has come to a close. Packing is 
finally finished for an early 
morning flight home. The few 
hours remaining to sleep before 
wake-up call will be very wel­
come.

Mom is already at rest. 
She did quite well this weekend 
but the tiredness from all the 
activities and from being away, 
from her own familiar environ­
ment was evident tonight. The 
last light is off and I am anxious 
for that sense of delirium that 
comes before our minds are no 
longer aware of time and space. 
I lay my head upon the pillow 
ready to surrender conscious­
ness. Instead of the anticipated 
numbness, of mind and body, 
tears begin to trickle down my 
cheeks. All that I have experi­
enced these past three days 
seems to be crashing in on me. 
I am being bombarded with all I 
heard, saw and felt. The. trickle 
is beginning to turn into a steady 
flow. A mini riverlet wetting my 
hair and pillow. I can no longer 
breathe easily and try to restrain 
my sobbing. I am trying not to 
make any sounds that will dis­
turb mom’s peace. A peace that 
seems to have come, to her at 
fleeting moments these past few 
nights.

I am not quite sure why 
this sadness has come upon me 
so suddenly and unexpectedly. 
Perhaps because tomorrow I 
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return to my small secluded uni­
verse. There will be no more 
tales to awe me from a genera­
tion of brave men that survived a 
time of horror to plant the seeds 
of my generation of baby 
boomers. Perhaps the catalyst 
was our visit to the wonderful 
8th Air Force Museum. Each 
exhibit drew me more deeply 
into events of years I never 
knew. I was overwhelmed with 
feelings for an event I could 
never fully comprehend. I lis­
tened intently to each presenta­
tion which led up to the coup-de­
gras, the film about the B-17. 
That’s the aircraft you flew on, 
Dad. The Flying Fortress. The 
movie began with loud noises 
and bright lights. The focal point 
was from a top turret. That’s 
what you were, Dad. I never 
really knew too much about your 
position until now. As the movie 
continued I was struck by how 
young the crew was. My son, 
your grandson, is older than 
those boys. They all entered the 
cavity of that cold metal giant 
with the unabridged courage of 
seasoned men. The top turret 
stood on a platform that turned 
360 degrees with only a plastic 
bubble to protect his head. What 
a terribly vulnerable position. 
How could he possibly defend 
himself, his crew members, and 
his aircraft from other boys in 
foreign aircraft attacking from all 
directions? I was mesmerized 
and tried not to blink for fear of 

missing something. The fighting 
continued on and on. There was 
constant chatter of warnings 
among the boys as each one 
manned their own station. I 
watched and listened in amaze­
ment, trying to catch a glimpse 
at each overhead screen. The 
noises grew louder and louder, 
almost deafening. Then came 
an illuminating red flash. I waited 
for the next tactic to occur. But 
there was nothing. I held my 
breath for what seemed like an 
eternity. My brain finally regis­
tered what had happened. 
GONE! Everything was gone. 
The boys, the chatter, the B-17. 
Just gone. How could that be? 
That aircraft was supposed to 
be a “fortress” protecting those 
within its’ walls. I told myself to 
take a breath. I want to cry, but I 
hold back the tears. How dare I 
let even one of them loose. This 
was not my war, not my pain, not 
my grief, not my memories reliv­
ed. That all belongs to the men 
sitting around me. I felt as 
though I intruded on something 
almost sacred. Dad, that could 
have been you. Gone. How 
lucky I was you made it home 
from that nightmare. How unfor­
tunate I never realized it until 
more than seventeen years after 
your death with your own private 
war with cancer. You died as you 
lived quietly and without any 
fanfare. I overheard one of the 
men at third reunion say that 
people called all of you who 
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served in the war, “heroes”. He 
replied that you were all just 
men. At the time, I didn’t give too 
much thought to either state­
ment. After seeing the film, I 
strongly disagree with him.

Most of you left home as 
boys, were forced into man­
hood, and if lucky, returned 
home as heroes. Some skipped 
the manhood portion of their 
short lives altogether and went 
from wide-eyed boys to fallen 
heroes. The past few days have 
made me miss you terribly, Dad. 
I have been thinking back to the 
few months before you died. Life 
was a little simpler for me then 
and I was able to help Mom take 
care of you. I didn’t realize it at 
the time but that was one of the 
greatest blessings and privi­
leges of my life. I hope, I helped 
ease your way down the path 
you traveled with such uncom­
plaining dignity.

On one visit from your sis­
ter, she called me your princess. 
I remember thinking what a 
funny thing for her to say. I never 
thought of myself as anybody’s 
Princess and you would never 
have called me that. You were a 
man of few, words but I knew 
you loved me. How sad it makes 
me when I speak of you to my 
children and they don’t always 
remember. You would like them 
both. They’ve grown to be very 
special people. Your legacy lives 
on through your grandson in his 
innate goodness and sense of 
humor and in your granddaugh­
ter in her aloofness and intro­
spective demeanor. I hope 
someday they have an aware­
ness of what a gift their lives and 
freedom, are to you and all the 
other heroes of previous gener­
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ations. I also hope someday that 
they can experience and appre­
ciate the museum and have 
their hearts touched as mine. 
The tears are still flowing as my 
thoughts turn to this evenings 
dinner dance. The band played 
“Off We Go Into The Wild Blue 
Yonder” and everyone in the 
ballroom stood. I had goose 
bumps. I was surrounded by 
heroes from near and far. I was 
deeply moved by those who 
journeyed from England and 
France to share in this weekend. 
These wonderful people fought 
the war on their homelands and 
came to pay homage to the men 
of another because they 
remember and are grateful. All 
share a common brotherhood. I 
feel more bonded to my heritage 
thanks to being a part of all of 
this. Thank you Dad. Thank you 
men. I hope you all realize how 
special you are. The many ways 
in which I have been touched 
while here will stay with me for a 
very long time.

Calm is finally settling in. 
My mind and body are begin­
ning to relax. I welcome the 
approaching state of restfulness 
My final thought, Dad, is a 
prayer to embrace you some­
time again. Until then, I shall 
borrow a line from Shakespeare 
and say “goodnight sweet 
prince.”

With My Love, 
Your Princess,
Eileen (Harrison) Luniewsk!

England East Anglia Air 
Traffic for One Day and 
its Role in World War II

As a land area the United 
Kingdom is roughly the same size as the 
state of Colorado - (England is 1/1 Oth 
larger than Mississippi.) Imagine then 
packing into the same area close to 700 
airfields and landing strips: that was the 
picture from the air during WWII.

Airfields so close to one another 
that their traffic patterns frequently inter­
woven with one another making air traffic 
control a monstrous problem...worse yet 
when the weather conditions were minimal.

Pilots faced many problems to 
boot. Most airfields were constructed to a 
common design so that recognizing 
one’s own base was diff icult and getting 
“lost” simple. Land patterns were a frac­
tion of those found in the United States; 
cities and towns all looked alike; few 
major rivers could be found; and railway 
tracks and other common guides were 
minimal. At night with the British blackout 
one could not differentiate when one was 
over land or the North Sea or English 
Channel. No modern electric airways 
system existed and mandates for radio 
silence minimized the ways pilots could 
obtain help from ground facilities. Thus it 
was up to flying control to come up with a 
formal and informal ways to resolve the 
air traffic problem.

Specializing in daytime opera­
tions, the USAAF might mount and attack 
involving 2,500+ four-engine bombers 
with some 1,200 fighter escorts and the 
same night the RAF would go out with an 
equivalent number of  aircraft. Add to this 
the training flights from 156 RAF training 
bases in the U.K. and one would find in a 
24 hour period over 10,000+ aircraft in 
the Air! Think for a moment that number 
of aircraft in the air over the state of 
Colorado and you get the picture clearly.

The worst Conditions arose when 
weather forced the closure of many 
bases in one part of the U.K. and forced 
flying control to quickly divert all aircraft 
to other bases to the north before the ran 
out of gasoline following deep air attacks 
into Europe.

A typical USAAF/RAF Air Base 
comprised: one 6,000 foot runway, two 
5,200 foot runways, a group composed of 
4 squadrons in which each had 15/20 air­
craft. A personnel compliment of 600 air­
crew members and up to 3,000 ground 
personnel.

May 2003



Local man’s World War II 
uniform on display overseas

By JEANNE SCHRAM
“It hung in our closet for 57 

years; I thought that was long 
enough,” said Willard Hagman.

He was referring to his World 
War II era Air Force uniform now on 
display at a museum in Perle, 
Luxembourg.

How this came about has to do 
with history buff Roger Feller of 
Luxembourg. He heard about a cou­
ple of American bombers that 
crashed in his neck of the woods in 
1944 and wanted to find out more. 
So, in 1998, Feller ran advertise­
ments seeking servicemen who 
knew about the planes.

“I was the first who wrote to 
him,” said Hagman.

Hagman and his children, 
Terry Sylvester, Barbara Byler, 
Debbie Janzen and Lance Hagman, 
traveled to Luxembourg that year. 
Wife, Lois, is not found of air travel, 
so “kept the home fires burning.”

Feller never officially learned 
English, but taught himself to speak 
it, said Hagman.

Eight or nine other airmen turned 
out for a memorial service at one of the 
plane crash sites where 18 died.

“The Germans had buried 
them there,” Hagman said. “After the

Germans left, the bodies were 
moved to a cemetery in Belgium.”

Feller, who was just a young­
ster during WWII, is a curator of the 
385th Bomb Group Museum in Perle.

While the visitors were in 
Luxembourg this year, the site of a 
P-47 plane crash was being excavat­
ed in a field nearby. In on the dig 
were Feller, the mayor of Perle and 
Colonel Ulysses Rhodes. “Roger 
wanted the engine from the P-47 to 
put in the museum,” said Hagman.

Have uniform, will travel
Hagman decided to donate 

his uniform to the museum and 
make another trip to Luxembourg, 
as well as some other sites.

Hagman and his children 
returned to Luxembourg this past 
summer.

He saw the outskirts of 
Merseburg, where, he said, the 
Germans were stopped in WWII 
because they ran out of oil.

They visited Berlin and stood 
at Unter den Linden and Wilhelm 
Straus streets where the German 
ministry was located during the war. 
The 8th Air Force severely bombed 
this site.

Hagman learned something 
too. Although he was aware that 

civilian populations feared the 
Germans during the war, he learned 
one of the reasons for this. “The 
troops walked into homes and took 
all their food,” he said. They met a 
man whose brother’s life was saved 
because of the food drop after the 
war and during the Berlin airlift.

Of Hagman’s group, 411 were 
lost during the war. Four of his nine- 
man bomb crew are alive today.

“I’m going back over there 
again before I die,” Hagman said.

Willard Hagman’s World War 11 
8th Air Force clothing. The uni­
form and photos of Hagman are in 
a museum in Perle, Luxembourg.

Hagman’s at the 385th 
Memorial Perle
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The Finest Hours of Churchill, RAF 
“Commit Them To Battle”

British General Lord (pug) 
Ismay was Winston Churchill’s chief of 
staff and was at Churchill’s side 
throughout the war.

He was with the Prime Minister 
at some of the most crucial hours in 
British history, particularly during 
Churchill’s visits to Fighter Command, 
the nerve center for the Battle of 
Britain.

Flanked by two air marshals, 
Churchill faced a huge map of the 
British Islands. Wrens (Women of the 
Royal Navy) moved planes on the 
maps as the battle reports came. 
Directly in front of them was a grid of 
colored buttons. Each button repre­

sented a squadron: white signaled 
’’ready reserve”; green “in action”; red 
“in action, but running out of fuel”.

As a squadron came down to 
fuel, its red light turned white, then 
green as it went up to re-enter the bat­
tle.

It was the day of Goering’s 
heaviest assault. From dawn to dusk, 
the RAF was in action. Some 
squadrons actually refueled seven 
times dangerous because a plane 
being refueled is extremely vulnera­
ble, an explosive sitting duck. As the 
day wore on, the Luftwaffe increased 
the momentum of the attack. More 
and more white dots turned green as
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the RAF rose to meet them, and ten­
sion rose with them.

The agony started when the 
top lines began turning red. The 
greens, already heavily engaged, 
would be hard put to provide aircover 
for the refueling planes below. To pro­
tect them, the air marshals committed 
more reserves from white to green. 
The green board rapidly became red. 
There was nothing to do but fight to 
the last drop of fuel. One lone white 
light remained.

Churchill asked how many 
planes were left. Seven, was the 
answer, Great Britain’s last squadron. 
Churchill himself gave the order: 
“Commit them to battle.”

Everything Britain had was air­
borne. The climax and balance of bat­
tle had been reached. For a few still 
minutes they watched. Then Dover 
reported enemy momentum was 
slackening. Norfolk confirmed. Again 
Dover was first: the enemy was with­
drawing. Again Norfolk confirmed.

Swiftly the order was given to 
land, refuel and resume battle. Swiftly 
the top red light turned to white, then 
green. Rapidly the board changed 
from red to white to green. The RAF, 
refueled, was airborne and battle 
ready again.

The battle was won.
As Gen. Ismay and the Prime 

Minister left at dusk, Churchill sank 
into the back seat of the car. The ten­
sion relieved, Churchill was crying. 
Then he leaned forward and first 
uttered that famous sentence

“Never in the field of human 
conflict was so much owed by so 
many to so few.”

And then he told his aide: “And 
damn it, if His Majesty’s Prime 
Minister sees fit to weep so can one of 
his generals.”

This story was offered by 
Ernest Cuneo, a World War II OSS 
officer who was liaison between 
Winston Churchill and President 
Franklin Roosevelt. (American Legion 
Magazine).
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