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¢ƛǘƭŜ bŀƳŜ 

  

tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ ό5ƛŎƪύ wŜŜŘ όоплǘƘκпусǘƘ ±ŜǘŜǊŀƴύ 

мǎǘ ±ƛŎŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ DǊŜƎƻǊȅ ²ƛŎƘǘƻǿǎƪƛΣ WǊ όомлǎǘκоумǎǘ - [ŜƻƴŀǊŘ ²ƛŎƘǘƻǿǎƪƛύ 

нƴŘ ±ƛŎŜ tǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘ tŀƳ /ƻǎōŜȅ όомлǘƘκотфǘƘ - .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ ¢Φ tŜǘŜǊǎύ 

{ŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅ tŀǧȅ YƻŜƴƛǘȊŜǊ όомлǘƘκоулǘƘ - WŀƳŜǎ aƻŶǧύ 

¢ǊŜŀǎǳǊŜǊ [ƻǳƛǎŜ .ƻǳǊƎ όоплǘƘκпуфǘƘ - IŀǊǊȅ 5Ŝ.ƻŜǊύ 

²Ŝō !ŘƳƛƴκ9ŘƛǘƻǊ 5ŀƴ {ŜǘȊŜǊ όоплǘƘκIv - IȅƳƛŜ {ŜǘȊŜǊύ 

aŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ /ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ [ƛƴŘŀ .ǳŜŎƘƭƛƴƎ όоплǘƘκпуфǘƘ - aƛƭƭŀǊŘ 9 wƛǾŜǎύ 

²ƛƴƎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴ κ!ǊŎƘƛǾƛǎǘ 5ŀƴ {ŜǘȊŜǊ όоплǘƘκIv - IȅƳƛŜ {ŜǘȊŜǊύ 
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We asked our President about non-combat challenges 

he faced while he was in the service. 

This was his response: 

The German war is over and we're headin' home. Got in 

with a mixed crew and took off to Dakar, French West 

Africa.  And here we sat for more than three days waiting 

for the weather to clear.  

The fourth day we were allowed to go, but into some-

what iffy weather.  All hands were ready, and off we 

went into the blue sky heading south along the African 

coast.   

About one hour later we blasted in to the worst storm I 

ever encountered. The wind was so severe and with the torrential rain, the plane appeared un-

controllable. Our whole crew was notably silent with bated breath, and our pilot (I've forgotten 

his name), now on instruments, was flying less than 100 feet over the ocean.  

It wasn't  fair, after flying all those damn missions, we had to fly into something like this.   

Me, in the nose. was absolutely soaking wet with the rainwater leaking right through the Plexi-

glass.  

After almost an hour we carried on with our B-25 bucking up and down and swerving right and 

left, when suddenly we broke into the clear, the most beautiful sight I ever remember, and off to 

the left was the city of Sierra-Leone, something more like a shining jewel.  

Our pilot was loudly cheered and applauded and at that moment was the most wonderful guy in 

the world. The rest of the trip back to the "Good ole USA" was a piece of cake, but every time I 

saw clouds up ahead, I got nervous up until we safely landed in Savannah, Georgia.  
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One ship of the 439th Squadron crashed while 

enroute from Baer Field (Indiana) to Presque 

Isle, Maine.  A replacement ship and crew ar-

rived to complete our complement of airplanes. 

Westover Field, Maine, was an intermediate 

stop enroute to Presque Isle, Maine.  One ship 

was left at Westover to follow on later because 

of wrinkled wings.  The remainder of the ships 

flew on to Presque Isle where the Concentra-

tion Command relinquished command and we 

now came under the control of the North Atlan-

tic Ferry Command. 

The 438th and 439th Squadrons preceded the 

440th along this route.  The arrival of the 440th 

at Presque Isle, found two of our ships there in 

need of new wing tips.  One ship had jumped 

the chocks during pre-flight, and damaged both 

ships.  The Ferry Command decided upon two 

new replacement airplanes.  These were flown 

to Presque Isle by the Ferry Command.  The 

remainder of the Group, approximately 10 

ships, flew on to Goose Bay, Labrador, leaving 

these two crews behind to await the new air-

planes. 

At Goose Bay, five more ships were found 

waiting for flying weather, for the next leg of 

the journey to BW 1, Greenland.  One other 

ship was here which had miraculously survived 

a spin in instrument flying and icy weather on 

this leg.  A warped fuselage and tail surface 

made another replacement necessary. 

Weather along this northern route had now be-

come very bad.  Winter conditions had begun, 

and one or two flying days per month was the 

order of the day.  Because of the loads carried, 

36,500 pounds, our ships could not top the 

cloud layer.  Nor could we go through or un-

der.  Below, visibility was hampered by snow 

and rain, with the icing level varying from 300 

to 500 feet across the water.  The previous 

squadrons had made the trip.  The 438th be-

cause of their early departure, the 437th and 

439th because the Ferry Command had decided 

there was too much weight on board and had 

removed many articles to be shipped by Air 

Transport.  The last squadron carried all its 

equipment and attempted to make the trip dur-

ing the latter part of October and the first part 

of November.  Finally, the day arrived.  B-17ôs, 

who have sufficient power and gas to go over 

or around, preceded the B-26ôs and relayed 

word as to the weather conditions.  The weath-

er was perfect for the flight.  The top of the 

clouds was 12,000 feet, and both ends were 

clear.  This procedure of getting help from the 

Getting There - The 319th Bomb Group  

on the Northern Route 

The first challenge was getting to the war.  The B-25 Mitchel and B-26 Marauder medium 

bombers were not designed to cross the Atlantic.  To do so they operated at the limit of their de-

signs.   

The 310th BG and the 319th BG were the first to deploy.  They followed the Northern Route: 

Maine, Labrador, Greenland, Iceland, Scotland.  The weather was treacherous and unpredicta-

ble.  The Martin B-26 aircraft were more difficult to fly and were less forgiving than the North 

American B-25, but both groups had similar experiences trying to make it across the North At-

lantic. 
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preceding B-17ôs and transports was adopted 

because several of the preceding squadrons had 

made three attempts and returned each time be-

cause of weather, with barely enough gas to 

taxi back to the ramp 

in the dark. 

Five ships remained 

at Goose Bay be-

cause of minor trou-

bles developing on 

take-off.  One of the 

five arrived at BW 1 

several days later 

and landed with 

wings coated with 

ice.  BW 1 was quite 

an airdrome, located 

50 miles up a narrow 

fjord, with difficult 

weather conditions required by local operations 

for take-offs and landings.  One runway with a 

119-foot difference in elevation was the only 

runway.  Weather conditions had become worse 

but finally after one week of waiting, two per-

fect days occurred, and everyone ñchomped at 

the bitò to take off. But  No 1 Iceland relayed 

word that they could accommodate no more air-

planes until some of theirs had left, so, with fly-

ing days at a high premium, we settled down to 

outwait the weather.  

Meanwhile in England things were happening.  

Some of our ships had caught up with the 

ground and flight echelons, but this was not 

destined to last long.  The 319th was to help in 

the African Campaign. [é] The planes who al-

ready arrived in England, were briefed, and 

made ready for departure to the staging area, to 

arrive in North Africa at a definite date. 

ñDò day arrived, and the Commanding Officer 

departed with nine ships for the staging area.  

Through some fault, misleading weather condi-

tions were relayed to the Commanding Officer.  

The 319th had the only ships in the air in Eng-

land on that day.  A severe front was encoun-

tered, and the flight separated.  One ship crash-

ing into a hill, 

and others landed 

at scattered air-

dromes, while 

two others were 

shot down over 

Cherbourg, 

France, including 

the Group Com-

manding Officer, 

and the Com-

manding Officer 

of the 439th 

Squadron.   

Now, after a wait 

of over three months, some of the ships from 

Greenland had arrived.  After much insistence 

on the part of the Group, the Northern Route 

was closed and the ships along it were ordered 

to proceed in whichever direction the weather 

broke first.  Four ships of the remaining 25 

came through this Northern Route ï three from 

Greenland and one from Iceland which was 

awaiting a new tail assembly after a spin.  

These ships were dispatched to the fighting 

front as soon as parts and engines became avail-

able.  Three months of Greenland weather had 

produced necessary repairs.  Ice, snow, sand, 

and 120-mile-per-hour gale were not the weath-

er to keep airplanes in repair.   
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The winter rains were known to us as the 

ñMonsoonò season.  Although the word 

ñMonsoon? Was Asian in origin it aptly de-

scribed the Algerian weather. 

Our ñHome,ò that sheltered Ray Conrad, Leon 

George, and me were four thin canvas shelter 

halves that were buttoned together to form a 

double pup tent.  It was fastened to the ground, 

over the hole that we slept in, with short wood-

en tent pegs.  We had dug a small ditch around 

the base of the tent but the flat, level, wheat 

field gave little slope for drainage.  The ten had 

survived the rainstorm of the night. 

As the cold, gray, dawn tried to fight its way 

through the opaque rain, the three of us lay in 

our blankets on a couple of mattress covers that 

had been stuffed with wheat straw back in De-

cember 1942.  The straw, now beaten flat had 

little of the cushion it had originally provided. 

Lee was on guard duty, so we lay in the tent lis-

tening to the rain beat down and an occasional 

lightning flash illuminated the interior of our 

darkened pup tent.  We listened as sheets of wa-

ter beat on the thin canvas above our heads and 

rolled down the sides of the tent.  We wondered 

if the dirt we had flung over the tent pegs 

would remain dry enough for a secure grip in 

the ground. 

By mid-morning, the intense violence of the 

storm had moderated somewhat but not the rain 

that continued to pour more water into the al-

ready soaked soil.  A trickle of water found its 

way through the buttoned-up front of our tent.  

We dam builders rushed to stem the flow.  The 

construction company of Conrad, George, and 

Dean, Inc. grabbed their excavating and build-

ing equipment of hunting knives and canteen 

cups and rushed to the scene of impending dis-

aster. 

George, as chief engineer, knelt on our dirt en-

trance steps and began the fabrication of a high-

er dam across the 

tent opening.  

Conrad and I dug 

at the damp dirt 

with knives to fur-

nish material for 

the land fill.  

George dipped 

mud with a can-

teen cup for the 

protective levee 

that eroded away 

before he could 

add the next load.  

Heavier loads of 

dirt were needed. 

I went for my mess kit. As I stepped on our bed 

my foot went underwater.  While we had been 

battling the river in the front, we had been infil-

trated from the rear.  Our straw mattresses were 

 The Monsoon Season 21 - 24 April 1943 

By Frank B. Dean, 380th Bomb Squadron 

We normally think of North Africa in terms of desert heat and sandstorms, but they do have a 

rainy season.  It is short and violent. 

During the war infantry men would set up their tents in gullies to protect themselves from the 

wind.  The Arabs called the gullies, ñwadis,ò what we in the western US would call ñarroyos.ò 

When the rains came, the waters would surge through the wadis as a flash flood, washing their 

campsites away, and some men drowned. 

Frank Dean 
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 floating on about five inches of water and our 

blankets were soaking up moisture like a lamp 

wick.  The water poured into the tent like a 

small river as the hole filled. 

We conceded defeat in the battle for the pup 

tent.  The elements had won.  We grabbed our 

dampened blankets and rifles and fled through 

the downpour to the airplane that stood about a 

hundred feet away.  Wet to the skin with water 

dripping from Conradôs mustache, we climbed 

into the plane for protection.  Static electricity 

tingled our hands as we climbed up the entrance 

ladder. 

B-25 bombers were never designed as sleeping 

quarters.  Itôs mission is to carry bombs to the 

target.  In order to complete this task, machine 

guns, ammunition cans, radios, gun turrets, and 

other functional equipment crowded the aircraft 

leaving little spare room.  This was the only 

shelter in the storm.  It became even more 

crowded when we hauled and stored our wet 

barracks bags in the aircraft. 

With the coming of daylight Emerson Lee 

joined us, another bedraggled refugee from the 

flood and soaking wet from his stint of guard 

duty.  Lee was part of our crew but resided in 

another pup tent. 

The rain hammered on the aluminum skin until 

we could hardly carry on a normal conversa-

tion.  Two of us sat in the relative comfort of 

the pilots and co-pilots seat.  George had un-

folded the wooden navigatorôs table to form a 

flat space of approximately thirty inches wide 

and about four feet long.  He and Lee sat on the 

table. 

We sat blindly in the semi-darkness because of 

the canvas nose cover that protected the air-

planes from leaks and also covered the wind-

shield and windows.  We sat with our arms 

tucked close to our sides in order not to touch 

Flooded Mess Tent 
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 the lightning conducting metal of the plane.  It 

was not a pleasant feeling to be soaking wet in 

a metal cocoon with a thousand gallons of vola-

tile gasoline in the wings and hundreds of 

pounds of explosives hanging in a bomb bay 

that was not more then ten feet away as thou-

sands of volts of electricity streaked through the 

gloom.  We waited for the rain to slacken, it 

didnôt. 

Night fell, it was time to retire.  Coins were 

flipped for the only decent sleeping area in the 

aircraft, which was the bombardierôs crawl way 

that ran along the left side of the airplane under 

the pilotôs floor.  Lee won.  He dragged his wet 

blankets to the royal suite while the three of us 

worked out other arrangements.  It was decided 

that Conrad would sleep on the navigatorôs ta-

ble and George and I would go elsewhere. 

We slid on our bellies through the low crawl 

way that extended across the top of the bomb 

bay.  Here would have been a good place to bed 

down except for the large, round emergency ac-

cess hole to the bomb bay.  We emerged into 

the radio compartment where the square box of 

the lower turret and the vertical post of the up-

per turret left no room for comfort.  Here we 

stored our barracks bags. 

We continued through the armor plate door of 

the gunnerôs compartment to the rear of the fu-

selage and around the upright, aluminum cylin-

der that housed the toilet.  We looked at the 

metal crawl way that angled upward to the 

Plexiglas tail cone that was designed for an ob-

servation window.  The strip of flooring was a 

scant thirty inches wide and angled sharply up-

ward.  The higher it went, the steeper the angle. 

The crawl way had not been constructed as 

sleeping quarters for two men who weighed 

around one hundred and seventy pounds each.  

It was going to be a tight fit but we had no oth-

er choice.  We figured that it would work if one 

of us would lay on their side and the other 

sedged himself in.  Wrapped in our damp blan-

kets we gave it a try.  Wedged in, with certain 

parts of the anatomy hanging over the edge and 

resting on uncomfortable narrow edges of alu-

minum stringers we ignored the threat of 

[enemy] paratroopers and the normal require-

ments for guard duty as we tried to sleep in the 

damp and the cold. 

The rain hammered on the aluminum skin as 

the tail of the aircraft lurched in the buffeting 

wind.  Even two blankets doubled offered little 

cushion between the aluminum and the hip 

bone and brought no warmth from the cold 

metal.  Lying there crowded, chilled, wet, un-

comfortable, and uneasy on the hard swaying 

metal, for the first time, I began to look upon 

our sleeping hole in the ground with a bit more 

appreciation.   

I did not sleep but dozed in and out of a half-

sleep and being half-awake.  I was aware that 

my side was numb.  It was necessary to stand 

up in order to turn over but the ceiling was too 

low to stand erect.  I wedged myself back in as 

George did.  I dozed, turned, and lay awake 

wishing for daylight to come. 

At daylight, I peered through a rain clouded 

window at the flooded landscape with small 

hillocks and a few pup tents sticking up from a 

tin sheet of water that filled all the low spots.  

Our stomachs reminded us that we had missed 

supper.  We partly appeased them with the last 

of our dried figs, from our emergency hoard, 

but they were not adequate to kill the hunger 

pain.  The few figs that we ate would be both 

supper and breakfast. 

Around noon, we held council to determine if 

we would stay relatively dry or fight our way 

through the file or more to chow, through the 

torrential downpour.  We elected to remain in 

the aircraft.  We told our stomachs that it would 
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probably quit raining by supper time, it didnôt.  

Our empty stomachs reminded us that we had 

lied. 

We sat in the rain with little conversation ex-

cept to curse the rain and discuss how hungry 

we were becoming.  Leon George departed in 

the tempest looking for other sleeping quarters 

rather than spend another night in the tail of the 

aircraft.  He must have succeeded as he did not 

return. 

The night of the second day I had the crawl way 

to myself but only one of my two blankets for a 

mattress.  I had more room but less cushion. 

My body heat tried to dry my clothing but the 

high moisture content in the air prevented total 

success.  I slept semi-dry.  It was cold but not 

freezing.  I dozed fitfully with my hip bones re-

minding me of the hardness of the metal and 

my stomach reminding me that I had not fed it 

for two days and nights.  I tried to ignore it, but 

it was difficult. 

The morning of the 

third day the noise of 

the weather pound-

ing on the skin of the 

aircraft increased as 

mother nature threw 

a few hailstones into 

the downpour. My 

hunger remined me 

that even powdered 

eggs or British oxtail 

stew would be an ac-

ceptable repast but 

our desire to stay 

reasonably dry and out 

the wind and the hail was too strong for us to 

venture out.  We stayed in the aircraft.  There 

was little conversation.  There was only the 

sound of the rain and our stomachs growling in 

protest. 

Dinner time passed to the dismay of our empty 

bellies.  The rain had slackened, and the hail 

had stopped, and the visibility distance in-

creased through our Plexiglas window.  Now, it 

was only a light rain. 

We decided to go to chow in the evening.  Pro-

tected by my raincoat and steel helmet, I 

climbed to the ground.  Sinking into the mud 

bast my shoe top changed my mind.  I crawled 

back into the plane, cleaned my shoe, and 

wrung the water from my wet muddy sock.  My 

cold, wet, foot preached patience to my disap-

pointed stomach. 

The third night was spent dozing and listening 

to intermittent flurries of rain.  My stomach 

thought that my throat had been cut.  Hunger 

allowed little sleep.  It was obvious that I must 

brave the rain and the mud on the morrow.  The 

persistent rain had slackened.  I was grateful. 

Gray daylight crawled into the plane bringing a 

new day and a new hope to a starving trio.  The 

rain tapered off as 

the weather wrung 

the last drops of 

moisture from the 

clouds.  The sun 

tried to peek through 

fleeting cracks in the 

overcast.  Figures in 

green raincoats 

could be seen slog-

ging or high step-

ping toward head-

quarters and our 

mess tent. 

I heard the sound of a 

truck approaching.  An olive-drab ten wheeled 

truck moved down the flooded taxi strip, cut-

ting ruts almost to the axles, with G.I.ôs in the 

back.  Salvation!; our rescuers had arrived.  Our 

gray mood turned to gladness.  

Figures in green raincoats could be seen slog-

ging or high stepping toward our mess tent. 
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It wasnôt only the rain in North Africa that the men had to endure, they also got flooded out in Italy. 

 

 

 

...and Corsica. 
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The rear echelon of this squadron, after sever-
al attempts trying to leave the continent of Af-
rica, arrived in Corsica on Monday, March 4, 
1944, and joined the squadron on the follow-
ing day. 
 
After spending several weeks in the transit 
camp at Bizerte notice was given for our de-
parture to Corsica, and we learned the trip 

was to be made aboard an L.T.C. [He could 
mean TLC, the British term for ñTank Land-
ing Craft,ò or LCT, the American term for 
ñLanding Craft, Tank.ò Another source sug-
gests LST for ñLanding Ship, Tank.ò] We 

boarded the ship in the morning, and with an 
English crew manning it we sailed out of 
Lake Bizerte into the harbor and then to the 

open sea to await the rest of the convoy. 

Late in the evening a fierce storm hit the con-
voy; the high waves, terrific wind, rain and 
lightning beat and tossed the ships unmerci-
fully, and while our ship was bobbing around 
like an apple in a tub one of the anchors was 
lost. Later, the convoy was given orders to 

proceed to Tunis Harbor for protection from 
the storm. The trip from Bizerte to Tunis was 
an overnight run, and the farther we got in to 
the open sea the worse the storm got. In the 
morning we arrived in the outer harbor of Tu-
nis, the storm still raging and no sign of it 
abating. 
 
In the afternoon we lost our other anchor and 
all the pilot could do was to keep the ship go-
ing around in circles so that it would not be 
washed against the rocks. About four oôclock 
that afternoon orders were given for the con-
voy to go to Sousse and dock. 
 

That night on the sea was a night of horror; 
waves were higher than the ship and it rocked 
until we thought every minute was our last. 
During the rain, thunder and lightning most of 

the fellows stayed on deck holding onto what-
ever they could. The storm continued 
throughout the night, and it was not until ear-
ly morning that it began to lessen. We were 
later told that three of our engines went out 

during the storm. 

ñREAR ECHELON FINALLY MAKES ITò 

By Capt. John E. Adams, Squadron Historian S-2 Section 

380th Bombardment Squadron    March 1944 

 

For the 380th BS, North Africa was a land of heat, sandstorms, floods and mud.  They were glad to be on 

their way elsewhere, but had to battle an angry sea and a blizzard to get there. 

LST Ship 
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On January 2, 1944, we boarded a Liberty 

ship, which was very badly crowded, and 

again sailed for what we thought was Corsica, 

but instead we were taken to Algiers and 

again told that we were to leave the ship. We 

hopped on trucks and were driven to Maison 

Blanc staging area. After spending nearly six 

weeks in Algiers we boarded another Liberty 

ship on March 2, 1944, and sailed for Corsi-

ca, arriving on March 4, 1944. We continued 

to the new base in trucks, and were greeted 

with our first glimpse of winter with a bliz-

zard. The snow was five and six feet deep in 

some places and travel through the mountains 

was very dangerous and slow. The snow 

storm got so bad that we had to stop over-

night in a small mountain village, finding 

shelter in small hotels and barracks. After a 

nightôs shelter from the snow and cold, we 

again continued our journey early the next 

morning, and arrived at Ghisonaccia, our new 

base, about noon. 

 

 

Liberty Ship 

 

 

Army tent in the snow               

on Corsica 
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On August 24, 1979, exactly 1900 years had 

passed since Vesuvius blew up, with what is 

now known as the most destructive eruption in 

recorded history.  The city of  Pompeii, Italy 

near the bay of Naples disappeared completely.  

It remained entombed for almost 1700 years.  

Only within the last 200 years have we pieced 

together the tragedy!  The excavation is not yet 

complete.  It isnôt that the people of Pompeii 

and surrounding countryside were not warned 

before the tragic day.  There had been tremen-

dous damage from an earthquake just 17 years 

before.  But the city and the seaside homes 

were reconstructed with even more splendored 

luxury.  People settled back unheeding of a 

possible recurrence. 

Shortly before August 24, 79 A.D., there were 

strange rumblings in the ground, huge build up 

of tides in the bay and ominous cracks develop-

ing in the surrounding land.  Many people fled 

from the city by ship, or horse drawn carriage .. 

with a few possessions, family and animals.  

Those less frightened but perhaps thinking it 

would be safer in the house, stayed on.  For 

whatever reason, those remaining were com-

pletely unprepared for the deafening 

óexplosionô which shook their world and 

doomed 2,000 of them that morning. 

Archaeological explorations within the last 200 

years, plus a graphic description of the event 

written by the ñyoung Plinyò have now given 

us a picture of that fateful day.  The ferocity of 

that explosion tore the whole top of the volca-

no, pushing a dark cloud into the sky that can 

only be compared to the mushroom effect of 

the exploding atomic bomb.  The sky rained 

debris from the heaving crater; red hot lava 

poured down the mountain-side burning vine-

yards, trees, farms, and villages, and then 

poured into the sea. 

For the estimated 2,000 people who perished 

that morning, some made a last desperate effort 

to escape, while the rest huddled together in 

their homes hoping that the walls and roofs 

would protect them.  The relentless accumula-

tion of lava, cinders and ash, in places 30 feet 

in depth, however sealed their fate. 

Sulfurous gases mercifully put them to sleep.  

The grotesque life-shapes of those caught in 

their death-throes have been recast from molds 

formed when the lava and mud cooled around 

their bodies. Many of these figures can now be 

seen in the excavation portion of Pompeii and 

the museum in Naples.  It is almost impossible 

for us to imagine the horror and panic of such a 

catastrophe.  Yet there are many Air Force Ser-

vice men from World War II who have a very  

good idea of the lethal power of Vesuvius! 

It all began quietly enough in March 1944.  

Our Bomb Group, the 340th, (and other Air 

Force Groups) were stationed around the base 

of Vesuvius, engaging in bombing Italy.  Our 

airfield, near Pompeii, was bulldozed out of the 

lava and ash deposited 19 centuries before. 

Pilots returning from missions day or night 

could easily find our airstrip by locating Vesu-

vius!  In daylight the white whisps of smoke 

Vesuvius Blows Her Top 

By James Cooper  340th BG Chaplain 

This article is reprinted from ñThe B-25 Over the Mediterranean.ò  This and more stories can 

be found on our website where we have posted the book in its entirety.  

57th Bomb Wing Books and References Webpage 

http://57thbombwing.com/books.php
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rising from its cone, and a red glow at night 

from the crater made an easy landmark. 

Two other officers and I drove a jeep up the 

mountain as far as the road went.  We then 

walked to the top.  The terrain was rough and 

quite ugly.  We were amazed at the raw, jagged 

and awesome appearance of the volcanoôs 

cone.  From fissures, a slow bubbling red flow 

of lava, while not threatening, persisted slowly 

toward the outer rim. 

A few enterprising native children were dip-

ping out small globs of lava on sticks, pressing 

small Italian coins into the soft but quickly 

hardening liquid stone, and charging a dollar.  

This was our first trip to the top. 

Two days later there appeared to be more 

smoke than usual coming out of Vesuvius, and 

at night there was a obvious red glow at the top 

that had not been evident before.  The next 

morning we returned to the top.  This time we 

had to pick our way around and over swollen 

streams of molten stone.  You could walk on 

the spongy, black surface of the fast cooling 

lava but underneath was a deep red glow.  As 

these streams struck trees or bushes, there was 

a match-like spurt of flame, then the tree, or 

twig simply disappeared with a little puff of 

smoke. 

We were still not alarmed, for the slowly ad-

vancing streams seemed to pose no serious 

problem for the farms and villages further 

down the mountain. 

The next night, however, we were awakened 

by a severe shaking of the ground, a deep rum-

bling and roar and explosion!  Rushing outside 

the stable in which we were sleeping, two of-

ficers and I discovered that the sky was filled 

with shooting red flashes, a great glare of light, 

and huge streams of lava coursing down the 

mountain. 

The falling debris .. Ashes, cinders of great 

size, and acrid smoking clinker, made the 

wearing of helmets mandatory.  Natives living 

on the higher elevations of the mountain in vil-

lages and farms streamed down the volcanoôs 

side taking refuge in churches where there was 

much wailing and praying.  There were some 

small villages. Farms and vineyards destroyed. 

In the dark before dawn we could not access 

our damage, but it became quite clear when 

morning arrived!  Every airplane was riddled 

with gapping jagged holes in wing and fuselag-

es.  Ashes were built up to the top of the land-

ing gear.  For those sleeping in tents, it had 

been a frightful night.  In their tattered and 

sieve-like condition, tents were no protection. 

Our planes were thus ruined, and with a volca-

no of indeterminate length raging above, a 

quick decision to evacuate was ordered.  As 

quickly as possible we fled as the Pompeiians 

had done 19 centuries before.  Only in our case 

we fled in trucks and jeeps going down the 

coast for many miles to an area that had once 

been a Greek colony, and where still stood a 

Greek Temple.. Paestum. 

The irony of it all, despite our loses in material 

and usefulness (for four days) was that the Axis 

Powers had been trying to put us out of busi-

ness for a long time.  But what they had not 

been able to do in many months, Vesuvius ac-

complished in one night! 

 



 

15  

 

Photos of Vesuvius 

We thank Joan (DeBoer) Heath for sharing with us this group of photos which were found in a 

photo album she purchased on the Internet. 
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