"August 1943: Risking Airman Jones" 

Nearly everyone is familiar with the movie "Saving Private Ryan." While the plot was not that original the powerful realism of the action sequences and the ability of the actors to make the audience feel what a World War II combat soldier experienced has made it a great film. There have been some excellent films made about the Air Force, like "Twelve O'clock High" and "Memphis Belle." But for some reason, they haven't seemed to have the impact of "Private Ryan." It seems to me that in many ways the level of tension and terror World War II aircrews faced was as intense as that for ground troops. Many World War II airmen I have spoken to airmen would agree. Imagine being a ball turret gunner in the belly of a B-17 flying an unescorted mission into the heart of Germany. Every one of these young men realized that even if the flak or fighters didn't get them that the ball fixture might just fall out on its own and with you in it. Sitting there in formation unable to run or hide, having to endure repeated fighter attacks and thousands of flak explosions in order to bomb the target had to make you want to jump out of the plane. Indeed, the individual carnage inside bombers that got home had to be as sobering as the gore of the D-day beaches. 

Even though I don't pretend to be able to conjure images as unnerving as "Private Ryan," I thought in this year of celebrating our heritage it would be worthwhile to recall how important August 1943 was to the outcome of World War II, to the salvation of our nation, and to the future of the Air Force. I have decided to present a couple of pieces covering two of the most important raids ever conducted by American airmen-Ploesti and Regensburg/Schweinfurt. 

In doing so some might wonder, "but what does this have to do with Robins AFB?" Everything! Both the bombers used by the USAAF crews were like the ones maintained at Robins Field in World War II. In fact, many of these bombers at one time or another were serviced here, received parts from Robins, or were maintained by Field Repair personnel trained at Robins. Certainly, this should be a clear reminder that this Base and Depot are not the local repair shop. They are an integral part of what defends this nation. And that "Keep Them Flying" isn't just a slogan; it is what we have done every day since we opened for business 60 years ago!

1 August: USAAF Raids Against the PLOESTI, Romania Oil Refineries 
During World War II, eight massive oil refineries surrounded Ploesti, Romania, located in the foothills of the Alps. They supplied 36% of the fuel for the Luftwaffe and the Panzer Corps. During the January 1943 Casablanca Conference, Allied leaders agreed to a Combined Bomber Offensive that targeted German industry, especially its oil industry. Ploesti was a primary target. It was a dangerous target and early raids failed. Indeed, the only U.S. bombers with barely enough range to make the 2,400-mile round trip were B-24D "Liberators." 

In the spring of 1943, senior planner, Col. Jacob Smart, decided that five bomb groups of the 8th and 9th Air Forces would fly from Benghazi, Libya and make low-level attacks. He believed this would afford better accuracy, provide the element of surprise by coming in under German radar, and decrease fighter and flak effectiveness. 

By June 1943, there were 177 B-24s in North Africa, the 9AF's 376th and 98th Bomb Groups (BG) and 8AF's 93BG, 44BG, and 389BG. As the crews of what was designated Operation Tidal Wave, practiced low-level bombing runs, the Germans in Ploesti strengthened their defenses with massed flak batteries, barrage balloons and heavy fighter defenses. 

Smart, without enough planes to attack the entire complex, picked seven priority targets. He assigned the 376th the Romana American plant or White I. Elements of the 93rd got the Concordia Vega plant, White II. He designated a second wave of the 93rd to bomb White III, the Standard Petrol Block and Unirea Speranta plants. The 98th got the Astro Romana and Unirea Orion plants, White IV, while elements of the 44th were to bomb Columbia Aquila, White V. The less experienced 389th was to bomb Red target refineries at Campina, while the 44BG B forces were assigned plants at Brazi (Creditul Minier), the Blue target. The formation flew in two sections, the first the 376BG and 93BG, and the second the 98BG, 44BG, and 389BG. 

Early on 1 August 1943, 177 bombers launched. Colonel K.K. Compton flew the lead plane, accompanied by the mission commander Brig. Gen. Uzal G. Ent. The bombers carried 311 tons of 500 and 1,000-pound demolition bombs, 430 boxes of incendiaries and full fuel tanks (3,100 gallons). They immediately lost three planes due to engine failure, one with the lead navigator. As they reached the Mediterranean, they sent an identifying radio message to Allied naval units. German intelligence intercepted the message, thus eliminating the element of surprise. As they flew, a gap formed between the two units. 

Crossing the Albanian coast, they ran into a large formation of cumulus clouds. Compton's lead elements dashed through a cloud-gap, while Col. John R. Kane's group used a standard "frontal penetration" maneuver that widened the gap. When they dropped to 500 feet for their final run German radar lost them. However, Compton's navigator misidentified the second of three checkpoints and the 376th, with the 93rd right behind, turned toward Bucharest. The trailing planes saw the error and called a warning to no avail. 

Lt. Col. Addison Baker, 93BG commander, and his copilot Major John Jersted saw Ploesti and decided, on their own, to attack. Coming in from a different direction, they bombed White V instead of Concordia Vega. Their new flight path brought them over the densest flak corridor where falling shells sent up bellowing black clouds of smoke. Fifty-two fighters swooped in to catch the bombers as they rose from their bomb runs. Baker's 

plane was hit but continued its bomb run. Somehow they dropped their bombs before crashing in a fireball. Later, the two pilots received the Medal of Honor. 

The 93d, now commanded by Lt. Col. George S. Brown, reformed with only 15 of its original 39 planes. Many of the remaining bombers had dead and wounded on board. Compton soon discovered his error and turned back. General Ent ordered the 376BG to bomb targets of best opportunity. Major Norman Appold led five bombers over Concordia Vega, almost colliding with 93BG survivors. They destroyed 40% of the plant's capacity. 

Kane's second wave arrived to find a scene from Dante's Inferno. He decided to attack the smoke-covered targets anyway. The 98th lost 22 planes but cut the production capacity of the Astro Romana plant by half. The most successful attack came when Lt. Col. James Posey and 21 B-24s of the 44BG's B Force totally destroyed the Creditul Minier refinery losing only two planes. In addition, the 44th's A Force, led by Lt. Col. Leon Johnson, re-bombed White V halting its production for nearly a year. 

The 389BG, led by Col. Jack Wood, also turned the wrong way. After correcting the error, they split into three sections attacking from three directions. They destroyed the refinery at Campina losing nine B-24s, including Lt. Lloyd Herbert Hughes, who posthumously won the Medal of Honor for pressing his attack despite being hit by a dozen artillery shells. 

All the way home 125 fighters took turns attacking the survivors. Some, like Col. Kane, detoured to allied bases on Cyprus or Turkey. Some ditched and were rescued. Of the 92 that returned to North Africa, four crashed and only 33 were still fit to fly. Of the 177 "Liberators" which took off, 54 were lost to enemy fire and 532 airmen were killed, captured or wounded. 

Refinery production was reduced by 42% and while it was not the knockout blow envisioned, the 1945 U.S. Bombing Survey concluded the raid had significantly reduced Luftwaffe aviation fuel reserves and marked "the beginning of the decline of the Luftwaffe." While the heavy losses meant that a follow-up mission was not immediately practical, in the summer of 1944, 15AF bombers, now based in Italy, returned 19 times cutting production capacity by 80%. On 30 August 1944, the complex was overrun by Soviet ground forces. 

Never in Air Force history have five airmen won the Medal of Honor during one mission. Along with Baker, Jerstad and Hughes, Kane and Johnson won Medals of Honor for leading their units in successful runs in heavily damaged planes. 

The Regensburg-Schweinfurt Raid of 17 August 1943 
The Regensburg-Schweinfurt raids were also part of the Combined Bomber Offensive initiated by the Combined Chiefs of Staff. "Mighty Eighth" bomber crews, commanded by Lt. Gen. Ira Eaker, made these raids. 

Determined to prove that bombers could effect the outcome of the war, Eaker scheduled concurrent assaults on the ball bearing plants at Schweinfurt and on the Messerschmitt aircraft complex at Regensburg. A successful Schweinfurt raid would force the Germans to disperse their ball bearing industry. Success at Regensburg would reduce German aircraft production. 

The raids were scheduled for August 17, the first anniversary of the 8th's initial raid at Rouen, France. The 3d Bombardment Division was to attack Regensburg and the 1st Bombardment Division Schweinfurt. Regensburg was 500 miles from England and Schweinfurt was 400 miles away. The 1st was to hit Schweinfurt ten minutes after the 3rd hit Regensburg with the 3rd returning over the Alps to Tunisia and the 1st returning the way it came. Fighter support extended less than half way to the targets. 

Early morning fog on the 17th forced the 3d to depart at 0630 and the 1st five hours later. German coastal monitoring stations immediately picked up the formations and the first fighters attacked over Belgium. Of the 3d's 146 B-17s, 122 reached the target and dropped 250 tons of bombs. The 1st's delay allowed German fighters time to refuel from attacks on the 3d and hit the 1st hard. They attacked four hours after the 3d returning through a gauntlet of fighters. Only 184 of the original 230 bombers dropped 380 tons on Schweinfurt. Ten were forced to abort due to mechanical problems. Of the total of 376 B-17s, 60 (24 over Regensburg and 36 over Schweinfurt) were lost to enemy action. Of the 306 which returned from the mission, over 25% were heavily damaged. They lost 601 airmen killed, wounded or captured. 

Many crews remembered that the normal horrors of unescorted raids were multiplied over these two targets. Some recalled standing in the blood of dead comrades trying to continue their duties. Some recalled the numbing cold of high altitudes. Still others remembered watching as entire sections of their formations seemed to simply disappear. One 18-year old side gunner recalled feeling a flak explosion behind him. When he turned around what was left of his fellow gunner covered the inside of the plane. It was an experience no 18-year old should have to go through. Then again, these were all young men, the gunner, the bombardiers, the pilots, and most of the generals were young men sacrificing a generation to preserve the virtues of their nation. 

Ultimately, their sacrifices proved to be worth the cost since most of the primary buildings at Regensburg were damaged or destroyed. Later, according to German armaments minister Albert Speer, the Regensburg raid forced the Germans to disperse parts production to hard-to-bomb shops in nearby villages and towns. Indeed, German estimates put August-September fighter production losses at 800. Unknown then, the raid 

destroyed new fuselage jigs for the Me262 jet fighter. German managers later speculated that this delayed jet production by a critical four months. At Schweinfurt, ball-bearing production was reduced by 38 %. 

On 14 October, with ball bearing production being restored, a second Schweinfurt raid was attempted. Called "Black Thursday," it cost the AAF 60 of 291 aircraft and over 600 men but it cut production 67%. After the war, Speer expressed surprise that the Allies had not sent follow up raids he believed might have destroyed ball bearing production. However, the cost would have been high and AAF leaders were not able to pay the price. 

It took four months to bring 8AF back to anything approaching full strength. In the meantime, deep penetration raids were suspended until long-range fighters became available in 1944. In retrospect, the raids proved that with better fighter escort, AAF bombers could play a decisive role in the war. They also had a greater effect on the enemy than anyone at the time realized especially pursuant to jet production. They forced Germany's already depleted industrial resources to focus on defensive fighter production and not offensive aircraft which could have made a difference elsewhere. Many of Germany's finest pilots were shot down fighting these raids. By the spring of 1944, not only were German planes in short supply but so were pilots. 

In 1944, supported by nighttime RAF bomber raids, AAF bombers, with better fighter support and new formations (often over 1,000 planes) began to devastate German held Europe. None of this would have been possible without the heroism of AAF crews in the summer of 1943 and the hard work of tens of thousands of unsung heroes at home front facilities like Robins Field, Georgia.
