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PERSONNEL

We’ve read the things written about us. We have read everything that has come our way, anything which provided a sound basis for the arguments of the nightly forums of the dimly lighted tent area. It is possible that the writers who studied us through their fourth dimensional microscopes have analyzed us correctly: They glamorized our pilots and painted our gunners with that star-gazing gleam in their eyes, but most of them missed the ordinary things. A pilot climbing stiffly out of the high cockpit, too worn and tired to do anything but make out the form one and to head for camp and a few hours' rest. A gunner working out on his guns until late at night. and then going out on a mission at dawn. No one can know what it is to work on the line until the experience is given. The hot, gritty dust whipping across the parked plane, fouling the engines, even beneath the canvas, working into the precise prop mechanisms. It might not be of interest to a writer to watch a truck load of crewchiefs, armorers, and ordnance men returning to their camp after ten or twelve or fourteen hours on the line. The mothers of those men would not recognize their own sons. A layer of dust so thick that it can be rolled back with the clenched fist is an effective method of attaining incognito.

We have read that there are few military organizations as complex as the air corps tactical unit. It might be true, because the modern fighting airplane, completely equipped, demands a considerable variety of specially trained men to keep it in fighting condition. It takes trained men to keep the ships ready to fly…. and highly trained men to get them off the ground, make the long run to the target, and bring them home again. It seems complex, yet, actually, the organization is broken down into neat, component parts which enables each man to know precisely his duty. and permits the entire organization to function smoothly, at peak effectiveness. This is the logical place to clear up at least one cliché which has been in use by civilians since the first Jenny staggered off the fields of France. The man who crews an airplane is a crewchief, member of the engineering department He is not a Grease Monkey. He is a tolerant man, because the very nature of his work demands patience, forbearance, and a deep understanding of human nature and pilots. He is a crewchief, a radio man
is a radio man, an armorer is an armorer, the gunner is a gunner. A straight line is often the shortest distance between any two points.

The Squadron was understrength when it first came overseas. As the new men came in to fill the vacancies, the responsibility for their training fell upon the older men. We have had gunners with fifty missions and more who have never had the benefit of a formal gunnery school. We have capable engineers, crewchiefs, who were overseas before they had begun to understand the first basic principles of maintenance. We have radio men of high rank and capabilities, without school certificates, self-taught. Armorers, ordnance, motor pool personnel, who had to get their knowledge the hard way. They had to work it out, under the sun, in the dust, the heat and the rain, in the open, unshielded revetments. The older men …... older in experience and with army schooling …. trained the new men until it was recognized they were capable of crewing planes, or ready for any of the precise duties demanded by the accurately built aircraft which are our squadron's weapons. The army is a school. It never suspends the training of its men. The training is only intensified on active duty, because necessity drives hard.
Engineers, Armorers, Gunners, Communications, Ordnance, Supply, Kitchen, Motor Pool, Medical. Departments within the Squadron. Coordinated to maintain, operate and fly the ships which are the open pride of every man, and provide the deepest reason for the discipline which can keep us over here, month into year, at peak efficiency. Beyond this division by departments, there is another and more evident division ….. combat and ground personnel. The Tables of Organization designate very clearly where the line is to be drawn. It is a necessary division, even if the individual man must be over-ridden to be forced into the pattern. This division only emphasizes the basic unity of the Squadron, because it proves that our record was made possible only by the fact of each man performing his assigned duty, every day …. even if it has meant that men have had to sidetrack their personal desires. There is no man knowing the A-20 who would not sell his soul to fly at least one mission in the beautiful ship-but the organization of the Air Corps makes it impractical, and impossible, for all men to fly combat. The Squadron has always known a unity of purpose and spirit, regardless of these necessary divisions. We like to believe that our ships have so bound us together. There is a satisfaction and a thrill in the flight of one of our own squadron ships which an airplane of another squadron cannot offer. We are A-20. There is no other weapon of war quite the same.

Combat personnel, and the ground echelon. Material for a long, boring novel about a man who wanted to fly, and through circumstances beyond his control, found himself duty-bound in the ground echelon of the Air Corps. The men who service the ships have long ago learned that all that is written is not true. Everyone flies over here, on the long moves, to the mainland, from area to area where work is to be done and materiel is to be found. It is not combat flying, of course, but the terrain of New Guinea is not a kindly terrain to any ship or man in trouble. Then there have always been the nocturnal visits of the Japanese, which are admitted to be one of the great common denominators of mankind. The slit-trenches, dug with mathematical care by all ranks, are always equally favored by all men. A bomb falling through the open bomb bays of an enemy airplane, droning high overhead, would not differentiate between the men who wore the silver wings, and the men who pulled the pre-flights, loaded the bombs, de-tuned the radios and heated the corned beef hash for two meals a day.

Unity in the Squadron was inescapable, because when a group of men must face together long weeks without mail, solid weeks of field rations, the lack of even the smallest of luxuries which meant that life was reduced to a level of plain and unadorned existence, a bond is formed that is not to be easily broken. If that novel about the earth-bound man is written, and it evolves that he is a bitter and frustrated personality, well, we will figure that he did not come out of the 89th. He would not have stayed around long, because this is a war in which personal hopes and ambitions must often be laid aside.

There is real satisfaction in working on a ship. It is an intricate, deadly and massive weapon, requiring conditioning equal to that given to a thoroughbred racing horse. The man assigned duties as crewchief on a ship recognizes his responsibility, because the men who fly his ship are entirely dependent upon his knowledge and ability. The men in the air have confidence in the knowledge that their ship is crewed by a reliable man, that each phase of the work necessary to keep their airplane's efficiency at peak has been covered by trained air corps men who go beyond their training because of the real recognition of their responsibility. A successful strike at enemy shipping, or a devastating raid upon an enemy airstrip, carries a keen, physical thrill for the men who participated in the mission, and carries a deep satisfaction for the men who watched their ships take off, because they were on that strike, through their work, their quick decisions, their steady, unremitting day after day efforts in the hot, dusty revetments and the open camp, where the routine work was accomplished.

Routine …. a word that covers territory, and looks out of place in an article discussing the Squadron's part in this war. The headlines of home must give the impression that our existence was made up of continuous action, without respite …. that we lived in a land of swamp, jungle, rain and blazing heat. The impression was more than half correct, but not in its entirety. The action has not been continuous, for no man or organization can bear action without rest for two years. But there has been more than one period when the combat crews and the men on the line have been very near exhaustion, beneath the strain of weeks of steady missions. There have been other periods, which saw our ships on the ground and the men actually looking for work, because we were waiting to move forward, or there were no targets requiring the close attention of our ships. It was contrast during all of our time overseas, but the well-established routine of camp life, line work and flight-readiness was always followed.

The days always begin early in the Squadron, without formality, when the Charge of Quarters walks through the area, blowing a whistle. Breakfast, and then a formation near the orderly room. Not a complete formation, for the crews are on the line early, often before the sun climbs over the mountains to push away the mists on the strip. The formation over, the men go to their jobs. Engineers, radio, armorers and gunners and ordnance to the line: the orderly room heads for their big tent: motor pool goes back to the never-ending job of keeping the vehicles in running condition. They all scatter, spread out to assigned duties, as they did the day before, and they will the day following. Seven days a week, month into month, their routine continues-the ships go out on missions that are briefly reported in press releases, and the life seems never-ending in its sameness. Until the orders come again, alerting us, to be ready for another long move forward. Then we know that it has paid off.

The saving quality of all men in war is humor. It is as necessary as food and mail, with an even higher priority, perhaps, because of the food we must anticipate, and the veritable droughts of mail that come without explainable cause. The humor will often reach a new height in irony … grim humor that might not be understandable to one not engaged in the same job …. but it is usually sound, and very logical humor that would drive a Boswell to distraction if he attempted to get it on record, and failed. The Cajun's classic, and profitable, gesture towards the Japanese and their inferior methods of manufacturing inferior timepieces, for example. He owned a watch made in Japan, and it proved to be unreliable as a time keeper in New Guinea. He wrote a uniquely insulting note, tied it to the watch, and a gunner heaved it through the bottom hatch of one of our old A-20'S over Lae. It was one way of doing business. The bull sessions that never end ….. beneath the wing of a ship, in the messhall, in the orderly room-but, at their very highest quality-in the tents at night, when the day is ended ….. it is at the bull-sessions where phrases, catch-words and tall stories deserving of immortality are born, and are borne away with the wind into the limbo of forgetfulness. This is typical of the army. We do not know if the armies of the Axis are provided with the same lifesaving ability to rid their lives of monotony, discomfort and danger with words that cut away to the bone of contention. It might be given only to the armies that are in the right, and must win in order to give the world a break. A captured Nip diary once told us of the poor quality of the motion pictures that were being sent to the Japanese troops in New Guinea. The writer said that during one showing the audience booed lustily, and got up and left the open-air theatre. His attitude encourages the belief that there is hope for his nation in the post-war world ….. and then it is offset by the words of a Japanese officer, who stated that his unit had been forced to live on herbs, roots and grass for three weeks, but maintained that "it was excellent training". . . . We have never developed the desire to exist on the grass and roots of New Guinea, and were inclined, at first, to believe that his entry was hard-won humor". The circumstances under which it was found, on his body after the fighting was ended, made it improbable that he knew the meaning of the word. Further proof, undeniably, that an army without humor cannot win.

It takes routine to win the war. Hard work, intelligent work-,but if the attitudes and duties are tempered by an irreligious refusal to glamorize and idealize our period of service, the total effect is bound to be greater. It is a serious business. There never has been a war fought which did not add its percentage of heartbreak and disillusionment to the world it hurt. We are no different than ordinary people, for if a ship goes down, and takes men with it-it means a loss which it is not good to think about too long or too often. If we must remain away from our people and our homes for two years, three years or longer, our one salvation is to disregard the loss, and to make our overseas tour of duty effective, disastrous to the enemy, and of value to our own lives. The Runyon Characters will help to make our squadron service memorable ….. the daily press releases, in the newspapers of home, which state that attack bombers again hit Manokwari or Babo . . . but, above all, there will be the consciousness of long association with men who formed a striking force that did a job against odds, and in stride, as if we were back on the sheltered fields of Savannah.
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