Chapter 10 — Oh Shit! It’s Mike [v3]

Francis Michael (Mike) Iriarte

Mike and Gibby enlisted together
in January of 1941. Gibby became
an Army Air Force Cadet and
graduated as a bombardier from
the Victorville Flying School in
February of 1943. George
followed Gibby’s lead and would
eventually graduate from the
Deming Flying School in New
Mexico.  Mike would closely
follow George and graduated with
the same specialty from Victorville
on May 8, 1943.

Victorville Arsy Flying School

Victorville, California

announces the graduation of

(Class 43-7

Bombardiers

Saturday afiernoon, May cighth
Nisctocn bindred and vty thrce

at one- dxirl_v oclock

Post Theatre

w{; a e ‘Z‘ At
772 A

This was one of the few photos Hazel
kept of Mike and his sister in front of
Grace Methodist Church in New York
City. Mike is wearing his bombardier

wings so this photo was taken mid-to-
late 1943 before he shipped out for
combat.




Mike was assigned to the Tenth Air Force as bombardier of a crew on a B-24 Liberator operating
in the China-Burma-India Theatre flying missions over the Andaman Islands and other targets
near Port Blair. His home base was Padaveswar Air Base in eastern India.
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The Consolidated B-24 Liberator was an American heavy bomber, designed by Consolidated
Aircraft of San Diego, California. It was known within the company as the Model 32, and a
small number of early models were sold under the name LB-30, for Land Bomber. The B-24 was
used in World War 11 by several Allied air forces and navies, and by every branch of the
American armed forces during the war, attaining a distinguished war record with its operations in
the Western European, Pacific, Mediterranean, and China-Burma-India Theaters.

Mass production was brought into full force by 1943 with the
aid of the Ford Motor Company through its newly constructed
Willow Run facility, where peak production had reached one B-
Y 24 per hour and 650 per month in 1944. Other factories soon
48 followed. The B-24 ended World War 11 as the most produced

s Allied heavy bomber in history, and the most produced
American military aircraft at over 18,400 units, due largely to
Henry Ford and the harnessing of American industry. It still
holds the distinction as the most-produced American military
aircraft.

Often compared with the better-known B-17 Flying Fortress, the B-24 was a more modern
design with a higher top speed, greater range, and a heavier bomb load; however, it was also
more difficult to fly, with heavy control forces and poor formation-flying characteristics. Popular
opinion among aircrews and general staffs tended to favor the B-17's rugged qualities above all
other considerations in the European Theater. The placement of the B-24's fuel tanks throughout
the upper fuselage and its lightweight construction, designed to increase range and optimize
assembly line production, made the aircraft vulnerable to battle damage. The B-24 was notorious
among American aircrews for its tendency to catch fire. Moreover, its high fuselage-mounted
"Davis wing" also meant it was dangerous to ditch or belly land, since the fuselage tended to
break apart. Nevertheless, the B-24 provided excellent service in a variety of roles thanks to its
large payload and long range.

The United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) took delivery of its first B-24As in 1941. The sole
B-24 in Hawaii was destroyed by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941. Like
the RAF, the USAAF used them as transports at first. American B-24s entered combat service in
1942 when on 6 June, four B-24s from Hawaii staging through Midway Island attempted an
attack on Wake Island, but were unable to find it on 12 June 1942, 13 B-24s flying from Egypt
attacked the Axis-controlled oil fields and refineries around Ploiesti, Romania.

Over the next three years, B-24 squadrons deployed to all theaters of the war: African, European,
China-Burma-India, the Battle of the Atlantic, the Southwest Pacific Theater and the Pacific
Theater. In the Pacific, the B-24 (and its twin, the U.S. Navy PB4Y Privateer) was eventually
designated as the standard heavy bomber to simplify logistics and to take advantage of their
longer range, replacing the shorter-range B-17 which had served early in the war along the
perimeter of the Pacific from the Philippines, Australia, Espiritu Santo, Guadalcanal, Hawaii,
and during the Battle of Midway from Midway Island.



Air operations in India started to build in Assam, India. The Chabua Air Base was built in 1939.
During World War 11 it was a major supply point for the ferrying of supplies to Generalissimo
Chiang Kai-shek's forces in and around Kunming, China. This was known as "Flying the Hump".
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The Japanese occupation of Burma in 1942 had cut off the Burma Road, the last land route by
which the Allies could deliver aid to the Chinese Government of Chiang Kai-shek. Until the
Burma Road could be retaken and the Ledo Road completed, the only supply route available was
the costly and dangerous route for transport planes over the Himalayas between India'a Assam
Valley and Kunming, China. This route became known as the Himalayan Hump or simply The
Hump.

Operated initially by the United States Army Air Forces Ferrying Command (Later Air Transport
Command) China Ferrying Command (later ATC India China Wing). The 1st Ferrying (later
Transport) Group operated three squadrons of C-47 Skytrain and C-46 Commando aircraft from
Chabua. The airfield was also an important layover stop of the ATC Karachi-Kunming air
transport route. Flights operated west to Agra Airport, Willingdon Airfield (New Delhi), Gaya
Airport, Assam (Borjhar Airport) and east into Dali Airport, and Kunming (Wujiaba Airport) in
China

While the route kept the transports relatively free from enemy attack (Enemy action destroyed
only seven aircraft, killing 13 men) it led over rugged terrain, through violent storms, with snow
and ice at the higher altitudes the planes flew over the mountains. Flying the Himalayan Hump
would turn out to be some of the most dangerous flying in the world. Over the course of action
there were 460 aircraft and 792 men lost. Still, the operations were a success. There were
167,285 trips that moved 740,000 tons of material to support Chinese troops and other Allied
forces.

In addition to the ATC transport units, elements of the Tenth Air Force 380th Bombardment
Group, 375th Bombardment Squadron operated B-24 Liberators from the airfield, flying long
range bombardment missions into Burma, south China, Thailand (Bangkok) and well as French
Indochina (Haiphong). A total of 8 B-24s were lost. Also the B-24s were used to ferry aircraft
fuel into China.



India Air Task Force (IATF)

As autumn of 1943 brought clearing weather to India and Burma, it was realized that the India
Air Task Force, activated on 3 October, would face serious responsibilities. There were signs of
Japanese preparations to move northward from Myitkyina toward Fort Hertz, and it was believed
that the enemy would make a determined effort to bomb the vitally important but highly
vulnerable air installations in Assam. [Fort Hertz was a remote British Military outpost in
northeastern Burma in the district of Putao in what is now the Kachin State near the present town
of Putao. It was named after William Axel Hertz. Hertz led the first expeditions into the far north
of Burma in 1888, was responsible for the 1912 Gazetteer of Kachin Hills area and served as the
first Deputy Commissioner of the Government in the Putao District. The military post was
established in 1914 and given the name Fort Hertz in 1925 on the retirement of William Hertz
from the Indian Civil Service].

Caleb V. Haynes (soon to be promoted to brigadier general) was given command of the new task
force, which comprised all combat units then in India, with the dual mission of defending Assam
and doing everything possible to check the enemy drive toward Fort Hertz.

On paper the IATF had nine squadrons, but not one was fully prepared for combat operations. Of
the four heavy bombardment squadrons of the 7th Group, the 9th had not yet been returned from
the Middle East, the 436th was just receiving its component of aircraft, and the other two, the
492d and 493d, were mere cadres. The recently activated 341st Bombardment Group (M) had
only three squadrons in India, and two of them, the 490th and 491st, were without aircraft. The
22d Squadron was just receiving its planes and had not completed training. A detachment of the
26th Fighter Squadron had moved to Dinjan, but the other squadron of the 51st Fighter Group,
the 25th, was in training at Karachi.

During the summer months the defense of Assam had consisted largely of monsoon weather. As
the end of the rainy season neared, Haynes moved the remainder of the 26th Fighter Squadron to
Assam and alerted the partially trained 25th Squadron, but before the defenses of Assam could
be greatly bolstered, the long-expected Japanese assault took place. On 25 October flights of
enemy bombers and fighters appeared over targets in Assam almost before warning of their
approach was received. Fortunately three American fighters were already airborne and six others
managed to take off, but the element of surprise made it impossible for them to throw up more
than a token defense. The attack obviously was planned with full knowledge of conditions at the
several fields. Dinjan, Chabua, Mohanbari, and Sookerating were all hit, but only the important
airdromes at Dinjan and Chabua were heavily bombed. In all, approximately one hundred
Japanese planes took part in the mission, the bombers releasing their bombs at 8,000 feet to
12,000 feet and the fighters dropping down to 100 feet to strafe. Severe damage was done to
runways and buildings, but the most serious loss was in parked aircraft. Five transports and
seven fighters were completely destroyed, while four transports and thirteen fighters were badly
damaged. Enemy losses consisted of six fighters, two reconnaissance planes, and one bomber.

On the following day a number of enemy aircraft estimated at from thirty-two to fifty made
strafing sweeps over the same area, concentrating on Sookerating. Again the interval between
reception of the alarm and appearance of the attackers was too short to permit interception. On



this occasion no planes were lost on the ground, but a freight depot containing food and medical
supplies intended for China was burned. Two enemy planes were destroyed by ground fire. A
third raid on 28 October, thought to be largely for the purpose of reconnaissance, did little
damage.

Immediately after the raids on Assam all available fighters in India were rushed there. The 26th
Fighter Squadron was established at Dinjan, while the 25th Squadron arrived from Karachi on 31
October to take up its duties at Sookerating. Additional antiaircraft batteries arrived on the day
after the first raid, but ground defenses were still inadequate. Moreover, the air warning net could
not be improved until more equipment arrived. Because of this tenuous situation an appeal for
the return from the Middle East of all Tenth Air Force personnel and aircraft.

By the end of 1943 the 10™ Air Force was back in action and the B-24 heavies extended their
attempted interdiction of Japanese supply lines to Burma by water approaches by beginning a
series of raids on Port Blair in the Andaman Islands.

Either fearing to risk their aircraft or unable to make interceptions, the Japanese offered no aerial
resistance to these heavy bomber missions. They did, however, begin a counteroffensive
bombardment late in December. In the face of ineffective interception by RAF fighters, they
repeatedly attacked docks and shipping at Calcutta and Chittagong and damaged airfields at Dum
Dum, Alipore on the southern outskirts of Calcutta, and Fenny. As the year came to an end the
exchange of bombing attacks continued with neither offensive effort meeting effective
resistance.

By January 1943 headquarters of the IATF had been established at Barrackpore near Calcutta,
and the following deployment of combat units was completed: the 25th and 26th Fighter
Squadrons were at Sookerating and Dinjan, in Assam; the 436th and 492d Bombardment
Squadrons (H) were at Gaya; the 9th and 493d Bombardment Squadrons (H) at Pandaveswar; the
22d and 491st Bombardment Squadrons (M) at Chakulia; and the 490th Bombardment Squadron
(M) at Ondal. The newly activated squadrons, though not yet at full strength, were ready to
participate in combat, and it appeared that for the first time the Tenth Air Force was in position
to challenge Japanese air supremacy in Burma. Although deployment and training had advanced
to a stage permitting combat operations, other fundamental problems had to be worked out
before the IATF could hope to achieve success comparable to that of the CATF. The Tenth Air
Force as a whole was a fairly well-balanced organization, with one heavy group, one medium
group, and two fighter groups. Yet requirements of the task force in China, where many fighters
were necessary and only a few bombers could be supported, had left a badly balanced task force
in India. Responsibility for carrying out the major phase of the Tenth's mission, protection of the
Hump operation, was divided between the two task forces, but enemy deployment and the
geography of the theater made it inevitable that the IATF should bear the greater part of this
burden.

This might have contributed to the appalling results of Mike Iriarte’s last mission on April 15,
1944,




Images of Pandasveswar — 1943




Aircraft number 42-100243 left Pandaveswar Air Base on the morning of April 15, 1944.

Above: The entire 9" Bomb Squadron at
and on one of their B-24 Bombers. Mike is
there somewhere.

Left: Pandaveswar Airfield as it appeared
in 1945

Below Right: Ground crews eagerly await
the return of their aircraft (and friends)

Below Left: Pandaveswar today
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The targets were the airfield and docks at Port Blair in the Andaman Islands.
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Mike might not have known it at the time but ironically once again he was closely following
Gibby’s path taking off from an airfield only 17 miles northwest of where Gibby began his last
mission on December 1, 1943 from Panagarh. Both had an uneventful trip over the Bay of
Bengal - but neither would make it home. His mother, Leonora Capote, of West 104™ Street,
New York City, received the awful telegram from the war department in late April. Hazel and
all of 104™ Street surely heard about it immediately. The details, however, remained classified
for years.

I
& Mike's Last Missiof]

Mike would be flying in the lead aircraft in the traditional box formation. | remember George
telling me years later that was not a good place to be as the anti-aircraft batteries on the ground
always aimed for the front of the squadron. Enemy aircraft in the air also knew the lead plane in
a box set the direction of the bombing run and the release point. Thus, they tried to take that one
out first.




Like Rangoon, Burma at the beginning of the war, the Andaman Islands were heavily fortified
by the Japanese with significant air, sea and ground forces. Mike’s squadron was probably met
by hostile forces some 50 to 100 miles before landfall. They would rely on their own gunners
and escort fighters to protect them. Unfortunately, they would be overwhelmed as you can see
from the following declassified missing aircraft as reported by an eye witnesses flying in the
same formation (MACR # 4199).




On the 18 ,April 1944 while partioipating on a combat mission we
wore attecked by enemy fightirse The first pass kmooked ocut number
twe engine of our lead ship flown by Lieut, STANLEY M, ALLISON, Thisg
engine was foathered, The secnd pass atarted number one engine en
fires All passes from then on were oomoentrated on the orippled ship,
We were flying on his right and could see that the right waist gun,
the tail turret gume and the left gun on the nose turrett were not
firinge Lieut, Allison pulled ocut of the formation and was flying at
spproximgtely 300 feets Four parachutes wew=e geen to open, three lsnde
od in the water and the other landed in some trees on the island, fosing
altitude rapidly it appeared that he was trying to meke a lending in
the watery, Due to the loss of his two engines he oould not complets his
attempt and orached into the sea about 100 yards from the gshores Upmn
impact with the water the ship exploded and burst into flames whioh died
out imuediately. Through the smoke we could still see the tail of the

plane protruding above the water,
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Apparently the targeting of Mike’s lead aircraft was intentional given the number of passes the
Japanese fighters made to make sure it was down. It must have happened just before the

bombing run since the last reported position of the aircraft was in the water just off Interview
Island west of Smith Island — still 84 miles north of Port Blair.

The area remains undeveloped jungle to this day.




While at first Mike was listed as MIA, he was not listed as officially killed in action until
February of 1946. His sacrifice is remembered at an American Cemetery in the
Philippines along with his entire crew — none of who were ever found (navigator Charles
Kaufman is the only name not listed in the Defense Prisoner of War — Missing Personnel
Office data base).

AMERICAN BATTLE MONUMENTS COMMISSION

Francis M. Iriarte

Second Lieutenant, U.S. Army Air Forces
Service # 0-744199

9th Bomber Squadron, 7th Bomber Group,
Heavy</H3< td>

Entered the Service from: New York

Died: 16-Feb-46

Missing in Action or Buried at Sea

Tablets of the Missing at Manila American Cemetery
Manila, Philippines

Awards: Distinguished Flying Cross, Air Medal, Purple
Heart

At the time, neither the commanders nor the families at
home wanted to tell George what happened. He was next.




