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CHAPTER 9

397th Bombardment Group - On 5 April 1944 Martin B-26 Marauder aircraft of the 397th Bombardment
Group started to arrive at Gosfield Air Base after a trans-Atlantic crossing from Hunter Army Airfield,
Georgia by the southern route via Africa.

However, no sooner had they arrived than they were moved to RAF Rivenhall when that airfield was

vacated by the 363d Fighter Group on 14 April. On the day following the departure of the 363d, the first
Martin B-26 Marauders of the 397th Bombardment Group arrived.

Rivenhall Airfield, England April 1944

596th Bombardment Squadron (X2) - The 596th was established in early 1943 as a B-26 Marauder
medium bomber group. Initially it was an Operational Training Unit under the Third Air Force in the
southeastern United States. It was realigned as an operational squadron and deployed to European
Theater of Operations (ETO) and assigned to Ninth Air Force in England in early 1944.

Engaged in tactical bombardment of enemy targets in France and the Low Countries in the spring of 1944,
also participated in the extensive bombardment of the D-Day invasion area in preparation for the
Operation Overlord landings in France. After D-Day, moved from England to Advanced Landing Grounds
in France, providing tactical bombardment of enemy strong points as well as bridges, railroads and other
targets in support of Allied ground forces during the Northern France Campaign. Supported the Western
Allied invasion of Germany during the spring of 1945, continuing combat operations against enemy targets
in Germany until the German Capitulation in May 1945. Squadron demobilized in France during the
summer of 1945,

returning personnel and 596th Bombardment Squadron
equipment to the United

States. Inactivated as a
paper unit during
December 1945.

The group's identification
marking was a vyellow
diagonal band across

bqth sides of the vertical Squadron Markings:
tailplane. X2 Fuselage Codes
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Over the next few days, more than 60 'bare metal' B-26s were to
be seen on the Rivenhall hardstands. Although fresh from the
training grounds in south-eastern United States, and having only
reached the UK early in April, the 397th undertook its first combat
mission on 20 April: an attack on a Pas de Calais V-1 missile site.

During its tenure of Rivenhall, the 397th undertook 56 bombing
missions, 32 of them attacks on bridges. Other targets were enemy
airfields, rail junctions, fuel and ammunition stores, V-weapon sites
and various military installations in France and the Low Countries.
During these missions a total of 16 B-26s were missing in action and
several others wrecked in crash-landings at the base.

GEORGE’S LAST MISSION

The Briefing

The “Excalibur” shoulder patch worn by

the airmen at Rivenhall
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Every briefing is a matter of life
and death. Some men will not
return. Air crews listen
attentively, professionally, to
the details of the mission. But
almost subconsciously each
man is appraising his odds;
depth of penetration into
enemy skies; expected flack
and fighter resistance; friendly
cover or lack of it; aircraft
position in flight, squadron,
group, wing. Some handled it
with confidence and some with
trepidation — but they were all
committed to do their part.
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Milk Run photo from Rivenhall
site. Formation of Martin B-26Bs
of the 397th Bomb Group. Closest
two aircraft are B-26B-55-MA S/N
42-96137 (9F-Y) and 42-96191
(9F-N) "Milk Run Special" of the
597th BS, 397th BG, 9th AF. The
other B-26's are from the 598th
Bomb Squadron. (U.S. Air Force
photo)

42-96137 was shot down on May
13,1944.

42-96191 was shot down on June
24,1944,

THE MISSION - It is often said ocean waves and bad news come in sets of three. First Gibby was gone.
Then Mike was missing. Now, Hazel scoured the newspapers every day looking for some news of George.

(Otticial U. 8. Army Alr Foroes foto from A P.)
ON THE NOSE Huge column of smoke rises from Nazi

* rail junction at Busigny, in northern
France, as Yank bomber of 9th Air Force gets direct hit. Yesterday
nearly 1,750 U. S. bombers and fighters smashed into Germany for
fifth time this week to pound an aireraft assembly plant at Tutow
and rail yards at Osnabruek. ~

This prayer was clipped from a newspaper and

posted on the first page of Hazel’s scrapbook.
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(otncial ire
Crewmen of Mild and Bitter, a B-26
100TH MISSION COMPLETED, (e o i wnd Bier s e
gather in front of plane in England to celebrate com of 100th mission over Conti~
nent, L. to r., Lieu mmmm‘?om;m Harp, Blytheville, Ark.; Capt.
' Paul Al Kans.; ‘Wallace 3 .
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Unknown to Hazel[ the first clipping on April 22nd was George’s first mission. All other clippings
came after May 12'™. She was unaware that something very bad had happened on May 8". And
then, just after she put these encouraging clipping in her scrapbook, a letter arrived from
George’s pilot, George Parker
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The telegram from the war department confirmed the worst one week later.

*
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:THE SECRETARY OF WAR DESIRES ME TO EXPRES s H1S DEf

" THAT YOUR HUSBAND SECOMD LIEUTEHANT GEORGE A HOFNANN HAS

fBEEh‘ REPORTED KISSING It ACTION SINCE "IGHT MAY OVER
FRANCE PFRICD {F FURTHER DETAILS OR OTHER INFORMA TlOl‘}

-

P REGRET

The third and final secret Missing Air Crew Report for this inseparable band of brothers had been issued

on May 10, 1944, Hazel’s twenty-second birthday.
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GROUP (N)

HEADQUARTERY 39TTH BOMBARDMENY
APO § 140, Us 8. Army
\/la‘o
Missing Air Crew Report. v

Commanding Gemeral, Ninth Air Force, AFO # 696, U. 5. Ammy
ATTENTION: 26th 8/C/U.

Oomaanding Gemeral, Ninth Bomber Command, APO # 160, U. 8. Army
ATTENTION: Stat Contrels

Commanding Officer, 98th (lombat Bombardment Wing, APO 140, 7. 8. Ammy
ATTENTION: Stat Control.

. In oompliance with Ninth Alr Force memorandum 36-8, the following report
is submitted.

le ORGANIZATION: Looatiom 168; Ninth Bamber Cesmand; 397th Group; 596th
squadron.
2, SPECIFY: Point of de e 168; Cousse 175%; Intended Dostinationm,
Keilroad Bridges at OISSEL; Type of Mission, Opsraticnal,
8¢ WEATHER CONDITIONS AND VISIBILITY AT TIME OF CRASH OR WHEN LAST REPORTED:
Light thin scattered cumulus 1/10 to 2/10 cloud cover botween 2«5000', visibility
10 miles,
4« GIVE: (a) Date, 8 May 1944; Time, 1015; Looation, Hear ABANCOURT FRANCE.
(b) Last Sighteds
6 AIRCRAFT WAS LOST AS A RESULT OF: Baemy Auti-Alreralt.
6e AIRCRAFT: Type, Model and Series B=26B; AAF Serial Number 42«96143.
Te ENGINES: Type, Model and Series, R=2800=45; AAV Serial Number (a)
0=813512«L, (b) O=81523«R.
84 INSTALLED WEAPONS: Cal 50 M2 Browning Machine guns as follows: 802734,
607368, 603173, 1077088, 1077608, 1077744, 1077560,587947,388066,386441,586366,
9¢ THE PERSONS LISTED BELOW WERE REPORTED AS BATTLE CASUALTIES.
10. NUMBER OF PIRSONS ABORD AIRCRAFT: Crew 6; Total 6.
Croew Position Name in full Rank
. Freeman, Elmer El’-ytan 2nd LT, 0 - {%
2, Co=Pilot Wmlter, Harry Elwood 2nd Lt 0-806589 R
5. Bombardied Hofmann, Gearge Adam 2nd Lt. 0-741810 . RTD
4. Bugineer Young, Oscar Bugene :,t. 39862086 R TO
Bgte
m'

Serial Number

6. Radio f(Hod .11k, Henry Joseph 32766661 - K/
6s Guaner xRose, MAriom (NMI) 36623274 ATV
BELOW ARE THOSE PERSONS WHO HAVE LAST KNOWLEDGE OF AIRCRAFT:
1. ‘Browa, Francis E. 1lst Lt. O=T27846 last Sighted
2. Ganther, Richard A« F/0 T~61336 last Sighted
8+ FHumphries, Winfred E. 2nd Lt, 0-741180 last Sighted
4+ Buscheri, John 8/sgt. 11088629  Last Sighted
65+ Dabkowski, Peter Sgt. 11044808 Iast Sighted
6. Ragard, Anthony J.  8/5gt. 12216276 . Last Sighted
7« Flowers, William V. 1lst Lt. 0~796454 Iast
8+ Elliott, Paul E. 2nd Lt. 0-812237 last
9¢ Carl, Soott W. 8/Bgt. 19088505  Last
10s Coffman, Linden B. !/ls. 1545301 last
11, Soonzert, Hilary C. Sgte 16166767 last
12, Gray, Monte D. 8/5gt. 16144698  lLast
13+ 1Illanes, Gregory H., lst Lt. 0-437416 last
14, Ridenour, Albert R. 2nd Lte 0=-812312 Last
16 Iuvara, Alfred 2nd Lt. C=741181 Last
16, Pensinger, Hubert R. T/8gt. 35682010  last
17« Willse, Martin J Sgte 32765458 1ast
18, Miller, Floya * 8/sgt. 14046471  last
12, It is unknown whether any of the persomnel survived.
13. Vo merial photographs of that area available.
14. No eyewitness description of missing plane, caly sighted it going
out of formation.
16« No search made by this Group for missing aircraft.
For the Group Commander :

* G AN ) -
K. C. DEMPSTER,
Major, Air Corps,
8=3
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\

Distributor Mulag Iuft, Oberurcel
24 Mpy 1944

Downing and POW Report

Luft Command Felgium/North France, 8 May 44

KU 1760
Discharge Yo, Shot down by Place of Crash Alreraft type
1 ! 10236 W Andberville, 15 km Marsuder
enst wsoutheast of
Diepre
POY Rezarks
2 men captureds 2nd Lt VWalter Earry E, O 805529 Disposition of

2nd Lt Hofmann, George A, O 741310 the rest Unknown
Set Rose, Marian, 35623274
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Local Quarters 8 Nay 1944

Alrtase Command
B (v) 227/X1 Placo: Abveville

F'nall Report Concerning Air Forces Personnel
Date of Crash} 8 May, at 1036 hours
T n—
Place ¢f Crask: Avberville, 15 km east southeast of Dieppe
Aircraft type: Marwder, on its way dack

Identification markingst Fun side, 296
43

%ind of landingt Crashed on fire, 100% destruction

Kind of Captures By flak

Dispoeition of the Crew
2 men captured
234 Lt VWelter Harry E,, O 805539, captured in Angerville, 1055 hours
A\t Hofmann, George A., 0 741310, captured in St, Wast., Bouioueville, 1110 hours

Sgt Ross. Mrrion, 35623274, captured in BoscGeffroy

KU 1760
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The story is more complicated than simply captured as shown in this terse report®. Pilot Elmer Freeman’s
crew was short a bombardier on May 8, 1944. George’s regular crew on the Missouri Mule Il, piloted by
George Parker, was not scheduled to fly that day. Wanting to get another mission-completed-credit

CHAPTER 9 — GEORGE

towards a trip home, George volunteered.

The target was in northern France. It was a short flight south over the English Channel into occupied and
highly fortified Nazi territory. The formation left the Rivenhall air space on a heading of 173° bound for
the QOissel Railroad Bridges — one of many links supplying the German western front that needed to be

knocked out before the Operation Overlord D-Day invasion at Normandy in June.

Birmingham
(o)

wrAmste

England

Netherlands
d Gosfield*Airbase
RivenhallFAirbase d

wrLondon=

o Brugesi
ElemishiRegion

BrusselsyzBrussel
Belgium
ollille

Nord-Pas-de-Calais Walloon:d

olle Hayre
% HautezNormandie

Oissel,'France .
- RS

it

i

IBasse-Normandie :
abaris ChampagnesArdenn

% The full story of 2" Lt George A. Hofmann’s WWII experience has been compiled and published in a 1,600 page, 23 chapter,

two-volume book set available for free at https://untoldvetstories.com.
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A \\\\‘ Qissel RR Bridge

\

\

Bombing Run — Inbound at 173°

& Oissel' RR'Bridge
—

O0issel®

\O\we!, France,

X

Oissel Rail Yard and Bridge looking North

In spite of heavy anti-aircraft activity in
bombing thus far, no B-26s had been lost in 14
missions. However, there were always a few
who had just enough luck to return to England
— a testament to the survivability of the B-26
Marauder and other American aircraft.
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The bombardier/navigator had the best seat in the house. It is like riding in the front seat of a glass roller
coaster. Exhilarating!! But sometimes fatal.

RTINS p— Lo i M2 S TN R b TR T

PABE i

But on May 8, 1944, their luck ran out! While the Oissel Railroad Bridges were destroyed ...
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- oA
SOUCCE : www.oisselnet DAuteur inconnu

oissel : les ponts bombardés 1946 01

On their final approach to the
targeted Railroad Bridges at
Oissel, France, the mission
came under very heavy anti-
aircraft ground fire and
George’s plane was hit by flak.
With both engines smoking
they pealed out of formation
and ran for the English Channel
and safety. They began their
retreat with a long turn to the
east and then north. By the
time Aircraft 42-96143 had
reached Abancourt, France, it
could no longer maintain
altitude and was seen by escort
fighters heading 270° - due
west — still trying to make the
Normandy coast. Protected by
the escorting fighters, the
order was given by pilot ElImer
Freeman to bail out and the
crew landed in the woods near
St.  Vaast  d’Equiqueville,
France, just seven miles short
of Dieppe and the coast. The
plane crashed very near the
village of Auberville’.

e
o

»

‘ @isseliRRY

o Elbeuf:

Bridge

... the mission had a steep cost.
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Over the next few days as B-26 crews and their fighter pilot escorts debriefed, more details were reported.

Aircraft 42-96143 was seen crashing on fire and 100% destroyed - but the crew may have survived.

SECRET (Debriefing)

596™ BOMBARDMENT SQUADRON (M)

397™ BOMBARDMENT GROUP (M) Station 168, England

15 June 1944

Spitfire escort reports six chutes from this aircraft landing in a wooded area.

The following crew members were reported missing in action:

Pilot — Elmer C. Freeman, 2" Lt. — 0-805432
Co-Pilot — Harry E. Walter, 2" Lt. — 0-805539

Bombardier — George A. Hofmann, 2™ Lt. — 0-741310

Engineer Gunner — Oscar E. Young, Sgt. — 39852035
Radio Gunner — Henry J. Hoderlik, S/Sgt. — 3276661
Gunner — Marion (NMl) Rose, Sgt. 35623274

Three of the six crew members were able to avoid capture but three were not. The three escapees
including Freeman, Young and Hoderlik, were taken by the French Underground Forces and hidden for
several months in an attempt to get them back to Allied Forces. Bitterly, on their last leg home, a double
agent turned them into the Gestapo. With no military identification they were sent to Buchenwald

Concentration Camp as spies.?

George also momentarily escaped into the woods but was
forced to return to his parachute to retrieve his dog tags, his
only military identification. Without those he could be labeled
a spy and could be executed on the spot. That delay cost him

his freedom and he was captured by three armed German |

soldiers.

While | have not yet found the original German newspaper
source, the following photograph from the archives of the #

United States Air Force Academy in Colorado, shows the
moment of capture of an airman near his Irvin parachute. |
believe it is a photograph of 2" Lt. George A Hofmann at the
beginning of his nightmare. | am certain that is his face and it is
exactly the way my father described the moment to my brother
and |, at one of the very few times he ever talked about the War.

German POW Photo Home recovering in 1947

o

27y~
NER RS,

10 A documentary film, “The Lost Airmen of Buchenwald”, produced by pilot ‘Easy” Freeman’s grandson, Mike Dorsey, aired in

2011 featuring conversations with the pilot and some of the crew.
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The Longest Mission - Missions that end as MIA or in capture and POW status are often referred to as,
“The Longest Mission”. Unlike daily sorties that began before dawn and ended when the crews returned
later that same day, The Longest Missions began before dawn and proceeded with an uncertain length,
uncertain sequence of events and an uncertain ending. For George, he would face one year of
uncertainties before being liberated and coming home. While one year might not seem that bad,
unrelenting abuse and anxiety for that long permanently scars your life.

Having your aircraft blown up from under you, partial deployment of your parachute causing permanent
physical injuries that would remain untreated and staring down the barrels of loaded rifles were only the
beginning. With his fellow captives, he was:

e paraded unprotected through Frankfurt in Germany where hostile citizen cursed, struck and spit
on them,

e put in solitary confinement with no windows or food for more than one week at Dulag Luft, the
main interrogation center for Allied Airmen POWs at Oberursel near Frankfort,

Solitary confinement cell at Dulag Luft
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e crammed in forty-and-eight cattle cars and transported without relief, food or water, across the
German countryside to prison camp Stalag Luft lll in Sagan, Poland,

e fed poorly and sometimes not at all for extended
periods. (These clandestine photos show the staples in
the German ration for one man, one week — black bread,
a few vegetables and “soup”. Shown is the meat which
sometimes went into the once-a-day soup issue. It was
usually the carcass or head of an old ox or horse from
which all the useful meat had been gleaned),

o fighting dysentery and other communicable diseases in
unsanitary conditions — no hot water, showers or toilets

In spite of it all, the prisoners watched out for one another and collectively kept their spirits high with
whatever sports, arts and music they could muster, religious ceremonies and sporadic but great support
from the Red Cross. Perhaps the best medicine was the ability to write and receive letters from home —
albeit, censored and unpredictable.
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Hazel began writing immediately when his POW status was confirmed and she was given an address. Their
letters to each other went unanswered and, in fact, undelivered for many months, but once the system
began to work, forty-four letters in all were exchanged.

George began writing as a POW at the end of May, 1944. As of the date of this twelfth letter on July 29th
he had still not heard from home. In his own handwriting, the contents of this letter tell the entire story:

My Dearest Hazel - July 29, 1944

Here goes my last letter for this month. | have been writing to you for about two-months now, | hope
you at least get one of my letters.

How is everything at home? | hope you and Johnnie are both well and happy. | guess he is doing a
million new things since | seen him last.

Have you heard from Bob [Swayze] and Mike [Iriarte] recently? And has anything more been heard
from Gib [Rauh]? If he is safe, | hope he is as well as | am. It sure is going to be swell getting together
with everyone again dfter this war is over.

You will have to forgive my jumping around in this letter, Hon. You see, there isn’t too much that |
can write about. Just as long as you know | am safe that is all that counts.

You be good now sweets and ta/c of you and Johnnie for me. |love you so very much, Honey. Regards
totally, George
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Thirty-two additional letters were exchanged and the theme remained the same. On September 10™", he
again asked about Gibby and still had not received letters from home. On September 29t he turned
twenty-six — still no mail. Finally, on October 15, the avalanche of backed up letters began to arrive. He
must have read them dozens of times. By November, photographs arrived as did the tears of joy to hear
and see something from home.
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December 1944, the month of miracles, did not disappoint. Packages mailed six months before, arrived
along with a bundle of eighteen letters. It provided momentary respite from the misery of being alone,
far from home, in a hostile environment, at Christmas. It probably saved his sanity, if not his life itself.

Then in January of the New Year, the letters home to family stopped coming!

The European Death March — By January, the Russian Army was closing in on the eastern front. Prison
Camps and other German installations in Poland were at risk. It was clear to the Third Reich they would
lose the war and to secure more favorable surrender terms, Hitler ordered the evacuation of all Stalag
Luft POW Camps to his headquarters location at Berchtesgaden in the Bavarian Alps. He would offer the
lives of tens-of-thousands of Allied Airmen in exchange for his terms of surrender. If his terms were not
accepted, he would give orders to the SS to have them all killed.

On a moment’s notice, Stalag Luft Ill and other camps across
German occupied territory were ordered to evacuate. In
Sagan, prisoners had less than one hour to grab everything they
could carry and head out into the worst blizzard of the century.
They would march for weeks and again be packed into forty-
and-eight cattle cars for seemingly endless hours. Four-
hundred miles later, those who had not died or been shot along
the way, arrived at prison camps Stalag XIIID at Nuremburg
then on to Stalag VIIA at Moosberg in southern Germany.
There, 280,000 prisoners would be packed into camps
designed to hold 40,000. Conditions were worse than they had
ever been.
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It all came to chaotic by mercifully quick end on April 29, 1945.
General Patton bashed the gates in at Moosberg without a shot
being fired proclaiming, “l am going to kill the bastards that did
this.” The next day, Adolf Hitler and Eva Braun committed
suicide. It was over in Europe. But it was far from over for the
POWs.

Now the old adage learned in boot camp came home to roost
once again as hundreds of thousands of POWs and soldiers
needed to go home or be reassigned to the Pacific theater —
“hurry up and wait” was the order of the day. For those being
redeployed, delay was a good thing. For the POW’s just wanting
to go home, it was maddening.

Going Home — The logistics were horrendous. Due to limited
transport capacity, a point system was implemented to identify
those most worthy of being first. George won the lottery and
was one of the first. He would wait for days near an airfield for
transportation to one of the “Cigarette Camps’ in northern
France where he would be clothed, fed, medically treated and
debriefed several times. This again would last weeks but now
they were being treated well.
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George’s third stop was le Havre, France, where on May 16" he boarded

the SS John Ericsson. On May 30, 1945, he was back in the United States.

While this may seem like a joyous occasion, many of the returnees were
in bad physical, mental and emotional shape. The process for being

discharged was well-oiled by mid-1945 and typically repatriated soldiers
were back in civilian life in one to two weeks. For many, however, there would be long periods of
hospitalization, convalescence and counselling to deal with the horrors burned into their souls and the
shock of coming home to a world quite different from the one they had left.

George was finally discharged on 1939
December 1, 1945, six grueling )
months of rehabilitation later. His
medical records are depressing to
read. No words could ever
describe it - his face tells the whole
story ...

1941

Carefree

The photo at the right was taken in
early June just a few days after
arriving home. His questions
about Gibby and Mike were finally
answered — he now knew he was
alone.

Defeated

159





