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CHAPTER 8
This was one of the few photos Hazel kept of 
Mike, capturing him 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.

To help him cope with the loss of Gibby upon 
his arrival at Panagarh Air Base, Mike was 
grounded and reassigned to the 9th

Bombardment Squadron twenty-three miles to 
the northwest to Pandaveswar Air Base, also in 
eastern India.  The 9th was a sister squadron to 
the 436th in the Tenth Air Force.  As with all of 
the squadrons in the 7th Bombardment Group, 
Mike would serve as bombardier on a B-24 
Liberator operating in the China-Burma-India 
Theatre. His primary missions would take him 
to Port Blair in the Andaman Islands, a major 
Japanese held port in the eastern Bay of 
Bengal.

B-24 Liberator – the “Flying Boxcar”
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Images of Pandaveswar, India – 1943 
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Above:  The entire 9th Bomb Squadron at 
Pandaveswar on one of their B-24 
Bombers.  You might think Mike is in this 
photo somewhere, but this photo was 
taken in March of 1945.

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

Below Left:  Pandaveswar Airfield as it 
appeared in 1945

Below Right: Pandaveswar today
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Mike’s longest mission – Combat missions for Mike began on his 25th birthday – March 16, 1944.  It is 
not clear how many missions he would have flown before his last one, but at Gibby’s pace of one every 
three days, it was probably less than ten.  

At daybreak on the morning of April 15, 1944, Mike’s aircraft number 42-100243, piloted by highly 
experienced 1st Lt Stanley M. Allison, left Pandaveswar Air Base.  Allison had flown numerous missions to 
Burma from Panagarh Airbase as part of the 436th Bombardment Squadron, including the disastrous 
December 1st mission where Gibby was killed.  He too, had known Gibby and was now operating with the 
9th Squadron.  

This would be Allison’s thirtieth-plus combat mission.  In addition to bombardier Mike Iriate, the 
remainder of the crew were a mix of individuals who had served with multiple crews on other B-24’s.  One 
of those individuals was navigator Charles Kaufman who had been grounded with malaria at Panagarh 
on December 1, 1943.  That would have been his first combat mission.   He was fortunate to have missed 
it given his entire combat crew were lost, with the exception of his substitute, Grant Erwin.  Kaufman was, 
indeed, a very lucky man but now living with survivor’s guilt.  

The targets on April 15th were the airfield and docks at Port Blair in the Andaman Islands.
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Mike might not have known, but ironically on that 
day, he was closely following Gibby’s footsteps yet 
again.  Taking off from an airfield only 23 miles 
northwest Panagarh where Gibby began his last 
mission on December 1, 1943, Mike would travel 
south-by southeast across the Bay of Bengal on a 
course of 156 degrees, only five degrees more 
southerly than Gibby.   Both had uneventful 
flights, although Mike would travel more than 
twice the distance south - over 900 miles.  

As fate would have it, neither would make it 
home. Mike’s listed contact, Leonora Capote, of 
West 104th Street, New York City, received the
awful MIA telegram from the war department in 
late April.  Hazel Hofmann and all of 104th Street
surely heard about it immediately.  However, as
usual in time of war, the details remained 
classified for years, additional information came 
slowly and the finality of this accident would also 
not be known for many months.
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1st Lt. Allison and his crew, including Mike, would be flying the dangerous lead aircraft position in the 
traditional box formation.  Being the lead aircraft was a position of high responsibility.   However, it was 
also the primary target of the anti-aircraft batteries on the ground always who aimed for the front of the 
squadron.  Enemy aircraft in the air also knew the lead plane in a box formation set the direction of the 
bombing run and the release point.  Thus, they tried to take that one out first.   
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At the beginning of the war, like Rangoon, Burma, the Andaman Islands were heavily fortified by the 
Japanese with significant air, sea and ground forces.  Mike’s squadron was 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 eyewitnesses flying in the same formation (MACR # 4119).
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The targeting of Mike’s lead aircraft was intentional given the number of passes the Japanese fighters 
made to make sure it went down.  Although in his memoirs, Charles Kaufman believed the crash was after 
the bomb run, 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 well west of Smith Island – still 84 miles north of target 
Port Blair.  

The reported longitude and latitude coordinates were 92.44 E, 12.53 N.  These are very rough numbers 
determined by dead-reckoning of heading and distance traveled.  Satellites and Long Range Navigation
systems were still decades away.  In the heat of the battle, it could only be a rough estimate. Interview 
Island remains undeveloped jungle to this day.

92.44 E, 12.53 N
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Reading the Page/DiBello eyewitness account and noting the crash site was “into the sea, about 100 yards 
from the shore”, the area marked in green is the likely location where the aircraft could be found. (Note: 
the longitude/latitude position is more than one-thousand yards off-shore).

The eye-witness statement reported four parachutes spotted with 
three landing in the water and one in the trees.  Bailing out at an 
altitude of 300 feet meant a very hard landing with possibly partially 
deployed chutes.  All crew members were listed as Missing in Action
and it was not discovered until the end of the war and the liberation 
of the Japanese POW camps that one of those parachutes belonged 
to the navigator, 2nd Lt Charles Kaufman.

Kaufman, the son of William Kaufman and Mildred (Falk) Kaufman, 
was born and grew up in Detroit, and graduated from Central High 
School. He earned a bachelor's degree at Wayne State University
and had started his law studies when World War II erupted.

Kaufman entered the Army Air Corps, was trained as a navigator and 
assigned to the 10th Air Force, 7th Bombardment Group, 9th 
Bombardment Squadron. By April 15, 1944, he had been flying combat missions for three and a half 
months.

His obituary stated, “three out of the ten-man crew were able to bail out, but only Kaufman, who 
remembered only two parachutes in his memoirs, survived to become a prisoner of war.” He believed
most of the crew were already dead and that, just he and the bombardier were alive in the nose of the 
plummeting aircraft.  Having trouble attaching his ripcord to the aircraft, he stepped aside and let the 
bombardier go first.  That bombardier was Mike Iriarte.  Charles was the last one to see him alive.

Kaufman was held at Omori Headquarters Prison Camp in Tokyo, which was not liberated until August
1945.  Given the atrocities at that camp, he was fortunate to have survived.

At war's end, Kaufman 
returned to WSU, earned a 
law degree and went into 
practice with his father, 
William. Kaufman entered 
the court arena in 1957, when 
he ran for Common Pleas 
Court judge in Detroit. He 
lost, but two years later he 
ran again and won. In 1964, 
he ran for the circuit court 
and won, serving 30 years.

He was survived by his wife, 
two sons, three daughters 
and twelve grandchildren.
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Mike’s status finally made the New York Newspapers in May.  It 
was another clipping my mother regretfully put in her war time 
scrapbook.

______________________

On the day of Mike’s last mission, George was at Camp Kilmer, 
NJ, in the final few days of staging before going overseas.  His 
orders were clear.  He would be leaving for England by ship in 
eight days. 

On the evening of March 17th, the day Mike’s secret Missing Air Crew Report was issued, George was given 
a day’s leave to say goodbye to his family.  Thank God my mother did not yet know about Mike.  Knowing 
Gibby was missing was enough of a secret to keep. I cannot imagine the stress she must have felt.  

That night Hazel and George had dinner at George’s parent’s apartment along with two good friends,

Sterling and Evelyn Hoch.  Sterling was a pilot in the same Bombardment Group and Squadron as George. 
Evelyn, a long-time good friend of Hazel’s from Grace Methodist Church, and Sterling had just married 
two weeks earlier on March 3rd.  The Hofmann’s had married in a hurried ceremony in upstate New York
on January 28, 1942, one month after the Pearl Harbor attack when everything started to move at light 
speed.  

Remembering my mother’s ever present radiant 
smile, for me the photos on her marriage license 
told of a woman who was very frightened of 
what was to come.
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Together, George and Sterling would be shipping out on 
the SS Saturnia, leaving New York on March 23, 1944, as 
part of Convoy UT.10.  Twenty-six ships in total would do 
the crossing in eleven days, delivering 51,273 troops to 
the Firth of Clyde, Scotland, on April 3rd.  Submarine 
activity during the crossing was always a risk, but it had 
subsided greatly as the Allies began to dominate the 
Atlantic.  They arrived safely due to the presence of 
Carrier Escorts like the HMDS Nabob.

Now it was George’s turn, and the insidious ‘rule-of-three’s’ came with a vengeance.  George would go 
Missing in Action in May.

Facing combat, George had no idea he was now 
alone.  That was probably a good thing, but it 
caused a lot of pain for the family back home as 
he frequently wrote to them to ask about his son, 
Johnnie, cousin, Gibby, and friend, Mike.  News 
and photos of Johnnie flowed freely – but 
nothing else. 
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