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CHAPTER 4 

Up until this point, the Cadet in training had some say in where they went by choosing a specific training 
path.  Flight training was flight training – it came in one flavor.  Role specialties were another story and 
pilots, bombardiers and navigators went their own ways.  Gibby, George and Mike were on a common 
calculated path as bombardier/navigators.  However, once 
‘wings’ were earned and commissions granted, it was now the 
War Departments choice of where you were most needed.  
Finally, the group partially split. 

After getting his bombardier wings Gibby, was assigned to a 
combat crew for final combat training with the 39th and 444th 
Bombardment Groups.  He would now learn the ropes of 
operating in a long-range B-24J Liberator Bomber as part of 
highly trained crew.  Stateside advanced active training would be 
completed over the next twenty weeks at Davis-Monthan Army 
Air Base in Tuscon, Arizona, before deployment to the Asia Pacific 
Theater of Operation. 

Remarkably, Mike, who was three months behind Gibby in his 
training, would be combat trained and ultimately deployed to 
the same Bombardment Group and Bomb Squadron as Gibby – 
they would meet again and perhaps fly together on the front 
lines in India. 

George, however, was assigned to a B-26 Marauder crew for final combat training with the 397th 
Bombardment Group.   As the only married man of the three, the nickname of the B-26 was not 
appreciated – the “Widowmaker!”  He would spend his training time at MacDill Field, Tampa, Florida, 
surviving a January 1943 crash of his AT11 training aircraft carrying live bombs, before deployment to the 
European Theater of Operation.  

                                     MacDill Field                                                                        B-26 

 

 

AT11 
Crash 
Site 
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These three young men, who had always stayed close even as they went through Army Air Corps Cadet 

school, and now, Bombardier certification, were ready for combat training.   Up to this point, the 

Inseparable nature of their relationships remained intact, but that was about to change.   

When combat training assignments came, Gibby and Mike would find themselves assigned to B-24J 

Liberator bomber crews, for training, and ultimate deployment to the CBI – China/Burma/India Theater 

of Operations.  There, they would attempt to stop the Japanese advancement towards the West, with the 

ultimate Japanese objective being, to take over all of India. 

My father would be assigned to a B-26 Marauder crew, and would undergo combat training for eventual 

deployment to the European Theater of Operation.  There, they would be involved in a significant number 

of bombing runs to northern France, in anticipation of the execution of project Overlord, the D-Day 

invasion, of June of 1944.  Being the only married man and father of the three friends, the nickname of 

the B-26 at the time, the “Widowmaker” was less than appreciated! 

Once assigned to their combat crews for training, there was no further communication between them.  

The purpose of their individual training assignments was Top Secret and could not even be shared with 

family.  There was a commonality in their letters home, however.  They each wanted to know if anyone 

had heard from Gibby, Mike or George. 
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The Consolidated B-24 Liberator 
was an American heavy bomber, 
designed by Consolidated Aircraft 
Company of San Diego, California. 
Its 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-24 
per hour and 650 per month in 1944. Other factories soon followed. The B-24 ended World War II as the 
most produced Allied heavy bomber in history, and the most produced American military aircraft at over 
18,000 units, thanks in large measure to Henry Ford and the harnessing of American industry. It still holds 
the distinction as the most-produced American military aircraft. The B-24 was used 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. 

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's 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. 

The B-24J Liberator was an upgrade of the workhorse B-24D that had been in service in the European and 
Asia Pacific Theaters of Operation since 1942.  The "D" was the first B-24 to be qualified for combat. Under 
the   original  Production Pool  plan,   Consolidated/San Diego  was  the  prime  manufacturer,  supplying  
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components to Fort Worth and Douglas/Tulsa for assembly. In May, 1942 the first of 2738 B-24D's rolled 
off the assembly lines. 

Due to rapidly changing needs, especially for defensive machine guns, there were many variations within 
the B-24D model, these differences identified by "production blocks" (e.g B-24D-70-CO). Various ventral 
gun systems were tired, including a totally unworkable, Bendix turret theoretically aimed with a periscope. 
Another, familiar problem was inadequate firepower in the nose. In the "D" two cheek guns were added, 
but didn't work out so well. 

Specs for late model B-24D: 

• Four Pratt & Whitney R-1830-43 fourteen-
cylinder radial engines, rated at 1200 hp.  

• Performance: Maximum speed 303 mph at 
25,000 feet.  

• Service ceiling: 32,000 feet.  
• Range: 2300 miles with 5000 pounds of bombs. 

Maximum range 3500 miles.  
• Fuel capacity: 3614 US gallons.  
• Dimensions: Wingspan 110 feet 0 inches, length 

66 feet 4 inches, height 17 feet 11 inches, wing 
area 1048 square feet.  

• Weights: 32,605 pounds empty, 55,000 pounds gross, Maximum takeoff weight 64,000 pounds.  
• Armament: Bomb bay could accommodate up to eight 1600-pound bombs.  
• The late model "D"s included eleven .50 caliber machine guns: three in the nose, two in the belly 

turret, two in a tail turret, two in a dorsal turret (just aft of the cockpit), and two in the waist 

A few non-numerous production variants included: the B-24E - produced at Willow Run, similar to the "D" 
model; C-109 - a tanker conversion of the B-24E, capable of carrying 2,900 gallons of fuel, used over "the 
Hump" (the Himalayan Mountain Range) from India to China and the B-24G - North American's model, all 
equipped with the nose turret.  

Trying to increase forward firepower, some 90th Bomb Group field engineers got the bright idea to install 
a cannibalized B-24 tail turret in the nose. It worked pretty well, and an Emerson A-15 twin-gun nose 
turret was standardized on B-24H's. The top and tail turrets were improved, and the camouflage paint 
was omitted late in the "D" series. 3,100 were produced, over half at Willow Run.  

The B-24J was essentially the same as the B-24H; but early "J"s were equipped with the Convair (merged 
Consolidated/Vultee) A-6A nose turret, instead of the Emerson A-15 turret, due to a limited supply of the 
Emerson turrets.  By early 1944, enough Emersons were available for all five factories. The B-24J was also 
equipped with an improved C-1 automatic pilot, a new M-series bomb sight, an electronic control system 
for the turbosuperchargers, and a better fuel transfer system.  Excessive weight was a real drawback of 
the B-24J; numerous additions totaling 8,000 pounds had been made since the B-24D, but using the same 
engine. Performance, fuel efficiency, and flight stability fell off because of this excess weight.  

6678 B-24J's were produced. By late 1944, the Army foresaw a lessened demand for Liberators, and 
ordered that three of the plants be freed up for other purposes. Only Ford-Willow Run and Convair-San 
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Diego continued turning out B-24's in 1945. Late in the B-24 program, attempts were made to trim its 
weight (in the Pacific, field engineers had been removing the belly turrets to save weight). The result was 
the B-24L, some 1,000 pounds lighter than the "J," of which 1667 were built, mostly at Willow Run.  

Specs of B-24J (key differences from B-24D in boldface) 

• Four Pratt & Whitney R-1830-65 
fourteen-cylinder radial engines, 
rated at 1200 hp, with GE 
turbosuperchargers  

• Performance: Maximum sustained 
speed 278 mph at 25,000 feet.  

• Service ceiling: 28,000 feet.  
• Range: 1700 miles at all-up weight 

of 61,500 pounds.  
• Fuel capacity: 3614 US gallons.  
• Dimensions: Wingspan 110 feet 0 

inches, length 64 feet 2 inches, 
height 18 feet 0 inches, wing area 
1048 square feet.  

• Weights: 38,000 pounds empty, 
55,000 pounds gross, Maximum takeoff weight 71,000 pounds.  

• Armament: Bomb bay could accommodate up to eight 1600-pound bombs.  

Eleven .50 caliber machine guns: three in the nose, two in the belly turret, two in a tail turret, two in a 
dorsal turret (just aft of the cockpit), and two in the waist. 
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The only B-24 that was still flying by 2019 is the “Witchcraft”, SN – 252534.  It was restored to its original 
condition by many volunteers from the Collings Foundation.  This aircraft along with a B-17 Flying 
Fortress5, B-25 Mitchell and P-51 Mustang toured the country annually as part of the “Wings of Freedom 
Tour.”  Photographs of the exterior and interior taken during a walking tour of the aircraft clearly show 
the challenges faced by the crews and the bravery it took to fly mission after mission into hostile territory.  

 

    

 

  

 
5 The author was fortunate to have flown on the restored B-24 Liberator in 2018.  Sadly, in 2019, the B-17 Flying Fortress 
crashed on landing at Bradlee Airport in Connecticut killing several passengers and crew.  The restored aircraft are now 
permanently grounded and on display at the Foundation's American Heritage Museum in Hudson, Massachusetts. 
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The B-24 flew with a ten-man crew, sometimes 11.  There was little room to maneuver and with an 
unpressurized fuselage there were no creature comforts – plenty of noise, no heat (-50 degrees F at 22,000 
feet), no plumbing, few places to stand and stretch … and no really quick or easy way out when trouble 
arrived. 
 

                
 
The crew would have significant training and practice in abandon ship maneuvers but in a crisis situation 
on a crippled and possibly out of control ship it is a daunting task.  If 

• the intercom continued to work and all of the crew members heard the abandon ship call, 

• the pilot could maintain some degree of control and level flying,  

• the bomb bay doors remained open following the bombing run, 

• the bomb bay doors were closed but could still be opened, 

• the turret gunners could get out of their enclosures, 

• debris was not blocking the narrow passages, 

• the nose wheel could be lowered 

• there were no interior fires 

• none of the crew were injured 
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… those closer to the center of the fuselage 
could get out first.  The tail and belly turret 
gunners would no doubt have been at their 
stations and have the additional challenge of 
getting out of their harnesses and getting out 
of their enclosures. In particular for the belly 
gunner the ball turret can only be exited if it 
is in the properly rotated position and that 
requires hydraulic power or the ability to 
disengage it, rotate it manually and lift it 
vertically. 
 
The radioman, engineers (also serving as top turret gunner while under attack) and pilots and co-pilots 
have a short drop to the bomb bay and if that was unable to be opened run across the catwalk through 
the bomb bay to the waist windows or main hatch in the rear. The nose gunner, navigator and bombardier 
who could also have served as the nose gunner can only exit via the front landing gear wheel well and 
only if the wheel is extended.  That can be done manually as well as under hydraulic power.  The airman 
in the nose gunner position has the same harnessing and enclosure problems to overcome as the tail 
gunner. 
 
WALKING TOUR OF A FULLY FUNCTIONING B-24J 
 
Liberators were crewed (depending 
on the model) by 7 to 11 personnel. 
The pilot and co-pilot were situated 
in the high-mounted stepped flight 
deck with views forward, to the sides 
and above. Of the two seats in the 
cockpit, the pilot occupied the left 
hand seat while the co-pilot sat to his 
right. The pilot was essentially the 
overlord of the Liberator and 
ultimately held responsible for the 
actions and relative well-being of the 
rest of his crew. The pilot maintained 
the Liberator's position in flight and was called upon to deliver the aircraft to the target area and back or 
make split-second decisions based on actions to keep his crew alive. The co-pilot was equally trained in 
the systems afforded the pilot and was, for all intents and purposes, the pilots right-hand man. He 
participated in the operation and controls of the Liberator to help alleviate the responsibilities of the pilot. 
Like the pilot, the co-pilot could be called upon to fully operate the aircraft to and from the target area 
and, like the navigator, was skillfully trained in the fine art of navigation6. 
 
This is a view forward from the catwalk in the bomb bay.  The radio operator sat at the station to the right 
and just through the bulkhead you can see the cockpit. 
 

 
6 Appendix B contains an abbreviated version of the B-24 Pilot Training Manual.. 
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The nose gunner, bombardier and navigator were housed under a glazed nose well forward in the design. 
This is a view forward from the catwalk in the bomb bay but under the floor of the radio operator and the 
cock pit.  The forward (nose) landing gear can be seen in the center of the photo with the nose wheel 
extended through the open hatch.  This was the only way out for the nose gunner, navigator and 
bombardier – if the nose wheel hatch could be opened.   
 

  

  

During flight the forward area was accessed by crawling along the 

platform to the right of the nose wheel.  Looking aft the nose wheel 

is shown here retracted in flight.  The slightest pressure opens the red 

doors enabling them to be used as an emergency exit. 

37



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

The nose gunner was perhaps afforded the most stunning (and oft-targeted) position in the Liberator, 
watching every bombing mission unfold like no other crewman. The nose gunner had access to the 
powered nose turret if the model of Liberator called for one, fitting 2 x 12.7mm machine guns. Since the 
front of the Liberator was most susceptible to incoming enemy fighters, this position was also one of the 
more dangerous on the aircraft. 

                             
 

                     

 
 

Emerson Gun Sight 
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The bombardier held the most important job in the flight crew. For the Liberator's were designed with 
bombing in mind, a flight crew without a trained bomber crewmember was ultimately useless in the Allied 
air campaign. Bombardiers and pilots shared a common role for the bombardier would be called on to 
take flight control of the bomber when 
engaging in the bombing run via auto-pilot. 
Calculations were necessary to unleash 
payloads directly over target areas, thus 
requiring bombardiers to maintain a certain 
level of mettle while blocking out enemy 
fighters, flak, structural damage or personal 
combat wounds. Lead bombers were also the 
elements that triggered the rest of the 
formation to drop their bombs. Later 
advances in airborne technologies allowed 
bombardiers to achieve direct hits even 
through cloud and smoke coverage. 
                                                                                

• the glass nose  

• highly proprietary Norden Bombsite  

• the lower portion of the nose turret gunner’s compartment. 
 

   

      
                                                                       
 
  

 
Looking forward just ahead of the nose wheel you can see: 

 

 

“Mindful of the secret trust about to be placed in me by my Commander in 

Chief, the President of the United States, by whose direction I have been 

chosen for bombardier training...and mindful of the fact that I am to become 

guardian of one of my country's most priceless military assets, the American 

bombsight...I do here, in the presence of Almighty God, swear by the 

Bombardier's Code of Honor to keep inviolate the secrecy of any and all 

confidential information revealed to me, and further to uphold the honor and 

integrity of the Army Air Forces, if need be, with my life itself.” 

THE BOMBARDIER’S 

OATH
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The navigator was given the important responsibility of getting the crew to the target and back home. 
This was particularly important for the lead bomber in a given flight group but all navigators needed 
exceptional know-how of their position to lead a bomber home should the aircraft become displaced from 
its group. The navigator could utilize the forward-mounted Plexiglas dome to get his bearings as well as 
relying on physical landmarks down below and his training in the fine art of navigation. Essentially, the 
pilot and navigator needed to maintain a close working partnership to get everyone to the target area and 
back home. If "cheek" machine guns were fitted on a Liberator model, the navigator would man one. 
 
The Navigator’s table was located just forward of the Pilot’s feet and just over the back of the crouching 
Bombardier. 
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Navigator’s Table   

Looking Left 

Navigator’s Table 

Looking Up  

at the Celestial 

Observation Dome 

Navigator’s Table 

Looking Right 
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The dorsal turret gunner also doubled as the flight engineer 
and probably maintained the best defensive vantage point, 
offering an exceptional firing arc when compared to all other 
available gunner positions. The turret mounted 2 x 12.7mm 
machine guns. As the aircraft's in-flight mechanic, these 
individuals maintained a certain level of expert knowledge on 
the inner workings of the aircraft. His primary duty - along 
with defense of the upper hemisphere of the bomber - also 
lay in assisting the pilots on the engine condition and fuel 
usage. 
 
The dorsal or top turret above the radio station seen here 
looking aft from the cockpit. 
 

             
Looking up: 

Seat    Cannon    Foot Rest 
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This view from aft of the radio operator’s station on the right looking forward into the cockpit shows the 
suspended top turret position. 

                     
Inside the top turret 

                     
 

                     
The radioman was situated within the upper portion of the Liberator's deep fuselage, positioned just 
behind the cockpit and not aft of the wings as in a B-17. His position required him to stay hours on his 
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headset listing for friendly communications, reporting updates to the navigator, reporting situational 
updates at intervals and communicating with headquarters on mission results. Radiomen were required 
to keep logs of all pertinent actions and could be called upon to man one of the waist guns if needed.  
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The forward flight crew was removed from the rear flight crew with access between the two sections of 
the bomber made via a thin scaffold running the length of the two bomb compartments in the bomb bay.  
Entry and exit to the aircraft were through a door positioned towards the rear which made for harrowing 
emergency exits. In an emergency if the bomb bay doors were closed, forward crewmen (pilot, co-pilot, 
radio operator and engineer) were expected to exit the aircraft via a treacherous narrow catwalk across 
the bomb bay scaffold and make their way to the rear all the while fitted with their parachutes and bulky 
warming flight suits. Ten-year-old Peyton Sharkey illustrates this very well wearing nothing but shorts and 
a tee-shirt. 
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The bomb bay could carry eight 1,600 pound bombs when fully loaded – considerably more 500 pounders 
- for a total payload of 12,800 pounds.   
 

  
 
Kyle, Tyler and Peyton Sharkey stand on the tarmac inside the open bomb bay along with several 1,200-
pound bombs.  Note the numerous hydraulic control lines and cables running through the bomb bay – 
some of the most vulnerable parts of the aircraft. 
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The belly ball turret gun position was a critical defensive position 
for the B-24 and the ball turret gunner held a distinct view of the 
action like no other crew member.  The smallest bomber 
personnel were generally enlisted for operation of the ball turret 
fitting 2 x 12.7mm heavy machine guns. The ball turret was 
perhaps the coldest position on a given B-24 with many a 
crewmember reporting frostbite through those frigid minus 50 
degree high-altitude sorties.   
 
It was also a death trap for the smaller airmen who operated it.  
These fellows wore no parachutes (the small size of the ball 
turret necessitated this) and made their way inside their turrets 
after the aircraft was in flight. The B-24 ball turret - unlike that 
on the B-17 - could be retracted into the Liberator's fuselage 
during take-off and landing.  However, the one square access 
hatch is only visible in some of these photos and it could only be 
opened if the turret could be turned to the proper position.  
Stories of belly landings with trapped gunners and others whose 
remains were washed out of the turret with a hose are tribute 
to the men who volunteered to take this critical assignment. 
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The ball turret gunner’s view:  Left Cannon, Targeting Window, Foot Rests, Reclined Seat, Right Cannon. 
 

                      
  
                     Left Cannon and Side View Window 

                     
 
                     Right Cannon and Side View Window 
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    Reclined Seat – [yes, there are no toilets on the aircraft!] 

    
 
    Deployed Turret Ready for Combat 

   
 

                                                      

From my mother's sleep I fell 
into the State, 

And I hunched in its belly till my 
wet fur froze. 

Six miles from earth, loosed 
from its dream of life, 

I woke to black flak and the 
nightmare fighters. 

When I died, they washed me 
out of the turret with a hose. 

 

The Death of the Ball Turret Gunner by Randall Jarrell 

49



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

Waist gunners were charged with the defense of the Liberator's vulnerable sides through use of single 
12.7mm machine guns. As such, these positions aboard Liberators suffered the most casualties by 
incoming fighters ready to strafe the large profile sides of the bomber. These two positions - left and right 
- were later staggered to compensate for each gunners firing arc. Unlike other turreted positions in the B-
24, spent shell casings at these waist positions were not jettisoned from the aircraft automatically, forcing 
crewmembers to clear their areas themselves. Since firing from these side-perspective positions required 
a great deal of hand-to-eye coordination via tracer rounds while taking into account target speed and the 
Liberator's airspeed itself, waist gunners relied on simple targeting sights in the early years. Only later did 
they receive assistance in the form of compensating sights to help improve accuracy. 
 

 

 

Waist gunner positions were 
quite cramped as can be seen 
when manned by these ten and 
twelve-year-olds. 
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The tail gunner was given perhaps the most important defensive position aboard the Liberator, manning 
a powered 2 x 12.7mm machine gun turret. Afforded a spectacular view, the tail gunner was charged with 
defense of the aircraft's "six", a position most often to encounter trailing enemy fighters eager for the 
easy kill. One point of note here is that if the Liberator were traveling through a rain of flak bursts, the tail 
gunner would most often times be the safest position aboard the aircraft, with the aircraft already having 
flown through the exploding shell burst. It was not unheard of for aircrews to bring aboard their own 
personal forms of protection (plates of steel for instance) against such flak dangers. 
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The tail position was accessed through two bulkheads aft of the waist gunner 
positions just under four main oxygen bottles. 

                
                 Looking forward from the tail gunner position past the green personal oxygen bottle. 

                
Looking skyward from the tail gunner’s seat.             
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The missions were flown in a combat box formation utilized the strengths of individual Liberator firepower 
and crews. Gunnery crews could work together and bring to bear the power of multiple machine guns 
against crossing enemy fighters. Though sound in theory, the heat of battle made for something more. 
Coordinated gunnery was not always possible - especially between bomber crews - but communications 
within individual bombers were ultimately important.  (More on the combat box later in this document). 
 
                                A young boy dreams – then the realizes this was serious business.   
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As the young boys crammed into the Bombardier’s position in the nose of the B-24 aircraft and listened 
to the stories of Uncle Gibby, their grandfather, George Hofmann, and best friend, Mike Iriarte facing anti-
aircraft fire from below, you could have heard a pin drop.  
 

    
 
At that moment, the Colling’s Foundation fired up a thousand horsepower radial engine on a fully restored 
B-25 Mitchell no more than 100 feet away and the engine gave out a mighty backfire.  The entire B-24 
shook as if it had just been hit by flak.  Everyone jumped, looking for the quickest way out – and no one 
thought it was funny. 
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DAVIS-MONTHAN ARMY AIR FIELD IN TUCSON, ARIZONA 

During World War II, the United States 
Army Air Forces (USAAF) established 
numerous airfields in Arizona for 
training pilots and aircrews of USAAF 
fighters and bombers. 

Most of these airfields were under the 
command of Fourth Air Force or the 
Army Air Forces Training Command 
(AAFTC) (A predecessor of the current-
day United States Air Force Air 
Education and Training Command). 
However, the other USAAF support 
commands (Air Technical Service 
Command (ATSC); Air Transport 
Command (ATC) or Troop Carrier 
Command) commanded a significant 
number of airfields in a support roles. 

Davis-Monthan AFB in Tucson, Arizona, 
has a strong history as a former bomber 
base and is currently an active combat 
wing. It was named in honor of 
Lieutenants Samuel H. Davis and Oscar 
Monthan, two Tucsonans and World 
War I era pilots who died in separate 
military aircraft accidents.  

When the base was constructed in the 
early 40s, it was several miles southeast 
of the city, but with the growth of 
Tucson, it now finds itself within city 
limits and surrounded by residential 
and industrial areas.  

D-M became a military base in 1925, but 
its origins can be traced to the earliest 
days of civil aviation. In 1927, Charles 
Lindbergh, fresh from his non-stop 
crossing of the Atlantic, flew his "Spirit 
of St. Louis" to Tucson to dedicate 
Davis-Monthan Field -- then the largest 
municipal airport in the U.S. In 1940, 
with a war cloud on the horizon, the 
field was selected for expansion. During 
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World War II, D-M served as an operational 
training base for B-18, B-24, and B-29 aircraft. 
With the end of the war, operations at D-M 
came to a virtual standstill. It was then that the 
base was chosen as a storage site for hundreds 
of decommissioned aircraft.  

Davis-Monthan Airport became Tucson Army Air Field in 
1940, as the United States prepared for World War II. 
The first assigned U.S. Army Air Corps units were the 1st 
Bomb Wing, 41st Bomb Group and 31st Air Base Group, 
activating on 30 April 1941 with Lieutenant Colonel 
Ames S. Albro Sr. as commanding officer.  In its military 
role, the base became known as Davis-Monthan Army 
Air Field on 3 December 1941. Air Corps leaders utilized 
the airfield, sending Douglas B-18 Bolo, Consolidated B-
24 Liberator and Boeing B-29 Superfortress bombers, 
for training and observation missions. Training at the 
airfield came to a halt on 14 August 1945, when the 
Japanese surrendered. Davis-Monthan played a post-
war role by housing German POW's from June 1945 to 
March 1946. It also served as a separation center, which 
brought the base populace to a high of 11,614 people in 
September 1945. 
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Among the bombardment groups trained at the base during the war (Gibby’s crew was part of the 444th 
Bombardment Group): 

• 34th Bombardment (Heavy) 13 May 1942 
– 4 July 1942 

• 94th Bombardment (Heavy) August 1942 
– 1 November 1942 

• 302nd Bombardment (Heavy) 23 June 
1942 – 30 July 1942 

• 308th Bombardment (Heavy) 20 June 
1942 – 1 October 1942 

• 380th Bombardment (Heavy) 4 November 
1942 – 2 December 1942 

• 382nd Bombardment (Heavy) 23 January 
1943 – 5 April 1943 

• 389th Bombardment (Heavy) 24 
December 1942 – 1 February 1943 

• 392nd Bombardment (Heavy) 26 January 
1943 – 1 March 1943 

• 399th Bombardment (Heavy) 1 March 
1943 – 10 April 1943 

• 400th Bombardment (Heavy) April 1943 – 
2 May 1943 

• 446th Bombardment (Heavy) 1 April 1943 – 8 
June 1943 

• 449th Bombardment (Heavy) 1 May 1943 – 5 
July 1943 

• 451st Bombardment (Heavy) 1 May 1943 – 3 
June 1943 

• 459th Bombardment (Heavy) 20 September 
1943 – 1 November 1943 

• 466th Bombardment (Heavy) 15 August – 17 
October 1945 

• 486th Bombardment (Heavy) 9 November 
1943 – March 1944 

• 489th Bombardment (Heavy) 3 April 1945 – 
13 July 1945 

• 491st Bombardment (Heavy) 1 October 1943 
– 11 November 1943 

• 444th Bombardment (Very Heavy) 1 March 
1943 – 29 July 1943 

• 499th Bombardment (Very Heavy) 20 
November 1943 – 1 December 1943 

         

While each B-24 had a flying crew of ten or eleven, the ground crew members outnumbered them two to 

one.  This photo taken in China of the entire crew of the 308th Bombardment Group “Johnny Dough Boy” 

shows one of the teams that trained at Davis-Monthan Air Base. 
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ADVANCED AND COMBAT CREW TRAINING - Diligent, thorough training of all unit personnel was critical 
in carrying out future missions under combat conditions. Formation flying was emphasized for pilots, and 
personnel assigned to all other combat crew positions were given the best training possible.  

Training as a crew was intense, flying day and night, all over the local region. Crews practice day and night 
landings in all weather conditions until they were fully proficient. Frequent long-distance cross-country 
trips were common testing the endurance of the crew given the inherent long range capabilities of the B-
24.  It was not uncommon to fly a course as far as Bermuda and back again to base. 

Practice bombing runs with both 
live and dummy munitions were 
numerous and essential as that 
was the primary role of the 
aircraft.  Experience with 
variations in altitude, visibility, 
temperatures and other weather 
conditions were the norm as were 
flying and landing with less than 
the full complement of operating 
engines. Training accidents and 
breakdowns were not uncommon 
serving to keep the crew on their 
toes. 

Combat crew training was 
concluded with a cross-country 
formation flight across the United 
States sometimes to Bermuda 
and back with 35 aircraft and 
crews in full formation.  After five 
months the combat crew was 
ready and they would receive 
their deployment orders.   
 
While Davis-Monthan AFB was 
home to Gibby and the John E. 
McLauchlen, Jr. crew from 1 
March 1943 through 29th July 
1943, training and maneuvers 
took them to various parts of the 
country including a temporary 
move to Salinas Army Air Base in 
California at the end of May. 
 
       

 

58



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

                 

59



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

                   

60



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

                     

61



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

                    

62



CHAPTER 4 – BOMBER ASSIGNMENTS AND CREW TRAINING 

 

                                                                
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________________________________ 
 
The John McLauchlen training crew members who worked together for so many hours became good friends 
and those friendships carried them through both good and bad times.  Not all of them would survive the war.  
In fact, four of them would never make it home but their memories were carried forward by those who did.  

 
 

John G. MacDonald 
Co-pilot 

1916 - 2010  
John E. McLauchlen, Jr 

KIA - 1 Dec 1943 
Pilot 

SALINAS ARMY AIR FIELD - The airfield 
opened in late 1941. It was used by the 
United States Army Air Forces Fourth Air 
Force as a sub-post to Fort Ord during the 
war. Its mission was that of an incoming 
personnel processing center and a training 
field for Army pilots in reconnaissance and 
observation duties in various aircraft from 
light observation planes to medium 
bombers. The Air Transport Command 
also used the field and had an air freight 
terminal here for transshipment of cargo. 

 

      
Gilbert A. Rauh 

KIA – 1 Dec 1943 
Bombardier 
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Saul Sacher 
Engineer 

 

 
Carlyle Richard Ashburn  

Navigator 

 

1917 - 1988 

 

David Wade Hancock 
Gunner 

1924 - 2004 

 
Robert Seth Simmons  

Gunner 
1921 - 1964 

 
Bernard A. Baumgartner 

Gunner 

 

KIA – 23 JAN 1944 

 

 
Robert C. Gallagher 

Radio Operator 
1923 - 2006 

 

Harold Louis Seifreid 
Gunner 

KIA – 1 Dec 1943 
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