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|-t |~ 1 Here'swhat'sbeen

' bl going on at
the Combat Air
Museum

Ourvolunteers
have beenbusy

g The work crew positions the uprights
B for the billboard sign.

In the last issue of Plane Talk, we wrote about the toeach. Loyd had started re-wiring the
restoration work being performed on some of CAM s aircraft.  dashboard, too. Don and Beattie have
That work continues, and with this issue we write about some of see' What's going on," con't. on page 6
the otheractivities taking place at the Museum.

Beattie Dickson and Don Dawson have worked alter-
nately on the Museum’s 1941 Dodge Ambulance and 1952
Willys Jeep forthe past several months. Theirend goals forthese !'nside This Issue
two vehicles are tocomplete their restorations and get themin ~ New faces on the Cam Board of Directors
reliable operating condition so we can use them in parades and

ta

Visitors 2
other Veteransevents. - o " y
The work Beattie and Don have done includes restoring/ Oty first "Winged Foot Sk Rum Walle
repairingexisting partsand installing new replacementparts, The ~ Shawnee County Troops in WWI 4-5
Jeephasrunafewtimesoverthe pastseveral years, butreliability  pecemper / January Calendar 5
hasbeenanissue. Itseemed to take after: Coast Guard
. W [el:dn olals ., The Battle of Leyte Gulf 8-11
saying, “You have to go out, you don’t have to come back.
Hopefully, Donand Beattie’s work will rectify that problem. ~ New and Renewing Supporters £
The work beingdone on theambulance pickedupwherethe 2006 Calendar of Events 12
late Loyd Ellison left off. Before his health ll(epthlmfromcounng December Membership Luncheon 12
out to the Museum, Loyd had done extensive work to the frame
In Memoriam 12

and body of the ambulance and applied primer and one topcoat
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Combat Air Museum
Forbes Field « Hangars 602 & 604 New faces on the CAM
P.O. Box 19142 H
Topeka. KS 66619-0142 Board Of DlreCtors
Telephone (785) 862-3303
FAX (785) 862-3304
www.combutairmuseum,org Changes to CAM’s Board of Directors took place on Sep-
Provided by tember 28, 2005. Ken Hollemon, CAM’s Board Secretary for
Ressini Management Systems. Inc. about the past decade, rcsignecl his pOSiIiOl‘l as he and his 10\’81}’
Email: combatairmuseum@aol.com spouse Lindawere Z‘BIiI'illg and moving from Lawrence, Kansasto
anew homein Bend, Oregon. Ken,alife member, will remainactive
Museum Curator with CAM fromadistance by maintaining our website. We wish
Danny San Romani Ken and Linda the best in
Office Manager theirretirement and are glad
Jane Weinmann they will bekeepingtheirties
with the Museum. StuEntz Visitors
Board of Directors takes over the duties as
Dick Trupp - Wing Commander Board Secretary. DUﬁﬂgSﬂptﬁIﬂbﬂ!’
Gene Howerter - Vice Wing Commander Two members were the Museum had
St Entz - Secrerary alsoaddedtothe Board dur- 738 visitors
Bob Crapser ing the September 28 meet- from 37 states
Don Dawson ing. Martin Moyer and and
Darrel Dougan Bob Crapser accepted ap- ) im *B?ﬁﬁ-uzﬁ- = ey
Martin Moyer pointments to the Board of Canada
Stephen Wanamaker Directors. Martin and Bob CzechRepublic
bring a combined 35 years Denmark
Newsletter 'Ediring of member§hip and volun- Germany
& Design teerwork withthe Museum. Great Britain
Toni Dixon Martin hails from the d[-l}’!i SlovakRepubhc
Dixon Communications when CAM was Fiwan
(785)235-1605 Yesterday's AirForce, Kan-
sas Wing. l%olh are active During October
Museum Hours volunteers with the Museum e
Monday - Saturday and halveun excel[lentfc.:cl for 682 visitors
9 A.M.. - tl:S(J P.M. the daily happc.-:nmgs in the o TS
Last Admission 3:30 P.M. hangars, especially because and
Sunday Noon - 4:30 P.M. they are often the ones mak- Al
Last Admission 3:30 P.M. ing things happen. » e
Plane Talk. the official newsletter Ca_nadﬂ
of Combat Air Museum Denmark
of Topeka. Kansas, J = Gennany
is published bi-monthly. O|n the Great Britain
Your questions and C b A' Japaﬂ _
comments are welcomed. Om at Ir New Zealand
Any information for Plane Talk M
should be submitted to CAM office. useum! £ i o
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Our first "Winged Foot" 5K Run/Walk

Cadets from Highland Park

High School Air Force Junior
ROTC form around Bill Briery
as he walks the course.

Gene Howerterand |
runners atthe awards
ceremony.

—.
"

¥




COMBAT AIR MUSEUM

Tad Pritchett holds up a World War |
cartridge belt.

Dave Murray and Tad Pritchett were our guest
speakers at the October Membership Luncheon. Their
presentation was generally on American troop involve-
ment in World War [ with some specific information
researched by Dave on Shawnee County participationin
the Great War.

Tadbegan the presentation with the United States’
declaration of war on Germany and its allies in April
1917. The American Expeditionary Force beganarriv-
ing in France two months later. By March 1918, some
250,000 US soldiers were in France, and this number
increased to2 million troops by war’send in November
1918. Altogether, by November 1918,4.4 millionmen
were called up for service in the United States.

Before declaring war, the United States had been
very isolationist. Europe had been at warsince 1914.
Eventually, anumberof various things slowly builtupto
cause the US toenter the conflict.

Asitbecame evident that the United States would
enterthe war, the Germans mounted amassive offensive
in 1918 with the plan of taking Paris. If they accom-
plished the capture of the French capital before the
Americans entered the war, the Germans hoped France
and England would sue for peace. The Germans gotto
within40-45 miles of Paris before theiroffensive stalled.

Major actions in which US troops participated
included the Champagne Campaigns from May 27 —
November 11, 1918; the battle of St. Mihel, September

12 - 16, 1918; and the Meuse-Argonne battles, Sep-
tember 26 —November 11, 1918. For their relatively
short time in battle, total US casualties amounted to
48,900 killed in action or died from wounds. Over

Shawnee County troops’
participation in World War I
was the focus of
the October Membership
Luncheon

73,600 died from other affects such as disease, acci-
dents, etc. Approximately 230,000 were wounded.

Tad and Dave went over the basic Field Gear
carried by ground troops and had several examples of
these items. One of them, an example of which Tad
showedus, was a grenade vest. Asitsname implies, this
wasa vest garment worn by asoldierand had attachment
points forcarrying alarge numberof grenades. Itwasnot
apopularitemwith the soldiers.

The majority of Kansas draftees and volunteers
served inthree US Infantry Divisions. These were the
35" (Santa Fe), a National Guard division made up of
Kansas and Missouri National Guard Troops; the 42
(Rainbow), another National Guard division with Na-
tional Guard units from 26 states and the District of
Columbia; and the 89" (Middle West) Division, a partof
the National Army, formed atCamp Funston, FortRiley,
Kansasin August 1917.

Some 2,831 men from Shawnee
- County were drafted or volunteered
for service in World War I.

Dave
“Ead thentalked to us about hisresearch involving

World Warl veterans from Shawnee County, Kansas.
Ithas been quite atask. Davereferred toabook, Honor
Roll Shawnee County Edition Kansas, published circa
1920/1921. Through his research he found the names
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listed in this book actually contained names of some
soldiers from Osage County and other surrounding
counties, but it was abeginning point for his research.
Dave alsoresearched the Topeka newspaperarchives
and filled two large binders with copied information. He
visited the Victory Memorial in Topeka’s Gage Park to
compare its names to his findings. And thenthere were
miles of driving Shawnee County roads to find all the
community and county cemeteries to check on monu-
ments and gravestones of World War I veterans.

Based on his research thus far, Dave told us some
2,831 men from Shawnee County were drafted or
volunteered forservice in World War I. One hundred
and forty of these men died in service. Forty-nine died
inthe United States and the remaining 9 1 died overseas.
Almost two-thirds of the 49 deaths in the US were from
the Spanish Flu.

Of those who died overseas, 41 were killed in
action, 15 more died frombattlefield wounds. Twenty-
six died fromdisease, overhalf fromthe Spanish Flu,and
9diedinaccidents.

Dave also gave abreakdown of where the remains
of allbut 26 of the 140 Shawnee County men were laid
torest. Forty-three were buried overseas, five in Arling-
ton National Cemetery, 55 in Shawnee County cemeter-
ies,and 11 inother counties’/states’ cemeteries.

The fate of the 35" Infantry Division and its part of
the Meuse-Argonne offensive during September 1918
were briefly discussed. Within the first week of that
offensive, the 35" suffered so many casualties it virtually
collapsed and, in fact, was withdrawn from the battle on
September 30". Lack of air support was cited as one
reason for the Division being mauled sobadly. Eventu-
ally, congressional hearings were held todetermine why
the 35" was sodecimated in this offensive.

Dave then showed a series of slides containing
selected obituaries, grave markers, and monuments to
Shawnee County men lostin the war, and photos of four
military cemeteries in France where Shawnee County
soldiers are buried. Dave found one marker in the
Topekacemetery toaFay Sarah Friedberg whoserved
in the War Department, Washington, D.C. She died
December 30, 1918 fromcomplications from the Span-
ishflu and pneumonia. One of the obituaries was fora
Marine Corps Private, Walter D. Stanley, who was
assigned aboard the USS CYCLOPS, a 552-foot (coal)
collier. Sometime after leaving the Barbados on March
4, 1918, the CYCLOPS disappeared without a trace.

December/January
CalendarofEvents

December
Monday, December 12
Membership Luncheon
Jean Wanner Education Conference Center
11:30 am.
Jack Vaughn is our guest speaker.
He will talk about US Army General
Frederick Funston.

Sunday, December 25
Christmas Sunday
The Museum is Closed

,lanua! Vv
Sunday, January 1

New Year’s Day
The Museum 1s Closed

There is no Membership
Luncheon in January.
The next luncheonis
Monday,
February 13.

> >

The ship and its crew have since become famous as one
ofthe mysteries of the Bermuda Triangle. Oneslide listed
five men from Shawnee County whoenlisted in foreign
serviceand entered the Warmuchearlier than the United
States. Fourservedin the Canadian Army andone inthe
Australian Army. The photos included four military
cemeteries in France where the remains of some of the
Shawnee County soldiers are interred.

Dave alsohad aslide ofamonumenttoPhilip Louis
Billard, erected at Issoudun, France. Billard was serving
with the 3" Aviation Instruction Center there, and was
killedinan aircraftaccidentonJuly 25, 1918. Topeka’s
Philip Billard Airportis named in his honor. =+
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""What's going on." con't. from page 1

picked up from that point and have also worked on the
cooling and exhaust systems, tail lamps, head lamps,
battery compartment, steering, and other areas.

In August, member Carl Caldwell gave us a
welcome gift as part of a donation he made to the
Museum. This was athree-partarticle on the WC Series
Ambulance Family by Richard Pelouze and Lt. Bryce
Sunderlin. The article gives detailed informationon the
serial numbers, makes, and models of the WC series
ambulances and also has several pages of detailed
markings for the ambulances based on year and/or
theaterof service. Astherestoration nears completion,
these will be especially useful. Photographsin the article
have helped confirmtheexistence and locationofacces-
sories onthe Ambulance. Jim Braun has alsoassisted
Donand Beattie with detail work and possible sources
for parts.

[f you are in Hangar 604 before the cold weather
setsin, and you hearsome banging going on, justlook for
apairoffeetsticking out fromunderneath the Willys or
Dodge, and it will be Beattie or Don.

If you are in Hangar 604
before the cold weather sets
in, and you hear some
banging going on,
just look for a pair of feet
sticking out from under-
neath the Willys or Dodge,
and it will be Beattie or Don.

Gene Howerter did some cosmetic work on one
of ourexhibits outdoors of Hangar 602. The paint work
on the HonestJohn missile was badly faded forboth the
overall paint coat and the white stenciling. Using our
large crew stand, Gene gave the missile a good scrubbing
and then repainted the olive drab surfaces of this former
Cold War weapon. The nextstep will be re-application
ofthe white US ARMY markings to the missile.

Atprinttime, Stu Entzis applying paint to walk-
ways along the interior walls of Hangar 604. Stumarked
off seven feetwide walkways, thencleaned the floorarea
inside the walkways, followed by acid cleaning/etching

the concrete, then applying a sealer and topcoat of gray
paint. His current work is along the north and west
cornerof the hangarand runs abitover81 feetin length.

Tom Witty is currently revamping the second of
two of the WASPs (Women Airforce Service Pilots)
exhibits. He earliercompleted the first WASP exhibit
that held a mannequin dressed in @ WASP uniform
donated to CAM by the late Penny Hallady Moore
some years ago.

Aboutayearorsoago, Gene Howerteracquired
afemale mannequin that was in physically bettercondi-
tion than the one in the first WASP exhibit. Withsome
modifications, Tom prepared the new mannequin forthe
exhibit, and while the case was empty he, Martin
Moyer, and Amos Page rebuilt part of the case's
interiorto better exhibit other materials and photos.

Jane Weinmann helped Tom with fitting the uni-
form to the mannequin. Tom found the mannequin’s
arms gave anoveralleffectofamodel’s pose, rather than
amilitary pose. Heremoved the original arms and made
others that gave amore military appearance.

Once the dressed mannequin was inthe case, Jane
and Marlene Urban were giving it a look over and
decided that mannequin lacked — for lack of a better
description—certaincurves. Theytold Tomthey would
correct this and went about doing just that. As they
worked, they discussed how big the curves should be.
At this point, Tom felt silence would probably be the
better part of valor (and perhaps self-preservation) and
found something else to work on. The exhibit looks
great.

The case Tomis now working on had a numberof
photos taken by Penny Moore of WASPs in training,
some aviator clothing artifacts, and model airplanes.
WithMartin’sand Amos’ help, the interiorofthe second
case was also modified to give abetter sight presentation
for photos and other written materials. Tom went
through our models in storage and selected several new
examplestoplaceinthe case. Sincethe originalexhibit
was put together, we have acquired artifacts similar to
thoseoriginally ondisplay that are inbettercondition, and
Tomisadding these tothe exhibit.

Marlene, Jane, and Mary Naylor put togetheran
exhibitcase thathasa“Home Front™ theme withamix of
memorabiliaand souvenirartifacts that perhapsa father
and mother, sister, wife or sweetheart might have re-
ceived fromalovedoneinservice. Theartifactsinclude
military installation pillow slipcovers, charms, pinsand
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jewelry, photos, aircraft puzzles, sheet music, and
memorabilia made from ammunition. When the
curator gave these ladies akey forthe case lock, it
came back labeled “Girlie Case.” Joking aside, this
exhibit presents a number of things folks on the
Home Front received and cherished from their
family membersinuniform.

Wehavealsoseen several changes inour Gift
Shopthis year, and these deal with some of the most
important assets we have —our Gift Shop Opera-
tors. Without these folks, the public would not see
everythingelse done around the Museum. Our Gift
Shop operators are the first live introduction to the
Museum. They are our Greeters and Goodwill
Ambassadors atthe frontcounter 361 days a year.
Anditisnotlikely that we can ever have too many
Gift Shop Operators. This is a critical volunteer
position area for the Museum, and one where we
need to see some growth.

This yearwe have welcomed some new faces
to the Gift Shop and have also said good-bye toa
few others. New volunteers we are glad to have
working in the shop include Vie Van Camp, Ted
- Marvin and the return of Mary and Jim Braun.
Mary works the shopand Jim works all around the
Museum. Mostrecently, Jean Trupp and Marga-
ret Carlson have started training as Gift Shop Opera-
tors.

Our current core of regulars has been with us
ranging fromafew years to more than 25 years. They
include Mary Naylor, Wayne Dodson (Gift Shop
Manager as well as Operator), Richard Long, Bill
Ballentine, Ray Miller, Dan Pulliam, and Marlene
Urban. While Marlene workstheshop, Chuck Urbanis
outweed whacking the Museum grounds and doing other
buildings and grounds maintenance.

Reluctantly, we said good-bye tothree familiar Gift
Shop faces with Bill Mohney and Jean and Bernie
Wanner “really” retiring. Apparently, they looked
“retirement” up in Webster’s dictionary and found out
“Volunteering at the Combat Air Museum™ was not
really adefinition afterall. Bill, Jeanand Bernierepresent
58 years of volunteer service at CAM, and Bill is a
charter member of the Museum, so their “real” retire-
ments are well deserved. Fortunately, we still plantosee
themat various Museum functions.

Insupport of the Gift Shop, Joe Higgins has been
diligently working at his bench in the 604 workshop,

A view showing the attached pole and
windsock for the billboard sign.

making the walnut bases for the .50 caliber machine gun
shells and hand grenades sold in 602. Those items are
popular with visitors, so Joe always has bases to work on.
His wood comes fromold gun stocks that were roughcut
but never finished. Joe runs the wood through a planer,
then cuts the base to size, and sands and finishes the wood
tocreate the attractive bases. He hasalsobuiltand finished
acouple of flag cases that we will place in the Gift Shop as
sellitems.

The unseasonably warm fall weather broughtouta
larger than usual number of tours to the Museum for this
time of year. Jack Vaughn, Bob Kelly, Ralph Knehans,
and Dave Houser have all been busy guiding folks of all
ages throughour two hangars.

Offthe Museum grounds, Mark Hasvold continues
restoration work in his shop on the Ryan Firebee target
drone. Markiscurrently repairing and replacing damaged
skin on the bottom of the drone. When he completes the
restoration, which includes painting the drone, it willbe a
real beaconinits bright red-orange paint against the white

see' What's going on," con't. on page 8
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"What's going on." con't. from page 7

back drop of Hangar 602.

Alsooffsite, volunteers have erected the frame-
work forabillboard signalong US Highway 75 south of
Topeka. Stu Entz owns some property along US 75
between south Topeka and the 77" street exit to Forbes
Field and has allowed us toerecta billboard sign for the
Museum on this property. On November 9, Martin
Moyer, Dale Allen, Stu Entz, Bob Crapser, Gene
Howerter, Dick Trupp, and Danny San Romani
gathered at the site, dug postholes and set up the
framework. The framework was designed and builtin

Hangar 604 by volunteers, then taken to the site for
assembly. Itincludes a pole with a windsock on one
upright. While finishing the concrete work, the crew had
areal scare when Martin passed out while sitting on the
tailgate of histruck. Bobimmediatelycalled91 | and Stu,
Dale and Bob tended to Martin until the ambulance
arrived. Astheemergency medical techniciansarrived,
Martin came around and was able totalk with themand
answer their questions. Once in the hospital, it was
determined that he was suffering fromsevere anemia. As
this is being written, Martin has a series of tests to
undergo to determine the cause of the anemia. We wish
him a speedy recovery.

The Battle for Leyte Guif

Aneyewitness account of KITKUN BAY’s part in the Battle of Leyte Gulf
off Samar Island, Philippines cn October 25, 1944

Two years ago, Mr. Charles Ferguson of To-
peka brought to the Museum a scrapbook from his
World War Il Navy days. Included in the scrapbook
were a number of photos and papers regarding a Dr.
Herman Ellsworth Schuman who, after World Warll,
practiced dentistry in El Dorado and later, Parsons,
Kansas. Mr. Ferguson and Dr. Schuman served to-
getheronthe USSKITKUNBAY (CVE71),anescort
aircraft carrier, sometimes also called a “jeep” carrier.
Mr. Ferguson was a Storekeeper and 20 mm gunner,
and Dr. Schuman was in the Medical Department.

Also in the scrapbook was a copy of a written
eyewitness account of KITKUN BAY’s part in the
Battle of Leyte Gulf off Samar Island, Philippines on
October25, 1944, LT(jg) Charles F.Spalding wrote
the account. Spalding also co-authored a 1943 novel
Love At First Flight and was a close friend to “Jack™
Kennedy and other members of the Kennedy family.

Mr. Ferguson loaned his scrapbook to curator
Danny San Romani long enough for San Romani to
copy itscontents. Withthisissue of Plane Talk, we start
Spalding’s account of The Battle for Leyte Gulf. Vol-

umes have been written on this naval battle, and some
background information is necessary before we start
LT(jg) Spalding’saccount..

On October24, 1944, US Army General Douglas
MacArthur waded ashore on the eastern beaches of
Leyte Island, Philippines, fulfilling a promise to the Fili-
pino nation made in 1942 that he would return. Four
days earlier, troops of Lieutenant General Walter
Kreuger’s Sixth Army had landed on Leyte’s beaches.
Admiral William “Bull” Halsey’s Sixth Fleet supported
the landings by providing security inthe Leyte Gulf with
16 fastcarriers, six new battleships,and 81 cruisers and
destroyers. Vice Admiral Thomas Kincaid and the
Seventh Fleet with its smaller escort carriers and old
battleships provided direct support to troops on the
beachhead. Lieutenant General George Kenney's Fifth
AirForce provided additional aerial support from five
Pacific Island bases.

Allthese forces arrived essentially unopposed, and
thelandingsinitiallyencountered lightresistance. Butthis
did not mean the Japanese were abandoning Leyteto the
invading forces. Infact, theinvasionputintoeffectapre-

P
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planned Japanese defensive response named Sho-1 in
whichthey hopedtodecoy the major US Navy fleet units
away from Leyte so they could attack and destroy the
ships supporting the landing and defeat the forces ashore.

The Sho-1 plan consisted of three naval forces, the
Northern, Center, and Southern. The Northern Force
was the decoy, setup to draw Halsey's fast carriers to
an area well northeast of the Philippine Islands. The
Centerand Southern Forces approached the Philippine
Archipelago fromthe westand steamed eastward through
the Sibuyanand Mindanao Seas toeventually come out
ontheeasternside of Leyte throughthe Surigao and San
Berdarnino Straits.

The Battle of Leyte Gulf occurred October23-25,
1944, USS KITKUN BAY and its small task unit took
part in a running gun battle with Vice Admiral Takeo
Kurita’s Center Force on the morning of October 25, off
SamarIsland.

KITKUN BAY was one of six escort aircraft
carriers (CVE) in Task Unit 77.4.3, part of Kincaid’s
Seventh Fleet. The Unit’s call sign was Taffy 3. Escort
ships for Taffy 3 included three destroyers (DD) and four
destroyerescorts (DE). The largest gunsof the 13 ships
of Taffy 3 were 5-inch gun mounts. Eachcarrierhadone,
the DDs had five apiece, and the DEs had two apiece, for
atotal of 29. The DDs each carried 10 torpedo tubes,
the DEs each carried 3 foratotal of42. The six carriers
each carried Wildcat fighters and Avenger torpedo
bombers. Onthe day of theirbattle with Kurita’s Center
Force,acombined total of 52 Wildcats and 43 Avengers
were launched, often sporadically and hastily. A distinct
disadvantage for the fighters and torpedo bombers was
thatthey were armed forattacking ground targets—men,
material,armor, and vehicles. They and theircarriersdid
not carry the ordnance necessary o penetrate armor
plated battleships and cruisers. It was somewhat like
hitting acharging rhinoceros withafly swatter.

Escort carriers were comparatively small ships.
They were builton oil tankerhullsand hadalengthof 512
feet. They displaced 7,800 tons, smaller than most
cruisers, and had atop speed of 19 knots (21-22 mph).
Besides their main defensive armament of one 5-inch
gun, they carried an array of 40 mm, 20 mm, and 50
caliber anti-aircraft guns. Escort carriers were desig-
nated CVE. Theircrews said this stood for “Combus-
tible, Vulnerable, and Expendable.”

Kurita's Center Force, Taffy 3’s opponenton the

morning of October 25, consisted of four battleships,
eight heavy and light cruisers, and 11 destroyers. The
fourbattleships by themselveshad 81 gunslargerthanthe
largest guns of Taffy 3. The cruisers and destroyers
added another 160 guns as big or bigger than the
American ships’. Kurita's force also had over 150
torpedo tubes tothe Americans’ 42. The slowestshipin
the Center Force could make good 26 knots (29-30
mph). In short, the Japanese had by far the superior
force.

“The Jap fleet is fourteen
miles astern!”
“Sure,” | say, “Sure it is.”

Lookouts on the ships of Taffy 3 were absolutely
stunned and surprised tosee the silhouettes of Japanese
battleships and cruisers steaming overthe horizononthe
morning of October 25. An Avenger pilot had first
reported their presence, and this was passed to an
unbelieving Rear Admiral Clifton Sprague, commanding
Taffy 3. Unknowntohim, Halsey had taken the bait set
by the Japanese Northern Force and steamed off to the
northeast to find and engage this force. Halsey left the
San Bernardino Straitunguarded, and Kurita’s Center
Force steamed through the strait during the night. Thus
Taffy 3’s part in the Battle of Leyte Gulfbegan. Here
follows LT(jg) CharlesF. Spalding’saccount (printed as
written).

“The Japfleetis fourteen miles astern!”

“Sure,” [say, "Sureitis.”

Angrily, the flight deck officer, LaRue, a small
aggressive man wholooks like abelligerent rooster with
his yellow captied on his head, grabs my armand points
toward the last CVE in the formation. Itis the Gambier
Bay steaming along undisturbed against abackground of
gray, quarrelsome, early morning clouds that squat low
ontheearly sullen sea. Gusty winds drive adawn rain
across the deck butnothing seems outof the ordinary. At
0700 on the 25" of October, 1944, the six escort
carriers, three destroyers, and four destroyer escorts
that make up Task Force 77.4.3, notexactly a gathering
of naval might, apparently are about to commence
another day of support air operations. It is a dull,
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monotonous, unadventurous mission, butone forwhich
CVE’s are particularly fitted with their limited speed,
flimsy constructionand negligible armament. Itrequires
that our planes bomb and strafe in support of troops that
have landed ashore on Leyte Island. Naval mightis not
needed here, the job can be done by jeep carriers,
destroyers, and destroyerescorts operating in guarded
waters.

But even as I look, two geysers of spray rise up
fantastically intalllazy columns behind the Gambier Bay.
Markershellsdye the waterred. Andthenaphosphorus
shell bursts short above the ship releasing glittering
streamers.

I'turn quickly back to LaRue, but he is under the
bridge getting orders to launch fromLt. Comdr. Sweet,
the air officer. Captain Whitney’s bulk, peaked by a
greenbaseball cap, looms up behind the air officer. The
bridge teems withactivity. Startled members of the staff
peer thru glasses into the murky gray astern. The
Admiral, holding binoculars in his left hand, hiscanvas
flight jacket with the leather name plate, Oftsie,R.A.,
open below his neck, goes to the Captain.

“Captain, that’saJap fleetbehind us. Whatare you

r

“Admiral Sprague has ordered the Task Forceto

increase speed one knot.”

“Oneknot!! Give her all she’lltake!”

Allshe’ll take amounts to nineteen knots. Inof [sic]
the C.1.C. [Combat Information Center] room, atelltale
red line on the plotting screen shows the Japanese
warshipsclosingatthirty. Enlisted menand officers work
feverishly oversquawkboxes, charts, radarinstruments,
radio and phones. Foul weather doubles the static,
excitement multiplies the conversations. Loud hectic
talk, instructions, pleas, cries, shouted criticisms, Japa-
nese, frantic questions all issue into the semi-lit room
collideandjellintoendless garbling. One ofthe officers
stands aside watching anenlisted man plot with red chalk
onthelarge, circular, luminous screen the course of the
Japanese behind us.

“How could they get so close and not be de-
tected?” I ask.

“The radar isn’t as effective in bad weather,” he
answers.

“But fourteen miles! It must be part of astrategic
plan.”

Heshrugsagain.
“What about the othercarriers? Listen, we’re not

outhere alone, are we?”

Heshrugs.

My voice hasrisentoohigh. Someone looks atme.
Embarrassed Istartto leave. Atthe doorIaskatalker
what the Japstrengthis.

“Four battleships, six cruisers, and a flock of de-
stroyers,” he says quickly and then relays an official
message.

Back ondeck the fighter planes are already off, the
lastinaclimbingcurvingarctotheright. A planedirector
aids the first torpedo plane onto the catapult, walking
slowly backwards and motioning with his hands. Imme-
diately behind crawls another plane waiting its turn. The
catapult officer, Lt(jg) Wertheimer, points down the
deck and the first plane is flung aloft. The others inch
clumsily nearerthe catapult.

My eye follows the torpedo plane over the water
and falls upon the small escort vessels steaming along
bothsides of ourforce. They are laying asmoke screen.
It shows cleanly white against the sea’s ashen shade.
Two destroyer escorts and a destroyer are doing the
same thing astern. Heavy black smoke issues from our
ownstacks. Andthenagainasix gunsalvoraises fingers

.. of foam on both.sides of.the Gambier Bay, They can

comenocloserwithout hitting. More shells strike around
the carrier. It seems to be sailing between spouts of
water.

CommanderRichard Fowler, the squadron’s skip-
per, ison the catapult now. The tip of his tongue shows
between his teeth. It gives him an impish look. Stiff
anxiety is pressed on other faces, but Fowler’s face is
almost bright. This is his profession. The helpless
positionheregardsasthechance of alifetime. Some men
are made great in moments like this. Turner’s tough
bearded face is twisted, Garrison’s fat rubbery face
looks ugly behind his goggles. Issitt’s dark face freezes
evenly. Globoker is open mouthed, but the Skipper’s
humorous face isalmost bright.

After he is launched, Lt. David appears out of
Operations. We stand together in the catwalk.

“They’re firing on the White Plains,” he shouts.

Water rises beside the carrier off our portquarter.

*“They’ve fourbattleships, six cruisers, and fifteen
destroyers back there,” he adds.

Inod. .

“Are we getting any help?”’

“Wesentamessage, buteverybody’sbusy. They’re
attacking down southand atthe beach.”

™
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“There must be somebody. How about Army
planes?”

He shakes his head. Tacloban Field isn"tready.

Forthe firsttime I fully realize our position. A Jap
task force coming down from the north hasaccidentally
run into us off the coast of Samar. We are all that lies
between themand theirobjective, the defenseless trans-
portsatanchorinLeyte Gulf. Six CVE’s, three destroy-
ers, and four destroyer escorts are pitted against four
battleships, six cruisers, and an estimated sixteen de-
stroyers. Fear fills me and curls in my stomach like fog
around astreet lamp. We have nothing to fightback with
butone five inch gun. And our planes.

“Qurplanes have been sent toattack the enemy,”
itisannounced overthe public address.

Onthe plotting board in C.I1.C. itisevident that the
Japanese are pressing closer and closer. They have
moveduponbothsidesand lie aboutus likeahorseshoe.
From the catwalk you can plainly see orange streaks
fromtheir guns, waitanendless thirty seconds and then
observe the shell splashes. Theircruisers stand less than
sixmiles off ourportand starboard side. Battleships and
the restof the unit are drawing up astern.

IpassLt. Harry athistwenty millimeter gun forward
on the port side. His babyish face looks ridiculous
beneath the steel helmet.

“Ican’tbelieve it,” he mutters desperately. “Itis
incredible! How did it happen? We can’t even shoot
back!”

The anguishof utter helplessness givesthe crew a
cravenlook. They stand impotently atthe rail watching
shells splash about the White Plains and the Gambier
Bay.

“Lookit there! She s hit!” several shout atonce.

The Gambier Bay swings violently to port, smokes
badly and begins to drop back. She doesn’texplode. I
think of the Liscombe Bay [torpedoed, exploded, and
sank November 1943]. I watch her [Gambier Bay] fall
back. Shells dropon her withdoubled fury now. Soon
she will be asitting target for theirbattleships, cruisers,
and destroyers.

“Thope Mac gets off,” murmurs acrewman.

Everybody has friends on the Gambier Bay. I want
to run away. Iduck into the light lock [sic] and run
aimlessly down the passageway. Inthe flag office I find
Lt.Snyderathisdesk. Histhick frame isslumpedina
chair, and fear has drawn his features.

“Whatdoyou think?” L ask stupidly.

He spreads his thick hands helplessly.

“Thisisit,” he says.

“Yeah, thisis it,” echo two pale yeomen, nodding
togetheragreeably. They are packing secret papers that
they have been ordered to destroy.

Ileavethischeerless scene and goneedlessly to the
head. Two hundred and fifty pounds of Lt. McCabe are
balanced on the toilet in what must be one of the most
studied casual gestures ever assumed. Spread out
before him is the sports edition of the Philadelphia
Inquirer. Thisis October25™. Icalculate quickly thatthe
paperis four months and thirteen days old.

“Whatdo youthink?” T ask againabsurdly taking a
seat beside him.

He turns his high head slightly like aninterested St.
Bernard and talks grandly as if he were the allied
spokesman.

“I have every confidence that we shall emerge
safely fromthis.”

Continued in the next issue of Plane Talk
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