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B-29 Training in Kansas
By Dr. Yates C. Smith

Special Order #8, dated Sept. 27" 1943 (Monday) - Headquarters, established the 468"
Bombardment Group (H), Smoky Hill Army Air Field, Salina, Kansas. | was assigned to
the 795™ Bomb Squadron. There were 3 other B-29 Groups training in Kansas. They
were the 40" Bomb Group at Pratt, Kansas, 444" Bomb Group at Great Bend, Kansas,
and the 462" Bomb Group at Walker, Kansas.
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In 1943 the population of Salina, Kansas was approximately 25,000. According to the
Salina Chamber of Commerce, the population was 21,018 in 1940.

It was my first chance to see a B-29. | thought it was the biggest thing | had ever
seen...in fact it was the biggest thing | had seen flying. There were 4 squadrons in the
468" Bomb Group. They were the 792", 793" 794™, and the 795™. Our Commanding
Officer of the 795" was Major Henry R. Sullivan, a West Point graduate. He was very
strict, but very fair.

Henry R. Sullivan Bio

My 2" Lieutenant pay as of Oct. 1%, 1943 (Friday) was $150/month base pay with an
additional $75/month for flight pay. As | was married, and living off base, | collected
$42/month for meals and $60/month for housing. It came to a grand total of $327/month.

There were 4 hangers on the flight line. They were only large enough to get the front end
of a B-29 inside. They had devised a way of shutting the hanger doors around the
fuselage with the tail sticking out. It did provide some protection to those who were
working on the planes. With the bitter cold of 1943-44, it made all operational problems a
lot worse. The only consolation in flying the B-29 was that we did have adequate heat in
the pressurized cabins. We were also issued electric heating suits. When we flew in
B-17s, it was a little more uncomfortable. Those electric suits were made like an one
pieced suit of long johns. They also had a pair of socks that plugged at each leg and
gloves that plugged into each sleeve. The only problem with that arrangement was if we
had to bail out, all of the electric gloves and boots would strip off. We would then have
frostbitten hands and feet. There was not enough room to put shoes and gloves on over
these electric gloves and shoes. We just had to have on leather boots and gloves, in
case we had to bail out.
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We had about 5 B-29's in the 4 squadrons. Those were estimated to cost at least
$1,000,000 each. Due to the shortage of B-29s, we did most of our crew training in
B-17's. The B-29's were used mainly for pilot instructions. It was during October 1943
that a B-29 (41-36961) crashed on takeoff and burned. Major Warren Chittum was a 795"
instructor pilot with a new crew. They were practicing 3 engine take-offs with the #3
engine windmilling when #4 engine quit. There were no survivors other than the tail

gunner, a man named Oscar Bolt. This was the first B-29 assigned to the 795" Bomb
Squadron.

Boeing B-29 41-36961
Photo courtesy of Air Force Historical Research Agency,
Maxwell AFB, Montgomery, AL

There were some Martin Marauder B-26s used for pilot training. The B-26s had a tricycle
landing gear similar to the B-29s. The B-26 was usually referred to as the “Flying
Prostitute”, because of its short wings and it had no visible means of support. The B-26
was one of the hottest flying planes in the Air Corp. One B-26 pilot told me if it was

doing 150 MPH, to watch out...anything could happen - it could stall, land, or cruise at
150 MPH.

When | first arrived at Smoky Hill, | lived in the BOQ (Bachelor Officer Quarters) - as my
wife Evelyn left Casper, and returned to Memphis. She was probably staying at 909

Brower with Mr. & Mrs. Bloodworth. | came back to BOQ one afternoon, and saw a man
sitting on a bunk who appeared to be about 5' 8" with no shirt, but he did have on pants.
| asked him, "When did you arrive"? He said, "This morning". | just casually mentioned
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to him, "If you are behind on flying, you will catch up here™. We had been flying quite a
bit in B-17s. The next day, Major Sullivan saw me in Squadron Operations. "l want to
introduce you to your new pilot, this is Major George." It was the same small man | had
seen the day before in the BOQ. | looked up at the status board, and there his name
appeared with over 2,000 hours of 4 engine time. Major George just looked at me and
smiled. It was then | found it was best to find out something about whom you were
talking to before you said anything.

Major Walter R. George
Photo by Dr. Yates C. Smith

Major Walter R. George, Orlando, FL was a very good pilot. He seemed to think things
out logically in an emergency. He seemed to always come up with the right decision in a
very short period of time. 2" Lt. Harry Olsen, Alameda, CA was our Co-Pilot. He was
married and his wife Miriam was with him at Salina. Harry had been a B-24 instructor
Pilot at Carswell Army Air Base at Ft. Worth, TX. Our Flight Engineer was 2" Lt. Winston
J. Fisher, from Detroit, MI. Our Navigator was 1% Lt. Norman L. Watkins, Los Angeles,
CA. Watkins was a little older than most of us, and had been a naval Navigator on the
U.S.S. Lines. He had navigated ships all over the world. Norman had been a navigational
instructor at Hondo Navigation School before being assigned to our crew. The Radar
Operator was Sgt. Wagner. He did not fly to India with us, but joined us after we got to
Kharagpur. Wagner traveled by boat from the United States to India.
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Left to right:
Watkins, Wilfinger, Olsen, Fisher, Smith and George
From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith

Our Radio Operator was Hugh T. Poindexter, Cleburne, TX. Poindexter was with the
Army Corps of Engineers before entering the Service. Our Senior Gunner was Harold E.
Elliott, Guthrie, OK. Left Gunner was Vernon Ode, Los Angeles, CA. Right Gunner was
George Stanisich, Jackson, CA. Tail Gunner was Paul E. Gains, Youngstown, OH. On
the trip overseas, Master Sgt. Pat Rogers, Tucson, AZ, our crew chief, flew with us. He
was in charge of all maintenance on 42-6284 (“The Challenger”). Nearly all of the
enlisted men were 3 striped Sergeants.

This is a photo taken of our enlisted men in either May or June 1945, Tinian. Left to right are:
George Stanisich, Robert J. Metzger, Paul Gains, Harold H. Elliott, Hugh T. Poindexter and Vernon Ode.
From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith
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We were even short of B-17's for training purposes. On Special Orders #20, dated
October 12™ 1943 (Tuesday), Headquarters, 468™ Bombardment Group (H), Smoky Hill
Army Air Field, Salina, KS, | was ordered to fly with Major Henry R. Sullivan, 2" Lt. James
Rutledge, M/Sgt. Patrick J. Rogers, and T/Sgt. Willis A White, Jr. to take 2" Lt. Charles A.
White, 2" Lt. Raymond L. Boardman, F/O Thomas M. Rybovich, and S/Sgt. Robert L.
Smith to Alexander, LA Air Base to pick up another B-17, and ferry it back to Salina, KS.
We left Smoky Hill Air Field on Oct. 9™ 1943 (Saturday), and | flew down as Major
Sullivan's navigator in B-17 #130. | remained with the second crew to navigate them back
in B-17 #111 the next day.

Walter George and his crew with the “Eager Beaver”,
a B-17 assigned to the 468" Bomb Group for training purposes
From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith

Someone decided to go into Alexandria, and see the town before going back the next
day. When we got in town, we found 2 Infantry divisions were having maneuvers in
Alexandria. Alexandria was the home town for Ft. Polk, and three other infantry bases
besides Alexandria Army Air Field, where we had landed. (The base was later renamed
England Air Force Base.) When we got to town, there were soldiers everywhere you
looked. They were in people's yards, streets, parks, and alleys. It looked like a Norman
Rockwell drawing. We went in a beer joint, and they were 3 and 4 deep at the bar. With
all of this, it did not take us long to make a decision, and return to the base for a drink at
the Officers’ Club. We returned the next day in B-17 #111 to Salina, KS.

| thought it would be best if Evelyn could come to Salina in fall of 1943. | contacted the
First Presbyterian Church to see if they knew of anyone who might have a place where
we could live. They advised me to contact Mr. & Mrs. Roy E. Clark, 115 E. Bond, who
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were members of that church. When | contacted them, they were very nice. They let us
have an upstairs bedroom, and let Evelyn have breakfast privileges. As | was busy at the
base, | would usually come to town for the evening meal, and stay until | caught the bus
for the base the next morning.

There were 4 Flight Surgeons in the 468" Bomb Group, one for each Squadron. They
were all Captains with MD degrees, and were on flight status. The 792" Squadron had
Captain Howard, 793" Squadron had Captain Mitchell, 794" Squadron had Captain
Johnson, and the 795" Squadron had Captain John Q. Rounsaville. (This information
was supplied by Doctor Mitchell on Sept. 16, 1994 at the Dayton, OH Reunion.)

Capt. John Q. Rounsaville — 795™ Capt. Johnson — 794"
Capt. Howard — 792"% Capt. Mitchell - 793™
Photo by Dr. Yates C. Smith

During World War I, one of the prized possessions of anyone who smoked was his
“Zippo” lighter. On one occasion, | had to visit the 795™ Squadron Dispensary. Dr. John
Rounsaville had leaned over and his “Zippo” lighter had fallen out of his shirt pocket into
the commode. He was guarding the commode until a plumber from Base Engineering
could arrive. The commode had to be taken up, and turned over to recover the “Zippo”
lighter. John Rounsaville was guarding the commode until he could get his lighter, and
would not let anyone flush it.

Sue" () # * b4 4, - # -/ ool




L £

One afternoon on the base, | was in the BOQ, and | developed extreme abdominal pains.
I was trying to make it to the Squadron Infirmary. There | had my first meeting with Dr.
John Q. Rounsaville, our Squadron Flight Surgeon. It happened at 5 p.m. on Oct. 13"
1943 (Wednesday). | was trying to get into the Infirmary before “retreat caught me on the
street”. John diagnosed it as acute appendicitis, and sent me by an ambulance to the
Base Hospital. | was admitted, and sent to a room. After a few tests, | went into the
operating room at 8 p.m. and returned about 8:30 p.m.

The operation was performed by Capt. J. N. Round. They had notified Evelyn of my
condition, and the results of the operation. | don't remember if she made it out to the
base that night or not. It was my first major surgery. It was done with a spinal. | was
half knocked out, but | could see in the large reflector overhead the whole operation. At
the time of the operation, we were not allowed to get up the next day as they do now. So,
| spent about 3 or 4 days in bed before they let me up. | was dismissed from the Base
Hospital on Nov. 1% 1943 (Monday). On Special Order #35, dated Nov. 1% 1943,
Headquarters, 468" Bombardment Group (H), Smoky Hill Army Air Field, Salina, KS, | was
granted a 15 day sick leave effective Nov. 3" 1943 (Wednesday). Evelyn and | went by
train from Salina, KS to Memphis, TN for the sick leave. Evelyn and | returned by train
from Memphis to Salina on Nov. 18" 1943 (Thursday).

Evelyn and | spent Christmas at Salina, Kansas at the Bond's home.
MY DIARY

January 1% 1944 (Saturday) - Spent all day with Evelyn at home at 115 East Bond. Read a
book, "Crime File #4". Very good book. Trying to get over the flu. Didn't go out last
night. Read "Thirty Seconds over Tokyo" last night.

January 2" 1944 (Sunday) — Stayed in bed until 11 am. Got up, and cleaned up. Evelyn
and | went to see "What a Woman" with Rosalyn Russell, Brian Ahearn. We ate dinner,
and came home. Wrote some letters.

January 3™ 1944 (Monday) - Got up at 5:30 am. Went to Base on a city bus, but didn't fly.
Went to Ground school.

January 4™ 1944 (Tuesday) - Got up at 5:30 am. Went to base, but didn't fly, and went to
ground school.

January 5™ 1944 (Wednesday) - Got up at 7:30 am. Went to base, but didn't fly, and went
to ground school. Saw some training films. Came home about 4:15 pm. Slept until 7:30
pm, and ate at home.

January 6™ 1944 (Thursday) - Got up at 5:30 am, went to base on a city bus. Didn't fly,
but went to ground school. Was scheduled to fly in a B-17 #130. It was due out of 100-
hour inspection. Major George took it up, and it had a runaway turbo-supercharger on
takeoff. Supposed to bomb at high altitude. We had a 10,000 foot ceiling. Major George
flew instruments for 3:15 at 8,000 feet. Osage target was not lighted. Landed at 2400
hours. Had an under-cast from 3,700 to 2,200, and made an instrument let down.
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January 7™ 1944 (Friday) - Got up at 8 am. Went to base, and started school at 10:00.
Went to school all day, and came home. Didn't do much.

January 8™ 1944 (Saturday) - Got up at 6:30 am, and went to base at 7:30 am. Officers
were called to Base Theater at 9:30 am to hear Capt. Johnson tell of his escape from an
Italian prisoner of war camp. He was introduced by Lt. Limirek from Washington
Intelligence. Johnson was shot down in his P-40 near Sardinia, and was in the water for
22 hours. Went on 24 hour pass at noon. Have to be out in the morning at 9 am to go
through the pressure chamber. Life is hell this way.

January 9™ 1944 (Sunday) - During the high altitude pressure check, Olsen passes out at
38,000 feet with a defective oxygen face mask. After the pressure check, | was supposed
to have a pass from noon Sunday until noon Monday, but had to fly with Capt. Fouts, Lt.
Pulaski, and Lt. Runt on a 7 hour and 40 minute mission. It was a Group S-2 mission
from Salina, KS, to Topeka, Oklahoma City, Dallas, Amarillo, and back to Salina. Got to
bed at 12:45 am, very sleepy, and tired.

January 10™ 1944 (Monday) - Had to get up at 5 am. Went to base and flew a high altitude
formation bombing mission. Very good hits with 2 middle bombs having a 150 foot C.E.
unconverted. Then went to ground school. | was supposed to fly a night formation
navigation flight tonight, which was canceled as the B-17 was out of order. Sure was
glad. Don’t like night formation flying and being that close to other planes.

January 11™ 1944 (Tuesday) - Got up at 8 am, and went to base on city bus. Had a crew
meeting at 8:30 am to 10 am. Flew B-29 42-6242 in the afternoon on a gunnery mission at
Cheyenne Bottoms. This was the first time | had flown in a B-29. That was all for another
busy day.

K~ ~d
ey —

B-9 42-6242, later named the ‘Esso Express”, before gun turrets were installed.
Photo supplied by A.D. Coan
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From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith
January 12™ 1944 (Wednesday) - Got to base for an alert at 6:15 am. Our B-17 lost an
engine on take-off. #1 and #2 had bad plugs, and the ring cowl on #3 came loose and
was turning with the propeller. Major George cut power in time to stop before we got to
the end of the runway. Had to change plugs on #1 and #2 engines, and install a new prop
on #3. | was supposed to fly tonight, but that was canceled due to #055 redlining. |
bought my first pair of G.l. shoes. Am sleepy, and am going to bed.

January 13™ 1944 (Thursday) - Had an alert at 8:30 am, but | was about 3 minutes late.
Told | am on probation. Another late and | am restricted. “Chicken shit”, | would say.
Had 2 hours of Celestial navigation school. Had one hour of field stripping my 45
automatic. Flew for 4 hours and dropped 5 bombs. Couldn't see target for the snow.
Had a C.E. of 189 corrected. Am not scheduled to fly tomorrow, but have to be out for
early morning alert. Also Chicken shit!

January 14™ 1944 (Friday) - Got up at 5:30 am, and took a city bus to base. Didn't fly, but
went to ground school. Started flying to Minneapolis, MN, but had to turn back at Omaha
due to engine failure. Was supposed to get off until 10 a.m. tomorrow, but Major George
said to be out for an 8 am inspection.

January 15™ 1944 (Saturday) - Had an inspection at 08:30. Col. Sullivan said | should get
Lt. bars and the Air Corp insignia on my overcoat. Made officers’ call, and a Bombardier-
Navigators meeting. Flew a long range mission for 7:55 this afternoon. Major George
told us to be out in the morning at 10:00.

January 16™ 1944 (Sunday) - Got up at 8 am. Evelyn and | fixed breakfast. Was at the
base at 10:00. Major George told us we could go on pass until noon tomorrow. Evelyn
and | made some pictures at 115 E. Bond on the inside and out. Evelyn and | went to see,
"Thousands Cheer" with Katherine Grayson and Gene Kelly.

January 17" 1944 (Monday) - Evelyn and | got up late. Had to go to town to leave some
shoes. Had to go to the field. Had blinker code, synthetic gunnery. Went to town, and
got my shoes. Had to report to base at 17:30 for celestial navigational trainer. Flunked
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mission #6 again.

January 18™ 1944 (Tuesday) - Got up at 05:00, and took a city bus to base. Found out |
was not scheduled to fly as Major George and a skeleton crew took a B-29 to the
Birmingham, AL modification center. Had 2 hours on bomb trainer. Had a celestial
navigation class, and a Bombardier-Navigators meeting. Also was supposed to go to PT
for one hour. Was not scheduled to fly tonight.

January 19™ 1944 (Wednesday) - No entry in diary.

January 20™ 1944 (Thursday) - Norman Watkins and | bombed the Osage range in B-17
#111. Had a hard time finding target due to snow.

January 21 1944 (Friday) - Watkins and | bombed the Osage range. Flew to Lawton, OK
and back to Osage. | got the bends, and couldn't bomb. Watkins dropped the bombs.
Night celestial navigation to Lawton in B-17 #280.

January 22" 1944 (Saturday) - Had an inspection. Col. Sullivan told me to get Air Corps
insignia and Lt. bars on my short coat. Had a pass from Saturday noon until Sunday
noon.

January 23™ 1944 (Sunday) - Reported at noon, but didn't do much.

January 24™ 1944 (Monday) - Same old thing...ground school all day long. Major George
took a skeleton crew and flew a B-29 to Birmingham modification center. | did not fly
with them.

January 25™ 1944 (Tuesday) - Bombed the Pratt ranges #1 and #2 at 20,000 feet in B-17
#111. Dropped 8 bombs - only 2 inside the 500 foot circle. Reported a malfunction.
Think it was bad brushes in vertical gyro in bomb sight.

January 26™ 1944 (Wednesday) - Was supposed to get checked out as a combat
bombardier by Lt. Sherwood. Malfunction in bombsight, rate gear broken. Swing
compass, and calibrate in B-17 #130.

January 27" and 28" 1994 (Thursday & Friday) - Had a rest, no flying for the 27" or the
28™. Nice to get a break.

January 29™ 1944 (Saturday) - Had to get up at 4:15 am. Wing mission at 5:40 am. Flew
in B-17 #280 from Salina, to Dodge City, KS, to Pueblo, CO, and returned. Was supposed
to drop 3 bombs on Kannapolis range. Forgot to turn on the bomb rack switch. No
bombs dropped. Never will live that down.

January 30™ 1944 (Sunday) - Was supposed to be off from Saturday noon to Sunday
noon. Had to stand by to fly Saturday night and we didn't fly, so lost half of the day off
again. Had to report at 13:15 today.

January 31 1944 (Monday) - Got paid today. Bought Evelyn a train ticket home. Didn't
do much, and Olsen brought me from the base to 115 E. Bond.
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February 1 * 1944 (Tuesday) - Was supposed to fly this afternoo  n, but was canceled as #2
engine was running rough. Scheduled to fly slow ti me B-17 #111 in the morning.

February 2 ™ 1944 (Wednesday) - We slow timed B-17 #111 for 1:1 5 this morning. Did
nothing but just ride around, and enjoy ourselves. Flew a long range mission in B-29 42-
6242 from Salina, KS to Bismarck, ND to Denver, CO, and returned. Got to bed about
5:30 am. Evelyn is very lovely to sleep with.

February 3 ™ 1944 (Thursday) - Flew to Oklahoma City Material D epot this afternoon in B-
17 #111. Picked up some tires and tubes for a P-47  at Salina. It took us 1:40 to fly to
Oklahoma City from Salina. We camera bombed Wichit  a, KS, and Tinker AFB in
Oklahoma City. Took 1:45 to come back.

February 4 ™ 1944 (Friday) - Well, | had a pretty good day toda y. Did nothing but ground
school. Did fly a bombing mission in B-17 #280 for 5:05 at Osage range at 20,000 feet.
Dropped one bomb off the range. | have all the luc  k - bad luck.

February 5™ 1944 (Saturday) - Major George made the crew fly B -17 #111 to Orlando
today after he had told us we could be off, sol co  uld not be with Evelyn. He made us go
to Orlando instead of Miami. Figured if he could g 0 home, | could fly over my home, so |
got 60 miles off course to the left, and flew over my home at 23,000 feet. It took us 6
hours to go from Salina to Orlando. We spentthe n  ight at the San Juan Hotel. Olsen and
Fisher were in one room. Watkins and | were in ano  ther room. Fisher and Olsen were
sacked out in the middle of the night, when the hou se detective banged on their door,
and demanded they get the woman out of their room. Fisher and Olsen looked around,
and saw a woman sacked out on the sofa. They woke her, and threw her out, so they
could get some sleep. They never did figure out ho  w she got in their room.
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