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Why Did Armstrong Come to the 306th?

This article is authored by Martin J. Kilcoyne, an expert in Russian history,
and with a 306th background as a radio operator in the 367th squadron. He
arrived 18 November 1943 as a member of Lt. Arthur Crapsey's crew. Kil-
coyne was one of five members of Crapsey’s crew seriously wounded 22
December at Osnabruck, and then spent four months in hospitals. He return-
ed to combat and finished his tour with the 306th 1 August 1944, He received
the Air Medal with three oak leaf clusters, the Purple Heart, and the
Distinguished Flying Cross. _

Dr. Kilcoyne was asked by the editor to search the papers of Lt. Gen. Frank
A. Armstrong, Jr., which are now housed in University Library. Out of that
search came little factual material, but instead as a historian Kilcoyne has
looked into the career of Armstrong, particularly as it related to the 306th.
Armsirong was the group’s second commander, taking up his new duties 4
January 1943, and continuing until 17 February 1943.

Col. Frank Armstrong’s tenure at Station Il certainly came at a climactic
time in the air war. Many commentators view the Wilhelmshaven raid, which
he led, as a mere symbolic event, not much in its own right because it had
only 54 planes spending a few minutes over German soil.

To them it was only a promise of things to come. But reading books on the
air war published in the last few years has convinced me that the 306th per-
formed a greater service for our war effort than has been thought. In fact, it
probably saved daylight bombing. If the raid had been botched, then power-
ful opponents were ready to call in unison for the end to precision-bombing,

| cannot resist a glance at the immediate past. As i see it, there's the
dramatic setting in which Armstrong was sent to Thurleigh. As soon as the
USAAF arrived in England, the U.S. public waited proudly for the soon-
expected assault on Germany. But by the start of 1943 the long-heralded
blow had, despite promises, not yet taken place. However, many officers still
shared the public’s belief that it would be an easy fight. For instance, even
as late as the summer of 1943 Armstrong in the States speculated, as clipp-
ings show, with casual optimism that the bombers could get through the
flak, deal with the enemy fighters, hit the target, and return with tolerable
losses.

But the great day was always deferred.

Cool heads in the USAAF were not as sure of success as Armstrong was.
Eaker, the man on the spot, probably understood the danger posed by the
Luftflotten of 109’ and 190’s awaiting his Groups. Although he passionately
believed in his mission, he did not think it could be carried out with the one
unescorted wing, he could put over Germany. He had to stall and wait until
-he had larger forces.

But the impatient Arnold was pressuring him to get on with the slow-
developing campaign. Arnold feared leaders in the allied camp who agitated
against the daylight effort. He was especially apprehensive that FDR, a deep-
water sailor casting longing glances at the desperate battles in the Pacific,
might desert the cause and give in to the pleadings of the Combined Chiefs,
many of whom were not enthusiastic about the Eighth and all of whom sup-
ported the constant siphoning of elements to the Mediterranean and the
sideshow of the anti-submarine campaign.

“‘Night bombing is the only way,"’ said the British. Churchill, Harris and
Sinclair throughout the Autumn of 1942 stepped up the pressure as the
Eighth’s losses mounted and weather forced cancalla_tiuna of sirikes. By
Christmas the RAF and USAAF were cool to one another. In January the
weakening FDR and the worrying Arnold obliged Eaker at Casablanca to

plead his own case before Churchill. He came away with a stay of
execution—a very short one. {Continued an Page 2)

Frank Armsirong

289 Combat
Crews Came
ToThurleigh

It is estimated that between 3200
and 3300 combat crewmen served
with the 306th between September
1842 and April 1945.

We have been able to come up
with a fairly accurate count on
combat crews, with 289 having been
accounted for at this time. As the
accompanying chart shows, it was
really April of 1943 before new
crews in any numbers began 10
arrive at Thurleigh to replace those
lost and to bolster the remaining
original combat crewmen.

It was also in April of 1943 that
Michael Roskovitch, the Mad
Russian, becamie the first man in the
Eightto complete a 25-mission tour,
closely followed by Lt. Eugene
Poliock, 423rd navigator, who was

(Continued on Page 4)

Martin Kilcoyna

Historian Likes
What ECHOES Says

To the Editor:

As a professional historian and
writer, | have found ECHOES to be
ane of the finest periodicals of its
kind. Mot only is it professionally
laid out and attractive asa result, but
the content is quite significant
historically. In every issue | find
material that is must reading for my
own background on the 8th Air
Force, If the past is any prolog to the
future, then | will look foward to
seeing what else you turs up. 306th
members should be proud of what
they are receiving since it is of
superior guality.

Jeffrey L. Ethel|
Eviation Writer
Richmond, VA

Deceased

Edwin L. Fulmer, 367th gunner, 20
July B0 at Franklin, IN,



Frank Armstrong at the 306th

(Continued from Page 1)

Grand strategy aside for the moment, there is another consideration. The
men at Wycombe Abbey did not have to be seers to visualize the hosannas
that would greet the first U.S. raid on the Nazi homeland. The American
public was bored with assaults on unheard of places in France and the
Lowlands. Who cared about strikes at wharfs in Ghent or runways in Lille?
But newsmen promised juicy headlines if the attacks switched to Germa ny.

Eaker realized how endangered unescorted bombers would be inside the
Reich. He must have had nightmares about the headlines that would follow if
the first attack there failed. The mission of the USAAF begun in the
1920"s—precision bombing—was at stake. Time was running out. Eaker
knew he had to have the best group and the best commander for the job.
Three days after he made his plea in Casablanca he flung the dice: The
306th led the attack on Germany.

His strategic plan for the raid was first-rate. The Luftwaffe was bunched in
Western France to meet the expected raids. Eaker sent his force around the
flank, over the empty North Sea, and into the thinly defended German rear.
Armstrong’s tactical handling of the raid was ably done as he quickly ad-
justed to changing conditions over the Weser, switched from primary
Vegesack to secondary Wilhelmshaven, and struck under poor conditions
with satisfactory results.

The 306th and Its men were the weapons with which the colonel achieved
this life saving success.

There are mysteries surrounding Armstrong’s going to Thurleigh and his
leaving it. His own file does not throw much light on these problems: he hints
and suggests rather than makes precise statements.

In Armsirong’s unpunlished manuscript, SO NEAR HEAVEN AND SUR-

ROUNDED BY HELL, he provides the following biographical skeich.
He has had a successful career in England when he is called in to talk to his
oid friend Eaker. The general appreciates his performance and proposes to
give him command of the 306th. If the colonel will do this as a favor to his
boss he will get a promotion to star rank,

At Thurleigh he pulls off the big raid and so gets his promotion. He leaves
Station [i abruptly and hangs around England until he departs for the States.
He is given a training command, later he joins in the bombing of Japan. After
the war his career prospers as he takes on ever-greater responsibilities.
Finally, he hangs up his flying helmet and retires full of honors despite his
resigning after being betrayed by people in the government. Eaker, inciden-
tally, at this time sent a short note of sympathy.

it seems to me that we ought to accept Armstrong’s claims that he had
done well, that Eaker appreciaied his accomplishments, and the interview
was friendly. Moreover, we cannot picture Eaker sending a so-so commander
to lead a make-or-break mission. The general’s own career was being put on
the line. But Armstrong may have expected to come out of the meeting with
more than another command of a Group. He had already proved himself on

that level. He was ready for bigger things. A Combat Wing, perhaps?

As a career officer he knew that in the tradition of successful commanders
he had always to appear upward bound, avoiding the repetition of
assignments or sideways moves, as the 306th assignment seemed to be.

in fact, the files characterize him from the moment he stepped into
uniform as man on his way to the heights, always ascending. Did Eaker say,
‘Do this job for me and I'll make you a general?’’ Thus would he sweeten
the cup of a command that made Armstrong seem to stand in place marking
fime. For security reasons, of course, neither man could mention the propos-
ed raid in any written non-secret document, even after the raid. No doubt
other able commanders wanted the honor of leading the historic attack, and
Armstrong in being coy was protecting Eaker from protests originating in the
ranks of the disappointed.

The colonel does not say he took up the task with the goal of preparing the
Group for an attack on Germany. But he tells what purports to be a true story;
it has the ring of a parable,

Without commenting he recounts how a bombadier accosted him on the
base and said he had heard rumors that the colonel had come to lead the
Group to Happy Valley. The bombardier added that he was ready to fly
anywhere with the CO. The man made a right guess about the country, but
picked the wrong target.

Is this Armstrong’s way of confirming the theory of a specific mission? In
addition, he knocked out the only other plausible reason for taking command
of the 306th when he admitted he was not sent to whip the Group into shape.
He refers 1o it as *‘a sharp outfit with an excellent record.’’ (Roger Freeman
in THE MIGHTY EIGHTH, p. 25, says he was sent in to “*shape up’' a *'batile-
sore outfit."*| prefer Armstrong’s version.)

I do not know if good leaders were in short supply in the Eighth at that
time, but the colonel certainly had well developed combat instincts and a
sound record of organizational ability. He was just the man Eaker needed for
the job.

So the raid succeeded and he got his promotion but no command. After a
shaort while he left the Group. He had done his job. But what nags is the
length of time he hung around England in limbo. His upward march seemed
siafled. In addition, he left at a bad time when the USAAF in the ETO could
have used him. Missions of the last week of July flopped with heavy losses.
On 1 August 50 Libs went down in the disaster at Ploesti, and on 17 August,

Reunion in Orlando Set
For Oct. 31-Nov. 2

or those who have made reservations through

The list continues to grow 1T F90% fany Bomb Group at Orlando Oct,

Rambling Tours for the reunion fo't

31, Nov, 1 i i i i
Col Tlaci?rliiriberl former 423rd gommender, Is among first timers who

he weekend.
will be recalling tall tales with thr' qggt:é::i; who have not yetchecked in
There is a large contingent of FlOTIG& i :
but whom it is r?uped willgattend. including Col. Ef.zagrgi ;ﬁgﬁhf:;sn?:rl g:gﬂﬂ
commander for 15 months, and Maj. Gen. James . ' P

navigator and later judge advocate general for l‘“;;.'ISAF'

Recent additions to the list of registrants inci . Clitford Evans, Earl

Richard Argo, Bill Collins, Dellon Bumgardner, fin, Ralph Bord
Schwab, Dr. Arthur Weihe, Gordon Bowers, fankSeaiin, Hap 55
J.P. Shutz and Gus Lamb. i

Henderson Knight, William Taylor, James Lenaghan 'Hglflfrm?snigi?s‘
Joseph Broussard, Don Sheridan, Dennis !:‘mhariclfﬂ"éI OJoe Hardesty and
Cowley, Dr. Thurman Shuller, Al \Walton, Charles Jordon, y
George Wartham.

Those who had registired earlier are:

Warren Day, Robert Sage, Leslie r;ur"Efu
Carlisle, Casey Jones and John Howard. :

Saul Kupfer:ﬁan. Jack Hubbard, George Roberts, "l.DE Gat-’rlsphl Ghiﬂﬂﬁ
Schwoch, Russell Strong, Douglas Schrack, John Grimm, Bill Perry, Jack
Schmidt and Roburt Lavery.

Mrs. Catherine: (Joseph) Brennan.

Additions at press time include Charles Vondrachek, Ski
Roskoski, Richard 0'llara, John Corcoran, Joseph Jaeger,
Harold Lightbown, Al Smith, Lee Kessler, Robert Roth, Bill
Casey, George Klucick, Robert Crane, Eibert Odle, Duke He-
on, don Upchurch, Trygve Olsen, Mendell Larson, Wallace
Boring, Gene Wood, ilendell Hull and Edward Jordan.

The 306th was well represented at a planning meeting in Orlando,
including D. Luke Jacobs, 367th; Wilson Elliott, 369th; Warren Borges,
423rd, and Bill Collins, 369th. ,

Kenneth Norris, William

the anniversary of the Eighth in England, the Regensburg-Schweinfurt shut-
tle raid was a waste of time.

Nevertheless, he goes home to a training command, maybe a ticket to the
road to the peak, but maybe an invitation to oblivion. Such jobs were
sometimes given to failed generals. But if Armstrong had a cloud over his
head when he returned to Zl he certainly worked his way out of it.

So | still have not made much progress in trying to figure out what happen-
ed at Station lll. The incident is an enigma. The manuscripts say something
but it's indistinct. We ought not to necessarily think the colonel was using
guile. Those were the days before Americans developed the national
neuroses causing them to confess everything in their private lives. But Arm-
strong was a man of his time, and he was cautious, still hoping for
career.

Perhaps after his triumphs he was afflicted with a touch of overweaning
pride and got uppity with a superior. Maybe Armstrong thought of the
Thurleigh contretemps—if there was any—as an anomalie that would never
happen again. Remember, foo, he was alaw schoo| grad, and such skills as
he learned there must have enabled him to make a document convey the
meaning he wanted, no more or no less, as the Queen of Hearts sald. But in it
he certainly did not want toindict himself or malfeasance, : :
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