P-39 TRAINING
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Victorville Army Air base was about 50 miles outside Las Angeles, California.  The squadron based there flew P39 Bell Aircobras.  It was a real slick, pretty airplane.  The nose was slim and it was very aerodynamic.  It was the first fighter to use tricycle landing gear.  I found out pretty quick they had some real problems.

They had a bad overheating problem.  The engine was behind the pilot and the air intake was real small.  When you started one up to taxi out to the runway, you better have clearance to take off.  If you had to sit there and let it run a little while, it would get too hot.   Then you had to shut the engine off and let it cool down before you could off.  It  was a sorry plane, and really hot in the cockpit.

I did not like the P39 at all.  I hated to fly those things.  They stalled real easy and there were a lot of accidents.  One month while I was at Victorville, they told us there were more pilots killed in that P-39 group than any squadron in combat in Europe.  I think I only got about 60 hours flying time in P-39’s while I was there in training.

The whole idea of the P-39 was to build the plane around a big 37mm cannon that fired through the propeller hub.  You see, it was a gear driven prop with a hollow shaft.  It looked good on paper but didn’t quite work out in practice.  It was not as fast as you would think.  It was redlined at 375 MPH.  The engine was a 1200 HP Allison V-12.  The supercharger was just single stage and it wasn’t much good above 17,000 ft.  

By that time in the war, we had quit using P-39s in combat.  They built about 9000 of them and gave most of them to the Russians under Lend – Lease.  They weren’t good enough for the missions our pilots were flying.  They didn’t have enough range or the ceiling for bomber escort.  Russian loved them for ground support.  They could tear up a convoy with that cannon.  It would knock out anything but a Tiger tank.  

The primary mission at Victorville was bomber school.  We had one little area down on the end of the runway.  We lived in enlisted men’s barracks and we did not have an officer’s club.  There was a little single story storage building down there they made into a clubhouse.  The put in a bar and some tables so we could sit around, drink a beer, and play cards and stuff.

One of the pilots we knew about then was a test pilot named Chuck Yeager.  He flew out of a base near Victorville.  He would later break the sound barrier after the war.  I got his book and read it.  He bragged a lot.  To hear him tell it, he was the best at everything he did.  He was pretty good, I guess.  He flew P-39s right there in the same area I did.  He said in his book, “I love that airplane.”  He is the only pilot I ever heard that said that.

They wanted us to get used to that tricycle landing gear because we were supposed to go into P-38s and that’s what they had.  We never did go into P-38s.   Instead we went to Luke Field, Arizona to fly P-40s.  That really was an older airplane with conventional gear.  Boy, it would wear you out flying that thing.  Controls were stiff and hard on the stick and rudder.   They were real awkward.  

I never knew exactly what they were trying to do by that time in the war, especially there at Luke.  It was late in the war and there was a lot of confusion.  They would send a bunch to Europe for a while, then back; then they would send a bunch to the Pacific, then bring them back.  It depended on the planes you were flying.  They used different planes in Europe from the ones they used in the South Pacific.  There was a lot of retraining going on all the time.   Seems like they changed their mind a lot.
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LINCOLN

We were at Luke Field about the same length of time we were at Victorville, then they sent us to Lincoln, Nebraska.  It was a staging area and we were supposed to go overseas from there.  We moved in and we didn’t do anything.  We weren’t assigned any planes to fly.  There were some bombers based there and we would hitch a ride on one of them to get in our minimum flight time.  We would sit in the left seat, or just back in the fuselage.  We just sat around and sat around.   

Lincoln was a little town then, about like Lubbock.  We lived in tents and it was not a very good place to be.  We were only 80 or so miles from Omaha.  There was one of those airstream trains that ran between Lincoln and Omaha, and that thing ran 90 miles an hour.   When we got off early Friday afternoon or Saturday morning, we would get on that train and be in Omaha in just a little while.  That was a big town, a real nice town.  That’s where we spent all our off time.

While I was there at Lincoln, I had the occupational health problem common to all fighter pilots.  Nearly all of us developed hemorrhoids from the G’s we pulled in fighters.  While we were sitting around Lincoln doing nothing, and no prospects any time soon, I thought, “Now would be a good time to get that problem taken care of.”  I went on sick call and went over to the hospital.  They said, “Sure, we’ll take care of you.”  The hospital building had been an army barracks building before.  It was an old one story split up thing.  They took me into surgery in one wing of the hospital.  Every patient in there had the same problem.  There was barely room to walk between the beds and every bed was full.  The would tease you when you went in there, “Looky, here comes another one!  Did it hurt?”  

The bath room was right across the aisle from my bed.  I knew they would not release me until I went to the bathroom.  It was just a few steps to the bathroom.  I tried and tried but I couldn’t go.  I was hurting bad.  It got worse and worse, and the second day I told the nurse, “Go get my doctor in here, there is something wrong with me.  It hurts real bad and I need to go.”   She said, “Aw, there’s nothing wrong with you.  Give it time. You’ll be all right.”  

The third day I hollered at that nurse, “Either you go get that doctor, or I am going to find him ‘cause there is something wrong with me.”  She said, “Well, turn over and let me look.”  I turned over and she said, “Oh my gosh!  They did not take the plug out when they got through with surgery.”   She pulled the plug.  I rolled out of bed and headed for the bathroom.   I didn’t make it.  Then the others really did give me a bad time.  She never did call the doctor.
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