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Group Diary

Written by Captain William M. Pearlstein; Notes and Editing by T/Sgt. Frances S. Hickey

September 1, 1943

About midday we sent a 36-plane formation to bomb troop concentrations at Bova Marina, Italy.  
Sixty-one tons of bombs were dropped in the target area and the results were good.  Replacement crews
sent to us recently were assigned to squadrons and immediately the task of reorienting them to combat 
will begin.  An administrative and disciplinary tightening up is in prospect as a result of a recent staff 
meeting.  Everyone leaving the base must now have a pass; authorizations must also be made for 
vehicles departing from the airdrome.  Major Kisselman gave an interesting report on German troop 
morale this morning at a staff meeting.  He said the tremendous losses the Axis is suffering are causing 
the average German soldier to begin to doubt the superiority of the German race.

September 2, 1943

A believed German headquarters near Reggio di Calabria was the target today, 36 planes going over 
while most of us were eating breakfast and bombing the given pinpoint.  The results were believed 
good but because of the camouflage on the area and the altitude of release no one could report seeing 
Jerry generals flying through the air with their breeches blown out.  Another 36-ship mission went after
Crotone airdrome.  

September 3, 1943

News of the invasion of Italy tomorrow came as a welcome stimulant to the Group today.  Allied troops
are to land on the beaches of Calabria at 0430, with British and Canadians having the honor of setting 
foot first on the soil of the European mainland.  Colonel Tokaz went to Gerbini airdrome to attend a 
Tactical Bomber Force (TBF) meeting.  The force's part in the offensive will be the main topic of 
discussion no doubt.  No doubt, also, but that we shall soon be moving over to an airfield on the 
mainland when one is available.

September 4, 1943

A terrific artillery barrage opened the big show today.  The Allied units landed without too much 
opposition and everything seems to be going pretty well according to our plans.  We are now definitely 
under the 12th Air Support Command for administration as well as operations, and that means a 
nuisance period of getting used to new reports and new ways of doing things.  Captain Randolph 
Churchill, son of the English Prime Minister and a prominent journalist and solder, was our luncheon 
guest today.  Catania resembled a vast movie setting, with the highways and streets covered with 
rumbling tanks, armament and heavily laden trucks.  The skies were dominated by Allied planes of 
nearly every type, all headed one way – The Italian mainland.  If we had dictaphones in Italy we should
be hearing the Prussian and Italian equivalents of “Ouch!”



September 5, 1943

News on the progress of the invasion is scarce; in the absence of it we presume things stand in our 
favor.  No doubt the Italian and German peoples also lacking news are presuming their soldiers are 
nobly and effectively resisting our troops.  A secret conference is scheduled to be held on this field 
tomorrow afternoon.  Several high ranking officers - “wheels” - are expected to attend.  We are all 
delighted to hear that Silver Stars for gallantry in action have been put on orders for Colonel M.C. 
Mills, our former commander (missing in action); Captain Donald C. Marcan, former 487th squadron 
commander, 1st Lt. Edgar Penney, group bombing officer (missing in action), and 1st Lt. Joseph Zerega, 
group navigation officer.  All were shot down over Furna, Tunisia, May 6th, 1943.  Capt. Marcan and 
Lt. Zerega have been invalided home.

September 6, 1943

The important conference at the field brought Lt. General Spaatz and men of his staff, high-ranking 
R.A.F. officers, and important representatives of the Royal Navy.  What was on tap in the way of 
discussions isn't known by us, but it is safely assumed the boys weren't playing bingo in the council 
rooms.

T/Sgt. Smith E. Lewis of headquarters is
snowed under with the administrative work of
securing Air Medals and clusters for our
combat personnel.  These are more or less
automatic awards, given for flying a certain
number of missions or destroying enemy
aircraft; however, so much data is demanded by
the 12th ASC and so many carbon copies of
recommendations that he is knee deep in charts
and snarled up in telephone calls to the
squadrons all day long.  Lt. Colonel Tokaz has
invited a couple of British nurses to be his
guests tonight for a late supper.

September 7, 1943

In the clear, cool weather of the Sicilian autumn
we are settling down and getting well organized here.  After the beauty and quiet of Comiso, Catania 
seems a shambles.  The field is more littered with Jerry planes than was Comiso, and from the huge 
craters all over the field, excepting the runway, it is evident the place took many a thousand-pounder in 
its day.  Colonel Tokaz announced today we will participate in imminent operations in the Naples area. 
Assault day in the area is not known, but is presumed close at hand.  We walloped the marshaling yards
at Crotone with 70 tons today with an excellent pattern, our seventh mission of the month.  TBF is said 
to consider the “Avengers” (the 340th) 40% of its striking power.  We constitute one-sixth of the force.

Smith E. Lewis (on right) and Joe Nichols (on left) 
at Catania



September 8, 1943

The following words jumped out of the radio a few minutes ago:  “Allied Headquarters, North Africa.  
General Eisenhower has just announced that Italy has unconditionally surrendered to the Allies.”  
Jubilate Deo!  Later we learned that surrender was actually made September 3rd, but was kept quiet so 
that, when we attacked in Italy in force, the Germans would be caught flat-footed by the Italian soldiers
dropping out.  News of the surrender provided the highest kind of spirits for a dance at the officers' club
tonight, nurses from the surrounding countryside providing the sine qua non. 

September 9, 1943

The expected powerful allied landing
in the Naples area was made today by
Americans on the beaches around
Salerno.  We did our part at 0400
hours in the morning with a raid on a
road junction at Auletta that was
highly successful.  Late tonight
tragedy struck us when we lost three
aircraft on a raid against the
Grazzanise main and satellite fields.
One was shot down by a German
night fighter (Ed.'s note: All crew
members were rescued and returned
more than a week later.), and two
crashed into the sea after becoming
lost.  The pilot of one of these planes,
Lt. Harley Anderson, was drowned
after a successful parachute jump into
the sea off Lampedusa island.  All
others involved were saved.  These
disasters coupled with two crashes on
takeoff on another mission earlier in
the day – mission against Avellino
between 0200-0600 hours the same
day, made it the worst operational day
the 340th has had to date.  On this mission Lt. Bell [Kenneth L. Bell] of the 487th and his entire crew 
[Orlando Loera, Edward J. Reilly, Spencer O. Hickman], excepting co-pilot Lt. [C.H.] Chandler, were 
killed when their plane crashed into a building off the end of the runway, and Lt. R.D. Scott of the 489th

and his entire crew [Ben F. Williams, Lt. Haller, Sgt. Mitchell, S/Sgt. Adam A. Syno] were killed when 
they fell into the sea a mile off the runway.  To make matters still worse an accidental shooting with an 
“unloaded” Luger pistol killed one enlisted man late in the afternoon and wounded another.

September 10, 1943

Too little briefing time was assigned as one of the major causes for the losses incurred on the 
Grazzanise raids.  Actually, five planes became lost on the way home, but two of them landed safely at 
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other fields.  The flying evaluation board is active these days dealing with cases of combat fatigue and 
possibly neurosis or lack of moral fibre.  When these things turn up the men have to be relieved from 
flying duty immediately and grounded here in the North Africa theater to assume non-flying duties, or 
sent back to the States.  Lt. Jack Marsh of the 488th has flown his fiftieth combat mission and has thus 
completed his first tour of duty.  All the boys are studying his case with interest, since they want to be 
reassured that they will be returned to the States when they end their tours.  Lt. Koplitz [John Koplitz] 
of the 489th, a veteran of several combat missions with the RAF as well as many with our group, has 
been recommended for return to the States.

September 11, 1943

24 planes raided the Colobraro – Corleto road, dropping 24 tons of bombs and scoring a part-success.  
Lt. Walsh of the 489th turned back home before leaving Sicily when serious engine trouble developed.  
He allowed everybody to jump safely, then crash-landed his bomb-laden plane safely off the north-
eastern part of the island.

September 12, 1943

On an early morning mission against Corleto, which our 12-plane mission bombed effectively, the 
plane of Lt. Blaney [1st Lt. Fred E. Blaney, Jr.] ran out of fuel.  He heroically continued to fly the ship 
one one engine while the crew bailed out.  Time and again the plane dived uncontrollably, delaying the 
exit of the crew members, but finally all were out save Lt. Blaney.  Then it was too late, the plane being
right down on the mountain side.  He was killed in the crash.  Another raid on Corleto in the afternoon 
with two formations of 12 planes each.  One squadron was prevented from bombing by cloud coverage,
but the other bombed well.  News from the 12th ASC has it that we have been, or shortly will be, 
assigned thirteen new crews.  Major Paul is to be transferred from the 340th and reassigned.

September 13, 1943

487th squadron held an organization day 
celebration and topped it off with a 
somewhat better meal than usual and a leg 
show brought in from town.  Afterwards the 
boys of the squadron and other personnel 
from 340th witnessed a movie in the hangar.  
Now they have rehashed things in higher 
headquarters and we are to get only five 
crews instead of thirteen.  An Italian airplane
carrying six officers and four enlisted men, 
all Italian, arrived from Fano on the east 
coast of Italy near Florence.  It seems they 
whipped out of the place a hair's breath in 
front of the Nazis who were closing in on 
the field.

An Italian Army Aircraft Lands at Catania.  From Sgt.
Hymie Setzer's Collection



September 14, 1943

Busy day today with 60 sorties in the Salerno area.  The Americans are in a highly critical situation 
there, so bad it appears all available air power is being thrown in to stem the German counter-attacks.  
Some of the boys are definitely showing marked signs of combat fatigue.  Unfortunately, we are not 
getting the crews to replace the men whose tours are up.  Through hard work, blood, tragic mistakes 
and blunders we finally build up a wonderful, overall fighting machine.  If, from the very first, we 
would have had a steady dribble of new crews, we could easily have indoctrinated those crews into 
combat and would have experienced men in the group at all times.  As the thing now stands, it looks as 
if most of our experienced reliable men will be grounded at the same time, leaving few crews to carry 
on and they, inexperienced.  Does this incongruous situation exist because our Air Force has too few 
crews, or is some one “boneheading it” upstairs?  Captain Hoffman, group statistical officer, has been 
relieved of duty with us, reassigned to 12th ASC.  It's a boost.

September 15, 1943

We had 58 more sorties in the Salerno area today.  The money is really on the line in that crap game!  
The situation is still critical but it begins to look as if we'll pocket all the funds.  Seven months ago 
today we left San Francisco – the ground echelon part of us – on the West Point for service overseas.  
Another anniversary honored today was the first anniversary of the 486th squadron.  Major Keller's 
[Louis E. Keller] outfit.  They are to have a show tonight similar to the one the 487th had recently.
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September 16, 1943

Malaria is a problem on the plains of Catania.  Several of the boys in the outfit either have had a touch 
of it or are now getting a taste of it.  Along with the “G.I.'s” (diarrhea), it's one of our soldier's greatest 



occupational diseases overseas.  We take the Atabrine tablets about three times a week to beat this 
malaria bug.  Our APO has been changed to 520.  The British are advancing quickly up Italy to help 
our beleaguered Americans.  In Russia too the Allies see ultimate victory, for the Reds are really giving 
the Nazis what-for.

September 17, 1943

The Commanding Officer and several other officers returned today from La Marsa on the North 
African mainland near Tunis, where they spent nearly all day trying to get some of our problems ironed
out.  Spending almost all day there in the company of such officers as Colonel Dahl, A-3, Colonel 
Cook, Deputy Chief of Staff, and with General Curtis, who is Chief of Staff, our officers were told:  1) 
There are no replacement crews available; 2) There are no ground personnel replacements available; 3) 
Higher awards must go to General Spaatz for signature; 4) Officer promotions are held up there in 
headquarters for a long time.

September 18, 1943

Good News for a change came in this evening.  Captain Shireman [Samuel F. Shireman] and his crew, 
missing for more than a week on a night raid against Grazzanise, are safe after many adventures on 
Ischia island and the Isle of Capri.  The Eighth Army elements advancing from the south have joined 
up with General [Mark W.] Clark's embattled Fifth Army in the Salerno area.  We have won the crap 
game.

September 19, 1943

The Group policy on the subject of leaves has been announced as follows:  Crews are to be given a 
seven day rest period at the end of their first 20 missions.  Another seven day leave comes to them with 
their 35th mission.  At the completion of 50, they will undoubtedly be grounded.  Rest periods are to be 
spent at authorized rest camps, with our Group arranging for transportation to La Marsa and the 12th Air
Force getting them the rest of the way to the camp.  Captain Wendall Decker of the 489th and Lt. 
Bowers [Charles W. Bowers] of the 486th,  pilots, have been suddenly ordered to go to the States, 
immediately, the reason not apparent.  That's the sort of break we dream about. 

September 20, 1943

We are in receipt of a copy of a preface written by Major General Brereton of the Ninth Air Force to a 
short illustrated account of one of the 340th Group's most exciting days, May 6, 1943.  The account is 
entitled “Twenty-four Hours of Hell,” was written by S/Sgt. James Q. House, former public relations 
man for the Group, and illustrated by Sgt. Gregory C. Moore of the 487th Squadron.  It is an unusual 
and valuable little production and Major General Brereton's forward should attract favorable attention 
to it.



September 21, 1943

The Avengers Argus, a four page mimeographed news sheet of our own group's activities, the news of 
the ground situation in the area we are operating in, and general news of this global war, appeared 
today for the 67th time.  Its able editors are Captains Rothwell and Simpson, English Air Liaison 
Officers attached to the Group.  Sardinia is now free of German domination, being freed by the 
combined efforts of Italian and French troops and perhaps some Americans.  We sent 48 planes up 
today against two targets in Southern Italy and did well on both of them.  

[No entry for September 22nd]

September 23, 1943

Lt. Howlett [Harold A. Howlett?] returned from Palermo and has found a source of Post Exchange 
supplies which we will be able to utilize.  We expect to move shortly and have our ear to the ground for
news.

September 24, 1943

We have forty of our crew members in two rest camps now and today are sending some more.  It's 
interesting to see the effects of a combat tour on these men.  Combat leaves its mark, there's no 
question about that.  Test show that in most cases a man who has finished a tour has lost weight, is 
visibly nervous, and is irritable and run down physically.  We had a couple of court martial cases today 
with one man getting three months in the guard house for drunkenness and another being acquitted of 
theft.

September 25, 1943

Major Bachrach [Robert Bachrach], group tactical inspector, returned today from a short stay in 
Brindisi on the Italian “heel” with glowing accounts of low prices on most merchandise and excellent 
champagne for a song.  He also paid tribute to the charm and hospitality of the young women there.  
The King and Marshall Bagdoglio were in town while Major Bachrach and his party were there.  All 
the rooms in the hotels were reserved for the entourage.  Back here at the base we sent 24 aircraft to 
bomb Serino and they did a commendable job with their 34 tons of bombs.

September 26, 1943

There was a stand down today, which gave most of the organization an opportunity to go to Catania and
seek amusement.  The enlisted men cut loose with wine and no doubt, women, while the officers let 
their hair down in the officers' club, singing rowdy songs, drinking and gambling.  No doubt but that 
they gave the “easy virtue” of Catania a good chase also.  Twelve replacement ground radio operators 
arrived today and were welcomed with brass bands and tears of joy.



September 27, 1943

We had some visitors from the 12th Air Force this afternoon, the two visiting officers inquiring into our 
situation on awards and decorations.  Colonel Tokaz gave them the information they sought, adding 
that we will probably have a formal presentation as soon as we arrive in Italy.  We have submitted over 
1,700 recommendations for decorations so far.  Major Keller, commanding officer of the 486th squadron
disappeared today on a flight from North Africa to Catania.  Flying side by side with Major Hackney 
[Robert N. Hackney], operations officer of the same squadron, who was flying a B-25, Major Keller 
and his borrowed P-38 suddenly disappeared.  It was Major Keller's first experience with this type of 
pursuit aircraft. 
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September 28, 1943

The weather is holding us down and making it impossible to bomb effectively, the proposed target 
areas being too well covered by cloud.  The rainy season is about to start; in fact we've been showered 
a bit already, and it hasn't done our operating efficiency any good.  Major Keller is back safe.  He 
returned to Africa when it appeared he couldn't get into Catania before dark.

September 29, 1943

Lest we should get rusty at this medium bombardment business, we had a mission today, the first in 
three days.  A road in the town of Benevento was the target, solidly hit, so the crews reported, by 45 



tons of bombs from our 24 planes.  We also showered down on them 80,000 propaganda leaflets as a 
part of our psychological warfare.  This leaflet dropping is called “nickeling,” and is reputed to be 
producing valuable results.  “Otherwise”, says Captain Rothwell, the ALO, “the big chaps wouldn't be 
ordering us to do it.”  The Jewish high holidays commence tomorrow and the fellows of Jewish faith 
will probably be excused to attend services in town.  The weather is really getting chilly now and 
blankets are needed if one is to sleep comfortably in the evenings.  Quite a difference from the 
unbearable heat of Hergla.

September 30, 1943

We ran two raids today in the Benevento area, one against the railroad junction approaches and another 
against the town itself.  On the first mission our planes laid down a good pattern, but flak knocked 
down one of them, without injury to any of the crewmen however.  The second raid was also effective.  
Colonel Tokaz flew to San Pancrazio, our new base, in the “heel” of Italy, and pronounced it another 
Hergla on his return.  Ow!  If there's anything this outfit is dead against, it's another Hergla.  Today was
payday.  The pay line started on the left, blackjack, poker, and craps on the right.  Well, the combat 
crews at least if not every other man in the outfit, earned their money this month by giving such 
excellent support to the hard-pressed Fifth Army on the Salerno front.   


