


The 319th Bombardment Group

Constituted as the 319th Bombardment Group (medium) on the 19th of June 1942, the unit was activated
on the 26th of that month.  The airmen were trained on the B-26 Martin Marauder bombers.  After flight
training they transferred to a base in England, and in November of 1942 their station moved to 
Mediterranean Theatre of Operations.  Elements of the Group landed on the beach of Arzew during the 
invasion of North Africa on the 8th of November.

The B-26 bombers in the Group were identified by a wide white band around the rear portion of the 
fuselage and each squadron was identified by a large number painted in white on the vertical stabilizer, 
and a colored ring around the engine nacelles.  Each of the four squadrons were assigned a range of tail
numbers and nacelle colors.  They were:  437th Squadron, numbered 1-24, blue; 438th Squadron 
numbered 25-49, red; 439th Squadron, numbered 50-74, yellow; 440th Squadron numbered 75-99, 
white.

The Group flew as part of the 12th Army Air Force until January 1945, except for a brief time in the 15th

Army Air Force from November 1943 to January 1944.  They entered combat on November 28th, 1943 
attacking enemy airports, shipping ports, railroad structures, and other objectives in Tunisia until the 
end of February 1943.  They also attacked enemy shipping in order to impede supplies and 
reinforcements from reaching the enemy armies in North Africa.

After a period of reorganization and training from February to June 1943, the Group returned to combat
operations, contributing to the surrender of Pantelleria, and supporting the Sicilian campaign in August 
of 1943.



The 319th supported the forces at Salerno during September of 1943, and at Anzio and Cassino during 
the period January to march 1944.  The Group bombed railroad facilities in the capitol of Rome, while 
accurately avoiding damage to historical and religious monuments.  They received a second 
Distinguished Unit Citation for their attack on the railroad marshaling yards at Florence on the 11th of 
March 1944, which interrupted the rail communication between that city and Rome.
Operating from bases in North Africa, Sardinia and Corsica, the 319th played a key role in campaigns 
such as Operation Strangle (19th March - 11th May, 1944).  The objective was to cut all of the lines of 
communication supplying the enemy in central Italy, by destroying both railroad and highway bridges.  
They also flew ground support for the troops of the American Fifth Army in Italy, and for the troops of 
the Sixth Army during the invasion of Southern France.

The Group was awarded the French Croix de Guerre with Palm for its actions in preparation for the 
April-June 1944 Allied offensive in Italy.  From July to December 1944 the bridges bombed in the Po 
Valley supported the invasion of Southern France.  They hit targets in northern Italy and even flew 
some missions to Yugoslavia.

By the Autumn of 1944, the B-26 bomber was no longer in production, and replacement parts became 
scarce.  At that point they began training to fly the B-25 Mitchell bombers while still flying missions 
with the B-26.  They completed the conversion to the B-25 on November 1, 1944 without missing a 
single day of combat.

The unit returned to the United States in January of 1945, and began yet another period of training, this 
time to fly the Douglas A-26 Invader.  They were transferred to Okinawa during the months of April 
through July 1945 and were assigned to the Seventh Air Force.  They flew missions against targets in 

B-26 during the bombing of the Tiburtina railroad station in Rome.  Saint Peter's 
Square can clearly be seen at the lower right.             Photo credit: USAAF



Japan and China attacking airfields, shipping convoys, industrial centers and other objectives.   The 
Group returned to the United States during November and December of 1945.  The 319th Bombardment
Group was deactivated on the 18th of December 1945.

B-26 bombers in flight.                                Photo credit USAAF



The Second Fighter Group of the A.N.R.

The Second Fighter Group, known as “Gigi Tre Oséi,” [“Gigi’s Three Birds.” Named in honor of Luigi 
“Gigi” Caneppele, a famous WW2 Italian fighter pilot] consisted of three squadrons (1st Squadron 
“Gigi Tre Oséi,” 2nd Squadron “Diavoli Rossi” [Red Devils], and the 3rd Squadron “Gamba di Ferro,” 
[Iron Legs] later the “Diavoli” [Devils].  They were part of the Aeronautica Nationale Repubblicana 
(A.N.R.) [National Republican Air Force].  The A.N.R. was part of the Italian Social Republic which 
remained loyal to the Italian Fascist state after the Armistice of Cassibile.

After the creation of the 1st Fighter Group “Asso di bastoni” [Ace of Spades] in December 1943 at the 
airfield at Milan Bresso primarily utilizing the pilots of the 150th Autonomous Fighter Group, they 
began to form up the 2nd Fighter Group under the command of Colonel Antonio Vizzotto, who served in
that position until March of 1944 when command was turned over to Aldo Alessandrini.  On the 29th of 
April 1944 the Fiat G.55 Centauro aircraft that the unit was equipped with faced their first fight, 
obtaining their first victories in the skies over Milan.  In that clash they lost Lieutenant Nicola Manzitti.

There were also some defections among the pilots of the A.N.R.  On the 28th of March 1944 from the 
airport of Reggio Emilia, 2nd Lt. Albert Graziani of the 1st Fighter Group said he wanted to make a test 
flight.  He climbed into his Macchi C.205 M.M 92294 carrying the unit code on the fuselage “20-1.”  
At 18:00 hours he took off and headed in the direction of Corsica.  Around 19:00 hours he landed on 
the runway at Bovinko di Borgo, just south of Bastia.  This small airfield was occupied by Anglo-
American forces.

During the landing, due to the soft soil of the runway, the landing gear collapsed causing so much 
damage that the aircraft was not operational.  Graziani was initially reported as missing by his fighter 
group.  He became a prisoner of the Allies.  In the meantime the aircraft underwent a through technical 
examination.  After the war the aircraft was returned to the Italian government.  



In the month of May 1944 the 2nd Fighter Group became fully operational, and quickly obtained it’s 
first victories.  On May 24th they intercepted a large formation of American Lockheed P-38 Lightnings 
and Consolidated B-24 Liberators.  During the fight which followed, two of the Allied aircraft were 
shot down, one by Lt. Ugo Drago and the other by Sgt. Major Luigi Fleiciani.  In June the 2nd Fighter 
Group was transferred to the airfield at Reggio Emilia to participate in the defense of the Po Valley.  
They took the place of the 1st Fighter Group “Ace of Spades” which re-positioned to Campoformido in 
the province of Udine.  The unit was now equipped with Messerschmitt Bf 109G-6’s,  and the F.I.A.T. 
G.55 Centauro’s were ceded to the 1st Squadron of the 1st Fighter Group.  On June 24th Lt. Ugo Drago, 
commanding the 1st Squadron “Gigi Tre Oséi,” won the first victory of the new organization, shooting 
down a Republic P-47 Thunderbolt which was part of the French Air Force.  On July 5 near Sassuolo 
d’Emilia they shot down three enemy aircraft.  A few days later they repeatedly attacked a number of 
Douglas A-20 Havoc/Boston’s which were seriously damaged, but not destroyed.  During the month of 
August they scored 9 enemy aircraft shot down, including 4 Lockheed P-38 Lightnings.

On August 25th the National Republican Air Force was confronted with a grave crisis.   This unforeseen
crisis was provoked by the Germans who wanted to incorporate the A.N.R. into a sort of “Italian 
Legion of the Air,” which would be under the direct command of Commandant Maximilian Ritter von 
Pohl.  The German armed troops surrounded the Italian military airfields.  This attempt came to nothing
due to the absolute refusal of the Italian pilots to submit to this imposition.  The personnel of the 1st 
Group destroyed their own Macchi C.205’s and the F.I.A.T. G.55’s, while the Bf 109G-6’s of the 2nd 
Group were confiscated by the Germans.

The Macchi C.205 of 2nd Lt. Alberto Graziani of the 1st Fighter Group after the landing at the 
Bovinko di Borgo airfield on Corsica.  In the background you can see an armed soldier guarding the 
plane, while four soldiers pose for a photograph with the airplane.     Photo credit: Collected from the 
Internet



After the unfortunate attempt of August 1944 by the Germans to incorporate the National Republican 
Air Force into the Luftwaffe, it was decided to immediately reactivate the units.  This was only made 
possible with the support of the German allies, since in Italy there no longer existed an efficient 
network of industries which could assure the furnishing of new aircraft materials.  The repeated 
bombings by the Anglo-American air forces of the majority of factories in the country decreed the end 
of the even modest production of aviation materials.   Now every activity related to aviation essentially 
depended upon supply from Germany.  The latter, with a great effort of will, ceded to the Italians 
several of the “Gustav” versions of the Messerschmidt Bf 109.  Some were already in service with the 
German units, others were new and of the most recent production like the G10 and G14 variants, which
boasted bigger engines, and much more powerful armaments, which in some cases included the huge 
Rheinmetal-Borsig Mk 108 cannon.  With a 30mm caliber it was particularly effective when attacking 
heavy bombers.     

Unfortunately, the acquisition of new equipment is not sufficient to assure the normal training and 
operational use of pilots.  In fact there remains, and actually aggravates the problems of the scarcity of 
fuel, ammunition and replacement parts.  That was also the case for the German allies.  All was due to 
the incessant attacks by the Anglo-American forces on the factories and the lines of communication.  
With the arrival of the new Messerschmidts, the technical personnel promptly took over the new 
aircraft, and put the old Bf 109’s back into service.  Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe Command ordered their 
own units to urgently return to Germany in order to strengthen the defense of the skies over the Reich 
which was being subjected to attack by the Anglo-American forces.     

From the beginning of September 1944, and for the rest of the war, not a single German fighter group 
was present in the skies of Italy.  The Luftwaffe only left a few long-range reconnaissance units and 
two squadrons of the Nachtschlachtgruppe 9 night fighters which continued to operate out of bases at 
Ghedi, Villafranca and Bovolone.  The final autumn of the war imposed greater responsibilities and 
even more difficult tasks and work on the personnel of the 2nd Fighter Group.  During this period the 1st 
Fighter Group was undergoing training on the German fighters, and because of that did not return to 
combat until March of 1945.  Meanwhile, the 3rd Fighter Group, which was also in training in Germany,
never did become operational.

In fact, after the summer of 1944 the full weight and responsibility of intercepting the daytime attacks 
of the Anglo-American bombers attacking north-central Italy fell upon the 2nd Fighter Group.



 
At the beginning of October 1944 all of the aircraft were transported to the airfield at Villafranca di 
Verona.  The move to Villafranca was followed by a training program for both formation and solo 
flight.  They made use of the only Bf 109G-12 with a dual-control, supplied by the Group for pilot 
training.

That training took precedence over all other activities, since it was clear that only an adequate level of 
training would permit the unit to be ready to face the difficult missions against an enemy which was 
gaining more and more air superiority. 

The lack of Axis resistance in the air during this period caused the Anglo-American air forces to drop 
their guard.  Indeed, they believed that the Italians were in no condition to mount any resistance, even 
symbolic.

An official report from the USAAF stated the impossibility of the enemy to replace lost aircraft, and 
the lack of adequate equipment and supplies.  They tended to avoid offensive action against the Allied 
bomber formations which were battering targets in the Po Valley.  But after the unexpected air battle on
October 19, 1944, the U.S. reports changed, and the Italian fighter groups were re-qualified as 
“consistent and aggressive interception forces made up of 15-20 aircraft.”

Because of this the Allied High Command was forced resume adequate measures to protect the Anglo-
American bombers.  On October 18 the 1st Squadron transferred to its new seat of operations at Ghedi.

Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6 A.N.R. "Yellow 8" BQ+LE, S/N 160614  Italy 1944   Photo credit: Collected 
from the Internet



The next day a big battle took place which signaled the return to combat of the entire 2nd Fighter Group,
where the Italian fighters demonstrated once again courage and resolve, achieving decisive victories 
against a formation of Martin B-26 Marauder bombers of the USAAF.

In the next chapter you will read an accurate reconstruction of this air battle.

A Bf 109 of the 1st Fighter Group of the A.N.R. being prepared for take-off by the ground crew.  The 
pilot is already in the cockpit.



The Air Battle and the First Losses for the USAAF

Thursday the 19th of October 1944 the USAAF sent thirty twin-engine Maruaders of the 319th and 320th 
Bombardment Groups to bomb two railroad viaducts near Mantua.  The American bombers on this 
occasion flew without fighter escort since in the previous weeks the skies were clear of enemy fighters.

A little after mid-day the German early warning network alerted the Italian fighter units.  The pilots 
boarded their planes and the ground crews readied the aircraft.  Around 13:30/13:40 hours they took off
under the command of Major Miani.  All of the available aircraft: eight Bf 109G’s of the 1st Squadron 
left from Ghedi, and the other 14 Bf 109G’s of the 2nd and 3rd Squadrons parted from Villafranca to 
rendezvous in the air near Peschiera del Garda.  From that point they headed toward the approaching 
bomber formations.  Some of the pilots who took part in the operation under the command of Maini 
were: Ancillotti, Bellagambi, Baldi, Betti, Cavagliano, Drago, Fornaci, Galetti, Pacini, Sanson and 
Talin.

Air raid alarms sounded in Mantua at 13:35 hours.  By 13:45 hours the people of Mantua were certain 
that this was not a false alarm.  The drone of the bomber’s engines coming from the west left no doubt. 
The formation consisted of 18 aircraft divided into two sections of 9 aircraft each.  They dropped their 
bombs at 13:50 hours on the Mulini railroad bridge, destroying it.  Some of the bombs damaged the 
highway bridge and some buildings in the norther part of the city.    

B-26 Bombers in Flight



After a few minutes another formation of B-26 bombers could be seen on the horizon.  Their objective 
was the Diga Masetti railroad bridge.  The aircraft approached from the northwest.  The twelve aircraft 
were divided into groups of three.  These were attacked by some of the fighters of the A.N.R. before 
they arrived over the city.  It was the last three in the formation who paid the price when they arrived 
over the target.  Two were obviously hit, one of them was seen to be in flames.  That one was the B-26 
of John L. O’Bryant, ship S/N 42-107561.  It carried the marker “97” on the tail, and the name, “Tally 
Ho.”

Aerial photo after the bomb drop of the first squadron which hit the Mulini bridge, the highway
bridge and the Mantua Causeway on October 19, 1944.  The bombardment was effected by 17 
of the 18 B-26 bombers of the 320th Bomb Group that participated in the attack.



The six crewmen on the stricken ship were seen to bail out.  One crewman touched down on the north 
shore of Lago Superiore, the lake bordering the northwest of the city.  The co-pilot of the B-26, 1st Lt. 
William G. Cooper came down in the middle of the body of water north of the city, Lago di Mezzo.  
The navigator, Norman Rippee landed on the south shore of Lago Inferiore were it meets the city.  He 
was right in the target zone.  As Rippee was descending under his parachute, he destroyed the onboard 
geographic maps by tearing them to pieces.  Some of the map fragments were collected by a young boy
who was fishing at Lago di Sotto.  The other crewmen landed in the city itself, with their flight suits on 
fire.

The young boy was Alfredo Facchini, born in 1929, who, like the majority of the population of Mantua,
instead of running for cover in the air raid shelters, stood with their heads up watching the combat high 
above them.   To his surprise Alfredo saw an airman descending in what looked like a cloud of confetti.
In reality it was the fragments of maps and documents that engineer/gunner Norman Rippee was 
destroying to keep them out of enemy hands.  It was Rippee’s 22nd combat mission.

Later, while spending a long time in an air raid shelter, Alfredo recorded in his lined notebook, the 
events of that day as reported in the local newspapers.  He added his own watercolor illustrations of the
events described there.  In 2004 Editions Sometti published a book including the pages written and 
illustrated by Alfredo Facchini.  On the page below and to the right you can see one of the fragments of
the map from the B-26 which had been torn up, collected by Alfredo and pasted onto the page.  On that 
map fragment, just above the name of the city, MANTUA, you can clearly see a fingerprint, apparently 
of one of the crewmen of the fallen B-26.



After making an 180-degree turn the B-26 aircraft crashed south of Mantua in the locality of 
Trincerone.  It fell on a fort from the Napoleonic era, which was being used by the town as a trash 
dump.  It was only 400 yards from the historic Palazzo Te.  After the attack by the fighters, the other B-
26 bombers in the formation hastily dropped their bombs.  The majority fell far from the target, others 
hit the railroad station causing great damage to the building.  The Albergo Truzzi and some homes were
hit.  All in all the raid caused considerable damage, and two civilians were injured, but not seriously.

Account of the events by William Cooper, co-pilot of the B-26 No. 97

We departed from our base at Serragia, Corsica on October 19, 1944.  It was my 45th combat mission, 
and it seemed like it would be a routine mission.  We were quite relaxed.  For months we had not 
encountered any enemy fighters, so some of the ship’s armaments, the front machine guns, had been 
removed, and we did not have a fighter escort.  Our primary concern was flak which could be insidious 
when the target was not covered with clouds.  We were at a few kilometers from Mantua when we 
made our turn onto the bomb run toward the target.  At that point we were attacked from the rear by a 
pair of enemy fighters.  Several projectiles hit us and the bomb bay caught fire.

In order to avoid crashing into the other aircraft in the formation, and the possible explosion of the 
bombs on board, we quickly dropped out of the formation and salvoed our eight 500-lbs.  Then, to keep
from being a lone target and easy prey for the fighters, we rejoined the formation.  Some of the crew 
attempted to put out the fire in the bomb bay.  The fighters turned and came back to make another pass. 
This time we were hit in both engines, which caught fire, and soon after that part of the wing was 
engaged in flames.  It was an untenable situation, and the pilot, 1st Lt. John L. O’Bryant, gave the order 
to evacuate the ship.  One after another they jumped as we passed over the east side of the city of 
Mantua.

 As I was descending under the parachute I watched my companions, and followed the path of our 
aircraft.  No longer under control, it made an unexpected 180-degree turn and then fell to the ground 
below me, exploding and destroying some houses [In reality what Bill thought were houses was the 
Napoleonic fort filled with Mantua’s garbage.]   The powerful explosions coming from the plane 
brought my attention back to my situation up in the air.  As I descended I quickly ripped off my “Bugs 
Bunny” patch, the emblem of my squadron, the 440th, which I had sewn onto my jacket.  I also got rid 
of my wallet which contained my documents and photos of my family.  In case of capture I did not 
want to give away my identity, that of my family, nor which outfit I belonged to.  During my descent 
some soldiers on the shore fired at me.  I was not hit, but one bullet passed through my parachute 
without doing much damage.  Finally, I landed in the icy waters of Lago di Mezzo.  I freed myself from
the parachute and was picked up by a middle-aged fisherman in a boat while other boats loaded with 
soldiers left from the shore.  They took me prisoner.

After a series of interrogations I was interned in Germany in Stalag Luft III near the town of Sagan.  I 
was later moved to another prison camp, Stalag VII-A just north of the city of Moosburg in southern 
Bavaria.  That camp was liberated on April 29, 1945.
  



A page from the Missing Air Crew Report (MACR) no. 9305    Source:  USAAF
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Bill Cooper, second from the left, during military training in Texas   Photo credit:  The Cooper 
Family

Bill Cooper in Cagliari in June1944    Photo 
provided by Bill Cooper



Newspaper clipping of an article about Bill Cooper after the 
downing of his aircraft.



Rolando Ancillotti.   Photo Credit: By Roberto Gentili by way of Paolo Pesaresi

L-R: S.M. Ancillotti, Lt. Biasi, Medical Officer, Lt. Filippi, 2nd Lt Brini  Photo credit: Collected from 
the Internet



The Second Ship Lost

Simultaneously with the above incident, Captain Bellagambi with his Meserschmitt Bf 109 streaked 
toward B-26C-20, S/N 41-35041, tail number “93,” commanded by 1st Lt. Floyd W. Roberts.  
Bellgambi arrived from the right, closed distance with the bomber and kept it in his sights as he fired 
precise volleys of 20-30 seconds, resulting in hits on both engines which caught on fire, and hits on the 
bomb bay which also caught fire.  While Roberts was forced to drop out of formation, the fighter 
turned and made another pass hitting the aircraft again with intense fire, shooting pieces off of the ship 
with his 20mm cannon and the 13mm machine gun.  When the B-26 began to lose altitude, Roberts 
ordered the evacuation of the aircraft.  At the same time he lowered the landing gear to allow the 
occupants in the forward part of the aircraft to exit more quickly through the hatch located in the 
landing gear compartment.  Four crewmen got out through the forward hatch, the rest through the rear 
hatch.  The B-26 crashed and exploded in the countryside near Cerese e Cappelletta.  All six of the 
crewmen were quickly captured as soon as they reached the ground.  They were transported to hospitals
in Verona and Mantua four for burns on various parts of their body and two for shrapnel wounds.

Mario Bellagambi    Photo collected from the Internet



Account by a civilian witness to the loss of B-26 No. 93

I remember that day very well.  I was ten-years old.  It was the anniversary of my father’s death and I 
had parted on my bicycle with my uncle, my aunt and the governess in the direction of the cemetery of 
Borgo Angeli.  Once on the via Parenza Bassa, at the point where the road makes a mild curve to the 
right, we headed toward Cerese.  There was a field with two poplar trees at the entrance.  We heard the 
crackle of machine guns above our heads.  We understood that there was an aerial battle taking place.  
Out of curiosity we stopped to see if we could see the airplanes in combat.  It was around 14:20 hours, 
and we were motionless on the road, heads up, scanning the sky when a German wagon came by drawn
by two horses.  The soldiers motioned us to get out of the way.  We got down from our bicycles, and 
slid down into the ditch, except for my uncle, who had been an officer during the First World War, who 
remained standing by a poplar trees undeterred.  Just in front of us on the opposite side of the street was
the entry to the field between the two cypress poplars.  A little later we saw to the left in the direction of
Formigosa, a bomber in level flight coming in at about 900 feet above the ground.  The smoke coming 
from the belly of the aircraft was obvious.  Behind it were fighters shooting at it.  We saw the white 
parachutes open one after the other and the crewmen hanging from the shrouds.  The aircraft, now 
without controls, continued to fly parallel to the ground until it was about a kilometer from us.  It was 
then that we saw, practically framed by the two cypress poplars, the aircraft lose a part of its structure 
and rotate 90-degrees headed directly toward us.  We looked on petrified as the airplane gradually flew 
on and lost altitude even more.  We couldn’t believe what we were seeing.  It flew very low over the 
Villa Gobio, which at the time was the local headquarters for the Gestapo Command.  It passed over 
our heads and crashed with a tremendous roar about 30 yards behind us on the small road which at the 
time led to Corte Colombina, which was about 200 yards from where we were.  When we turned 
around we were stupefied to see the tail of the aircraft just a few meters from us.  I took my bicycle 
pushing it and running into the field in front of me, but after only a few yards there was a violent 
explosion at the aircraft.  The concussion threw me to the ground.  I could hear the shrapnel whizzing 
by just above my head.  After the explosion, in a moment of relative calm, I saw my Aunt searching for 
my Uncle.  Then I went looking for him also and found him a little ahead of me walking along the 
field.  It was then that there was another sequence of explosions which threw more debris into the air.  
One piece hit my bicycle shattering the luggage rack and fender.  Miraculously, in spite of all of those 
explosions, I didn’t get a scratch.

We were quickly joined by several German soldiers from the Villa Gobio.  They had come on foot 
across the field, and they asked us if we had seen any of the enemy airmen.  We told them no, the only 
ones we saw were the ones who parachuted out, and they landed a long way away from where we were.
We resumed our way on the road to Borgo Angeli, and in the evening on the way back we avoided the 
crash site because fear had overtaken me.  So we took the Migliaretto road where there was an airfield 
with the same name.  It was not operational, it was only used for emergencies.  We saw two fighters 
parked there [Bf 109] which undoubtedly had taken part in the attack on the American bombers, and, 
perhaps, because of a breakdown, or shortage of fuel they landed there.
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B-26 "Modern Design" of the 319th BG, 440th BS.  Second from the left is Floyd W. Roberts, center 
George B. Kimbro, respectively the pilot and engineer/gunner on the B-26 which crashed near Cerese 
e Cappelletta.  Photo credit: Asisbiz

B-26 in flight          Photo credit: Asisbiz



Final Phases of the Aerial Combat.  The Tragic Epilogue.

The B-26 S/N 42-107565 No. “88,” named “Roger the Dodger II,” piloted by 1st Lt. Donald Treadwell 
with 5 additional crew on board, was attacked while on the bomb run by 10 or 12 Bf 109 fighters.  
Ships “97” and “93” which were on both sides of “88” were shot down in rapid sequence.  The B-26 
“88” stayed on the bomb run and dropped its load of 8 500lbs bombs.  They landed just short of the 
target, while the bomber remained under attack by the Bf 109’s which peppered the plane’s surfaces 
with gunfire.  The bomber’s electrical system was damaged and the communication between the 
crewmen and with the other aircraft severed.  In addition the two gunners were killed under the 
onslaught of the enemy 20mm cannons and machine guns.  The co-pilot, James W. Tarbutton, remained
in the cockpit while the navigator, Joseph V. Prebil, left his position at the radio to take the place of the 
dead gunners.

During a brief period of time when the fighters were busy with the other B-26’s in the squadron, over 
Redondesco a single fighter, piloted by Sgt. Leo Talin in his Bf 109G “Yellow 4” came in at high speed
and opened fire at extremely close range, about 20 yards, hitting and setting fire to the left engine of the
bomber and causing the engine to quit.  At that moment Donald Treadwell turned to the co-pilot telling 
him that they had to abandon the ship, pointing to the engine in flames.  During the attack Sgt. Talin’s 
fighter was also hit, and smoke could be seen coming from his engine.  But, undaunted, instead of 
breaking away from the fight, he flew over the bomber, and made a tight turn over the town of Mosio, 
and maneuvered his aircraft to fly head-on toward the bomber.  His machine guns hit the right engine 
of the B-26.  This last attack caused the B-26 to stall, and it began a fast rotation to the left (toward the 
feathered engine).  Treadwell dropped the landing gear to allow access to the escape hatch which was 
situated in the wheel well behind the landing gear.  He pulled back on the right engine throttle, giving 
more power, in order to try and slow down the rate of rotation of the aircraft as it fell from the sky. 

James W. Tarbutton recalled:  “...I began to work to open the exit door in the front wheel well, at the 
same time looking the length of the fuselage to see if there were any other crew members.  I couldn’t 
move from that position.  It was impossible to walk through the fuselage due to the rotation of the 
aircraft.  Because of the centrifugal force I had to hold on to the pilot’s seat to keep me on the floor 
while I worked at the exit door.  The exit hatch was partially jammed because of damage from the 
enemy fighter’s guns.  After getting into the hatch, feet first, I found that I couldn’t get the parachute 
through the opening.  I started kicking the door with my feet and managed to get it opened a little 
more, I fell out, rather than jump correctly.  I pulled the ripcord immediately because I knew we were 
at a very low altitude.  The buckle of the strap hit me in the mouth and stunned me for a moment.  As I 
descended I looked around to see if there were any other parachutes, but I didn’t see any.  Then I hit 
the ground.  A second before I landed I saw the aircraft crash into the ground with the left motor in 
flames and the right aileron flying off.  In addition to the mouth injury, I noticed some burns and 
shrapnel wounds from the shattered plexiglass and metal.   Then I was hidden by some Italian civilians 
at a place near the crash site.  After seven days I was handed over to the Germans by the Fascist 
Italians whom I had thought were patriotic friends.  I spent the rest of the war in a POW camp.”







Photo of the B-26 "88" of the 319th Bomb Group ready for takeoff from the runway of the airfield at
Decimomannu, Sardegna.  Photo credit:  USAAF

B-25 bombers of the 319th BG taking off from Decimomannu.  The second and third in the 
photo are nos. 88 and 97.   Photo credit:  USAAF



In the meantime, Leo Talin, after having seen the success of his action, turned and headed back to 
Villafranca with his Messerschmitt Bf 109G still smoking.  But, unfortunately, when he was only 2km 
from his airfield, his aircraft exploded in flight, killing him.  A fuel tank, half empty with the air in the 
tank saturated with fuel vapor, would only require a spark of any sort to ignite it, even one from the 
engine exhaust, could provoke an explosion.  This would especially be the case if the fuel tank was 
punctured and fuel was leaking onto the fuselage where the exhaust fumes flow past.  

Witness account of the crash of B-26 No. 88

Mosio, about 14:30 hours.  On this day I was playing with some friends in the courtyard.  I was ten 
years old.  We heard the crackle of machine gun fire.  We looked up into the sky in the direction of 
Asola and saw the bombers being followed by the fighters.  Two or three bombers were hit and they 
were streaming black smoke behind them.  Then we heard right in front of us the sound of motors 
coming from the direction of Redondesco, and we saw a bomber separated from the others coming in 
our direction.  A fighter followed him firing machine guns.  Then the fighter flew over him, and passed 
over our heads at high speed.  The fighter was also streaming smoke.  The fighter made a tight turn and 
came at the bomber again head-on, firing long bursts with his machine guns.  The fighter flew out of 
our sight.  We saw the bomber fall down flat about 500 yards from where we were.  I and the others 
began to run to where the bomber crashed.

We were at the crash site in a couple of minutes and saw the airplane had crashed just a few yards 
behind the Tartarello farmhouse.  The twin-engine plane was resting on the bank of the Tartaro canal, 
the nose pointing toward Mosio, and the tail toward Redondesco forming a kind of bridge over the 
canal.

The aircraft, with it’s fuselage cracked at the center, had numerous bullet holes all over its surface.  The
engines were on fire, and smoke was coming from the plane’s interior.  Some people ran to the wrecked

One of the Bf 109G fighters piloted by Leo Talin.    Photo Credit:  The Talin Family



aircraft and threw buckets of water from the canal on the flames trying to put them out.  There was fear 
of an explosion.  After no more than twenty minutes a truck arrived from Acquanegra with three Fascist
soldiers.  They were excited and happy to see an enemy bomber down, and they yelled like crazy 
people telling everyone to go away.

After extracting a body from the tail gunner’s position, they entered the rear of the aircraft, and after a 
few minutes they brought out another body.  Someone noticed bullet holes in the aviator’s boots.  Then 
the Black Shirts carried out two more crewmen, alive, but probably injured due to the impact of the 
aircraft with the ground.  They were finished off with a few gunshots to the head.  This not very 
edifying scene was witnessed by several people, adults, teens and children who had arrived from Mosio
and Redondesco curious to see the airplane that crashed.

Afterwards, we leaned that one airman survived a parachute jump, and after giving his aviator’s jacket 
to a young boy from Redondesco, (the emblem of his Squadron was missing because he had removed it
before jumping), he hid for a few days in the old Rasega mill just a short distance from where he 
landed by parachute.  But, a few days later he was captured. 

Aeral photo of the Tartrello farmhouse and the Tartaro Canal.  Photo by: Claudio Mischi



Photo of the area around the Tartarello farmhouse and the Tartaro Canal.  The yellow circle 
indicates the spot where B-26 No. 88 came to rest.   Photo by:  Claudio Mischi



Photo taken at the airbase in Barksdale, Louisiana during training.  First on the left is Lt. 
Floyd W. Roberts, pilot of No. 93 which crashed south of Cerese.  Third from left is Joseph V
Prebil, navigator of No. 88 which crashed between Mosio and Redondesco.  Photo credit:  
O'Gilvie

Donald Treadwell is first on the left.  Photo credit: The Robinson Family



Joseph Prebil.      Photo credit:  The Prebil Family



October 19, 2004, Redondesco Day

This research was initiated by this writer, Claudio Mischi, in 2003, after reading a document by an 
Allied aviator who parachuted into the Lago di Mezzo at Mantua on October 19, 1944.  This was the 
driving force that pushed me to investigate this event.  I was interested to know what aircraft it was, 
where it had taken off from, and who was this mysterious aviator who landed in the lake, his name, 
where he was from, what he looked like.  All of these questions were answered in the months that 
followed, and, not only did I discover everything about the aviator, but I was able to get to know,  
embrace, and have the aviator as a guest for dinner at my house, in the course of the following year, 
2004.  The historical researcher, Michele Becchi, from Milan, who had supported my first historical 
research, communicated to me that he had made contact with a pilot of the 319th BG who was also shot 
down on that October day in 1944.  His name was Bill Cooper.  He had also made contact with the son 
of another pilot on that day who was killed in the battle, his father was Donald Treadwell, and the son’s
name was Donald Robertson.  His name was different from his father’s because his mother remarried 
after the war.  When Donald’s father was killed between Mosio and Redondesco, Donald was only two 
and a half months old. 

I then initiated a correspondence with both persons, and I discovered that Bill Cooper was the airman 
who landed in the lake near Mantua.  I invited both to come to Italy in October for the anniversary of 
the battle in the air and to see the place where the battle unfolded, where Bill landed in the lake and 
where the aircraft that Donald Robertson’s father’s plane crashed.  Both enthusiastically accepted the 
idea of coming to Italy.  This took place in July of 2004.  At the end of July I phoned Carlo Torreggiani 
the Mayor of Redondesco, whom I did not know, in order to inform him of the visit of the American 
delegation, fixed for the 19th of October, the sixtieth anniversary of the air battle.  

The Mayor was absent on vacation, but I was able to contact him in the middle of August.  Carlo was 
immediately very interested in the air battle, the historical facts, the human factor, and the fact that 
people were coming from America to visit Redondesco and the general area.  Screwing up my courage 
I asked if it was possible that we could set up a small plaque in the memory of the four American’s who
lost their lives in the battle.  He enthusiastically accepted the proposal.  Then I asked Carlo if it was 
possible to have a meeting with school children and citizens of Redondesco to describe to them what 
happened in their country 60 years earlier.  This proposal was also accepted.  A meeting was set up in 
the morning in the elementary school gym, and in the evening after dinner in a public hall.  At this 
point I made my final request; that at the moment of our entry that they play the song “Imagine” by 
John Lennon.  Needless to say, this was accepted also.  It was now two months before the fateful day of
October 19th, the day of the meetings and commemoration.  Details had to be finalized, and the 
monument ordered.  Carlo and a municipal technician took care of this.  They went to the marble 
worker and put together some ideas, which they then communicated to me.  It seemed to me to be a 
good idea to have a marble pillar holding a plaque with the names of the fallen airmen written on it.  
Carlo and I achieved this by telephone, while I maintained contact via email with the town technician 
for the development of the monument through all its various phases.  I made my first personal contact 
with Carlo a week before the event.  The monument was put in place on October 18th just one day 
before the dedication.    

The monument was erected in the memory of the four US airmen who lost their lives in the attack on 
the B-26 S/N 42-107565 No. “88.”



Bill Cooper, born in 1921, arrived in Italy accompanied by his son, Bill Cooper Jr, Donald Robertson 
with his wife DeeDee.  We met on the 18th October in the Piazza delle Erbe in Mantua

 

From the left:  Donald 
Robertson, Claudio Mischi, 
Michele Becchi, Bill Cooper 
and, from the back, DeeDee 
Robertson.

Bill Cooper arrived from 
Chattanooga, TN and Donald 
from Lake Forest, CA.

The memorial stone erected October 2004 in memory of the four airmen of the 319th Bomb 
Group who died in the air battle of October 19, 1944.



Both above and below: The veteran pilot of the B-26 of the 319th BG, Bill Cooper in the Piazza 
delle Erbe in Mantua October 18, 2004.  Below Bill is wearing his special hat to commemorate 
the event to take place the next day



From the left: Donald
Robertson, Elda 
Tarchini, Bill Cooper 
and Franca Furano.

The two women are 
from the Municipal 
Administration of 
Redondesco.

Redondesco City Hall (l-r): Donald Robertson, Mayor Carlo Torreggiani, Claudio Mischi, Bill 
Cooper



Two photos of the meeting with the elementary school children.



Bill Cooper is interviewed by the local TV station



The B-26 No. 88 which fell across the Tartaro canal was occupied for about ten days by the Republican
National Guard.  Then they left it to the local civilians to completely dismantle it in order to salvage 
parts to sell or to convert to some civilian use.

According to some of the stories I heard, an engine was detached from the wing of the aircraft and 
placed on a sled specially built to transport the motor.  The sled was drawn by two oxen to the mill 
where it was dismantled and the metal sold by weight.

A propeller from the B-26 was recovered by a farmer, and even today it is displayed in a home located 
not far from where the aircraft crashed.  Over the years the propeller was repainted silver.  Visible on 
the propeller are gashes made by the machine gun bullets of the Messerschmitt Bf 109 that attacked the
aircraft.

I asked the owner of the propeller if it would be possible to exhibit the B-26 propeller during the 
meeting with the townspeople.  Permission was granted, and here is a photo of Bill and Donald with the
propeller.

 

In this photo and the one on the following page, Bill Cooper and Donald Robertson pose with the 
propeller of the B-26.   Donald Robertson is visibly moved as he stands next to the propeller of the 
aircraft in which his father was killed.  Photo credit:  The Robertson Family



Another curious anecdote: During the time that the B-26 was being guarded by the soldiers, a young 
boy from Mosio, took it into his head to get some of the instrumentation and equipment inside the 
aircraft.  Considering that it was too risky to try to get into the aircraft without being seed by the guards
during the day, he thought it would be better to try it at night.

As we read above the B-26 bridged the two banks of the canal.  The landing gear were down.  In fact 1st

Lt. Treadwell had lowered the gear to facilitate access to the escape hatch.



So, the young boy decided to walk very slowly in the Tartaro canal at night.  It was not very deep.  
When he got to the B-26 he was able to enter the aircraft through the hatch in the forward wheel well.  
Thanks to the light of a bright moon, he was able to dismantle some parts of the aircraft, and jealously 
held on to them as the years went by.  He had a son, and when he grew old he said to his son: “See 
these parts of an airplane?  I collected them from an airplane that crashed near the Tartarello farm.  One
day the airmen, or their family members, will come here, and you will show them the airplane parts 
that I collected so many years ago.”  The prophesy came true.  The son showed the parts that his father 
had collected to the people who came from the US in 2004, 60 years after the crash.  He gave Donald a 
pressure gauge from the instrumentation panel.  Unfortunately, the individual who recovered the 
airplane parts died a couple of years before the Americans arrived.

Instruments and mechanical devices from the B-26 displayed in the trunk of the car of the person 
who is keeping them.  Photo credit:  The Robertson Family 



On this page and the two following you see some moments from the dedication on October 19, 2004 of 
the monument to the memory of the four aviators of the 319th Bomb Group who died between 
Redondesco and Mosio on October 19, 1944



Comune of Redondesco (Province of Mantua)  On October 19, 1944, 
because of a wartime conflict, an American B-26 bomber crashed five 
hundred yards southeast from this monument.  Out of respect for those lives
the Administration of the Comune has placed this plaque.





Leo Talin

Leo was born in Marsiai, a hamlet in Cesiomaggiore on January 19, 1921.  His parents were 
Ferdinando Talin (1891-1946), known as “Attilio”, and Giulia Cossalter (1989-1968).  Economic 
hardship forced the family to move to France, where Ferdinando worked for several years as an 
accountant at a coal mine.  In 1926 a daughter was born, Landa (Dina) at Aumetz in the north of France
near the border with Luxembourg.

The family moved back to Italy and the father found work first at Merano and then at Bolzano.  Renata,
the second sister, was born at Merano in 1929.

At Bolzano Leo Talin went to school at the Industrial Technical Institute.  He loved playing soccer, and 
played on the S.S. Aurora team, but that was not enough:  If he saw a stone in the street, he could not 
resist kicking it.  Because of that, his shoes were always in tatters.  Sometimes he would take his 
father’s shoes, preferably just shined, and wear them.  His father would protest loudly.

But Leo’s great passion was airplanes: he would spend hours watching at the municipal airport.  He 
would speak with the pilots, mechanics, he observed everything and learned a lot.  At the age of 16 he 
was already flying gliders, and at the age of nineteen he got his first pilot’s license.  The clouds and the 
wind had few secrets from him.

In 1940 he was called to join the Alpine Troops, but obviously, he applied to join the Royal Air Force.  
On the day of his interview he had a cast on his foot due to a broken bone in his ankle.  Wanting to 
make a good impression, he removed the cast himself, but the army doctor noticed the swelling in his 
ankle and demanded an explanation.  Leo confessed to breaking his ankle playing soccer.  Other than 
that, the boy was strong, and he passed the intense medical examination.

On January 3, 1941 Leo Talin began his NCO (Non-Commissioned Officer) pilot course at Falconara 
Marittima.  It was the first step toward becoming a fighter pilot, during which a preliminary assessment
was carried out to test the student’s fitness to fly.  One needed to have the physical capacity, theoretical 
and practical knowledge of flight, flight experience and the proper attitude.  Leo passed brilliantly this 
first test with about 60 flight hours, and he obtained his first flight license.

On August 16, 1943 Leo wrote to his father: “...these days I am flying less than before because I have 
completed the requirements for the 2nd pilot license, I just fly a few training flights.  Today I greet you 
and give you a big hug telling you again not to worry about me, because there is no reason to worry.”

On September 7, 1941 Leo wrote again: “...I am still in good health and spirits.  I am just a little sad 
that this school is taking so long, and who knows if I can get my combat pilot license and do my duty 
before the war ends.  You understand, right?  You, too, went to war, and I, as your son, do not want to 
do less.  Patience, and looking ahead to events…  How are you doing?  Is your stomach better?  Yours 
is not a good condition for becoming a soldier again.  But we will see that everything will work out for 
the best.  In my next letter I will send you some photographs taken in camp on the flight line.”  
Ferdinando Talin, who had served in the First World War in the Alpine Troops, was called up to serve 
in anti-aircraft defense.



In November 1941 Leo was invited to go to the prestigious Fighter School of Foligno.   Here he 
completed the next stages of his training, much more demanding, and involving various types of 
aircraft, each more powerful and with different flying characteristics.  He also trained in aerial combat 
and aerial acrobatics which would be required for the combat maneuvers awaiting him with high-
performance aircraft.

Equipped with various aircraft, the Fighter School at Foligno (established in 1935) was particularly 
active in the years of the Second World War.  In the summer of 1941 the School had one hundred and 
thirty pilots, both officers and NCO’s.  It possessed forty aircraft including Fiat CR.30, Fiat CR.32, Fiat
CR.42, Fiat G.50, Macchi MC.200, Nardi FN.305, and other variants of the IMAM Ro.1, Breda Ba.25, 
Breda Ba.28 (a bi-plane for advanced training, a version of the Ba.25 for acrobatic use), Saiman 200 
and Avia FL.3.

For carrying out flight programs the efficiency of the aircraft was scrupulously taken into account.  
Periodically, almost monthly, “new” aircraft would be assigned to the School, while others were retired.
At the end of October 1941, for example, the School was supplied with eleven Fiat CR.30, nineteen 
Fiat CR.32, six Fiat CR.42, fourteen Fiat G.50, six Macchi MC.200, twelve IMAM Ro.41, thirty-seven 
Breda Ba.25, seven Breda Ba.28, four Saiman 200, for a total of seventy-three aircraft.

Foligno.  Photo of a group in front of an IMAM Ro.41.  Leo is second from the right.  On the back of the photo are
the signatures of: Gianni Solaini, Enrico Rossi, Oscar Clauviti, Plinio Santin and Antonio Bresciani.  Photo 
credit: The Talin Family 



At the Foligno Fighter School Leo began a long course of lessons in November 1941, both theoretical 
and practical, flying bi-planes of the type C.R.30, C.R.32, and C.R.42.  With them he flew many sorties
featuring high altitude aerobatics.  On June 24, 1942 he received his combat pilot license.  This was 
followed by additional training flights with the C.R.32 and C.R.42, and finally with the mono-planes 
FN.315, G.50 and M.C.200.  On August 11, 1942 with 52 hours 20 minutes of flight time, Leo finished 
his training on the Macchi MC.200 fighter.

After a short leave, on September 18, 1942 Leo Talin joined up with the 3rd Group, 153rd Squadron, the 
famous “Red Devils,” which alternated between the airfields at Reggio Calabria, Palermo, Comiso, S. 
Ietro, Pantelleria and Trapani.  In the province of Trapani there were three military airfields in 
operation: Trapani-Milo, Trapani-Chinisia and Castelvetrano.  The last one was the primary base 
wartime missions transporting personnel and materiel to army bases in North Africa via the tri-motor 
Savoia-Marchetti S.M.82.  It was also the home of the 132rd Autonomous Torpedo Bomber Group, 
commanded first by Carlo Emanuele Buscaglia and then by Giulio Cesare Graziani.

Leo’s flight log shows the massive effort being made by the Royal Air Force and its pilots to guarantee 
cover for the naval convoys carrying men and materiel vital for resupplying the front.  The escort 
missions for the navy convoys and especially for the air transport, the tri-motor SM.82, lasted two 
hours, almost always with the Macchi M.C.200.  On some days, Leo flew multiple mission, two or 
three.  Obviously, this pace wore out the pilots and the ground crews doing the impossible to maintain 
the aircraft flight-ready.

Leo was the first to engage with the enemy.  On December 9, 1942 during a two-hour mission from 
12:00 hours to 14:00 hours, he spotted an English submarine coming to the surface.  He hit the target 
with 300 bullets from his 12.7mm guns.

On January 3, 1943 Leo Talin carried out a particular escort mission, escorting the airplane of His 
Majesty the King Emperor.  Leo wrote a letter to his family telling them about the event, it not being an
everyday thing.

In January of 1943 after months of relative calm, the Allies resumed the bombardment of railroad 
marshaling yards, shipping ports, airports and cities in Sicily.  The incursions increased in intensity as 
the Allies prepared for the invasion of Sicily.  The daytime bombing was experienced by the civilian 
population which interrupted the rhythm of daily life, work, schools and churches.  The attacks hit 
more and more frequently civilian targets; particularly hard hit were the cities of Catania, Palermo and 
Messina.  In addition to activities escorting naval convoys and air transport, they had to answer the 
alarms to intercept the Anglo-American bombers escorted by fighters flying out of Algeria to hit targets
in Sicily and southern Italy.  In these situations Leo and his companions never were in contact with the 
enemy.

On April 13, 1943 a squadron of four-motor Boeing B-17F bombers of the 97th Bomb Group escorted 
by fighter-bombers took off from the Algerian base, Chateaudun-du-Rhumel headed for the target 
airfield at Trapani-Milo.

A few dozen miles before arriving at the objective, the formation was spotted and the alarm was 
sounded immediately.  Leo and several other pilots of the 3rd Group, 153rd Squadron took off from their 
base at Trapani-Chinisia at 12:50 hours with their Macchi M.C.200’s to intercept the enemy formation 
just before they reached their objective.  At the same time at Trapani-Milo the German Luftwaffe took 
off with their Messerschmidt Bf 109-G-6’s.



The formation of B-17’s arriving at the target found an unexpectedly effective anti-aircraft reaction.  
According to the USAAF report the flak was described as heavy and accurate.  The B-17 S/N 42-5248 
of 1st Lt. William B. Teague was hit over the target by flak, and was forced to drop out of the formation.
Immediately after that, it was attacked by 15 fighters who subjected the aircraft to furious fire.  At this 
point the heavy bomber became ungovernable and Lt. Teague ordered the evacuation.  All ten crewmen
bailed out while the B-17 crashed into the Mediterranean Sea at 13:00 hours just ten miles from the 
Sicilian coast.  The downing of the bomber was validated by the German ace, Wilhelm Kientsch of the 
6th JG27.

Another B-17, S/N 42-2968, piloted by Capt. Alex Blair was hit by flak just after dropping its bombs 
on the target.  It dropped out of formation due to the damage and trailed behind the rest of the 
squadron.  The damaged airplane was pursued by Leo’s fighter and others who caught up with it over 
the open sea, and attacked.  For the first time Leo experienced the deadly firepower of the 13 Browning
M2 machine guns that the B-17 Flying Fortress carried.  Leo contributed to the downing of the four-
motor, firing 230 shots with his two Breda 12.7 mm SAFAT guns on his Macchi M.C.200.  The 
American aircraft was abandoned by the crews and crashed into the sea 100 miles from the Sicilian 
coast.  Leo and his companions returned to their base at 14:05 hours after being in the air for 75 
minutes.

In the middle of April 1943 the Royal Air Force received its first Bf 109’s, among them were 15 Bf 
109F-4, 6 Bf 109G-2, 10 Bf 109G-4, 91 Bf 109G-6 for a total of 122 fighters.  The F-4’s sourced from 
German units stationed in Greece, were completely worn out, some had been in service for more than 
two years, and were only used for training.  The Bf 109G’s on the other hand were practically new.  
The first unit to receive the German fighters was the 150th Group which used them to arm the 363rd, 
364th, and 365th Squadrons.  Then it was the turn of the 4th Wing, which after a month, moved on to the 
Macchi C.205, and transferred its Bf 109’s to other units.  Then it was the turn of the 70th Squadron of 
the 23rd Group, and finally Squadrons 153rd, 154th and 155th of the 3rd Group.



At the beginning of summer, the pilots of the 3rd Group were deployed along with those of the 150th to 
the airports at Caltagirone and Comiso for a period of operational training in the skies over Sicily.  On 
May 25, 1943 Leo made his first training flight in a Bf 109G-6.  It only lasted 15 minutes at a 
maximum altitude of 3,000 feet, followed the next day by two flights of 10-minutes each.  Several 
other flights were executed in the following days, unfortunately, the chances of flying extended sorties 
were few.  The Luftwaffe furnished the Italian units with replacement parts very sparingly, as a result 
the operational efficiency of the Italian units was always low.  For example, on the evening of July 9, 
1943 the 3rd Group had 17 Bf 109’s at the airfield at Comiso, of which only 7 were operational.

On July 10, 1943 the Anglo-American troops invaded Sicily.  In 38 days the conquest of Sicily was 
complete.  The destiny of the pilots of the 150th and 3rd Groups, like nearly all of the other Groups on 
the island, was to helplessly watch the nearly total destruction of their aircraft on the ground.  Given the
scarcity of a spirit of collaboration with the German logistic structures, the Bf 109’s that escaped the 
carpet bombing of the Allies, remained stuck in their redoubts for want of ammunition, fuel, and the 
most elementary replacement parts, as can be seen from the snapshots taken by American soldiers who 
occupied the airports at Comiso and Sciacca.  There, they found 45 German fighters (in addition to a 
Macchi C.202) almost entirely intact.

The defeat in Sicily rapidly precipitated events which led to the fall of the Italian regime on July 25th 
and the armistice on September 8th, along with the consequent practical dissolution of the national 
political-military organization.  This marked the end of that political experience.

Leo Talin’s Royal Air Force log book ends on the 12th of June 1943 with a flight of 50-minutes in a Bf 
109G-6, and ends the first half of 1943 with a total flight time of 153 hours and 25 minutes.  Leo was 
transferred to Caselle Tornese.  From Turin Leo was able to visit his family in Bolzano for two days.  
The Anglo-American bombing of the city which also hit civilian targets worried Leo.  On two 
occasions the house where the Talin family lived was damaged by bombs.  Leo and another fighter 
pilot decided to take action.  On March 29, 1944 they went to Milan and joined the A.N.R., Aeronautica
Nazionale Repubblicana (National Republican Air Force).

The A.N.R. logbook of Sgt. Leo Talin begins on April 1, 1944.  His flight left Bresso, lasted 55-minutes
at an altitude of 12,000 feet with a G.55.  They engaged in combat with a formation for four-motor 
bombers.  One Liberator probably shot down.



After 33 flights of various types, on July 11th there was a new combat mission.  Taking off from 
Villafranca with a Bf 106G-6, Leo and his companions engaged in combat with a formation of Bostons.
No. 1 took 90 hits from the 20mm cannons, and 340 hits from the 12.7mm guns.  In landing at the 
airfield at San Damiano, Leo crashed his aircraft.  Flight duration was 110 minutes.

Fiat G.55 taking off.    Photo credit:  The Talin Family





He took off from Villafranca on July 14th hunting for targets of opportunity.  In the area between 
Ferrara and Bologna he engaged a Boston.  No. 1 Boston was confirmed shot down.  He fired 170 
rounds from the 20mm and 100 from the 12.7mm.  Flight duration 85 minutes.

On July 19th he took off again from Villafranca on another free hunting mission in the area of Ferrara-
Bologna.  Hit by an enemy fighter, he had to land without landing gear at Reggio Emilia.  Flight 
duration: 60 minutes.  In substitution for the damaged aircraft, on July 22nd from Vizzola Ticino he 
brought back to Villafranca another Bf 109G-6 after a 30-minute flight.



On July 26th he responded to an air raid alarm at Villafranca.  Engaged in combat with a Thunderbolt 
and a Spitfire.  1 Spitfire probably shot down.  He fired 120 rounds from the 20mm and 170 from the 
12.7mm.  Flight duration: 60 minutes.



After a period of calm, the battle of October 19, 1944 marked the return to combat of the 2nd Fighter 
Group.  On that occasion they took down three bi-motor B-26 aircraft of the 319th Bomb Group.  One 
of those bombers was credited to Leo Talin, who could not celebrate the victory because his 
Messerschmitt Bf 109G-6 “Yellow 4” exploded in flight as Leo approached the airfield at Villafranca.  
The explosion disintegrated the airplane and killed the pilot, throwing to the ground a mass of burning 
metal spread over hundreds of yards.

Leo was buried at the Vilafranca Cemetery.  In 1955 Leo’s body was exhumed in the presence of his 
sister.  She reported seeing in the coffin only a few bones burned to black.  The remains of Leo were 
transferred to a cemetery in Bolzano where he now rests in the family plot next to his Papa.

The Bf 109G-6 "Giallo 4" [Yellow 4] of Leo Talin.  Drawing by Marco Gueli via Paolo Pesaresi, 
from the book, "Cuore Patria Volo"

Leo Talin during his period of flight training.    Photo credit:  The Talin Family



Leo Talin with pilots of the 2nd Fighter Group.   Photo credit:  The Talin Family
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