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TRAINED BY AN OLD BARNSTORMER, JOE

COLSON EXPERIENCED TOIL AND TERROR _
FLYING A CONSOLIDATED B-24 OVER ITALY !
AND ROMANIA. BY ROGER STEINWAY |

r‘ f hen the U.S. Army Air Corps accepted the Boeing B-17
LL Flving Fortress in 1937, the plane was a pioneering de-
velopment in heavy bombing. Four vears later, with World
War Il raging, came the Consolidated B-24 Liberator, the fourengine
hammer that would help break the back of Adolf Hitler's Reich.
Joseph E. Colson got to know both planes well. He helped build
the B-17 as a young war worker in 1941-42 and flew the B-24 on
combat missions with the 454th Bomb Group (Heavy), commanded
bv Lt. Col. Horace D. Avnesworth, over ltaly, Germanv and south-
eastern Europe in 1944-45, He remembered flving the Liberator as
hard work: It takes a lot of muscle and concentration to wrestle

34 MILITARY HESTTHEY ALCHET B



Hamiies Jos, a Corsobdaind B-28H Libiratos of
Ehe Fish Souacknn, 454 Bomb Group (Heny),
Filienth Awr Forcs. flsess a rressson fom Cengrala,
ey, Insedt: Hlwrders Joe's piiod, 151 L1 keseph E
Cokson, i 1944 [Photea: kasagh E Colson).
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& B-24 oo flight position, ikhen group formatson, then wing
|'|||1|'...|.I|.|:||| arsl finadly the hivmber siream. li's |.|l.lil:-|:" timie:
comsaming, and its only Lhe |'l_-|.:in|||r|||: ol 1he prtssdon” Colsan
(ool e 1o disouss his wartime experienos with inbervicwer
Bosger Secinway boi Wialirary Hisaoey

MILITARY HISTORY: When did it beoome clear that America
was pearing up for war?

OOLFOMNE [hirisg my scniof year i ||||.|_|'| school, 1939 soame ol
my lrbersds had jodned the Mational Guasrnd, and a seighbor of
wilne, Huibert Dawson, had been wounded ared erchured gas a3-
Laacks an Framoe ‘I'-’""H Werld Warl, The US AT alsn herld
war gamses near my lown of MoCleary, Washe, in the summier
of 180, | was walking o work and saw a gun emplacemeni
puarded by soklicrs, Dhi cleras TSl the “canmon” turmed
ol 6o be & gian fr troe log®

MM Herw did yous get vour job at Bosing®

COLSOR: Friciub heamd el Baszingg was (Fiming sheet meetal
venrkers in Aberdesn, Wish. Alver the Eraining. we were grisn
jobs @1 the Bocing plani in Seaitle

ME: What was vour job at Bocing?

COLEOM: Building the B-1T Flvirg Fortress, workieg in the baddy
shop, Later [ wemt io wing nssenmvbly, specializing in installing a
manin part of the andorside « il 1 wing. | was kel riveter am this
assignment. When a Douglas A-20 Have: made a crash landing
at Sandpaoing Naval Alr Swation, | vwas part of a Bosing crew ihat
went 1o Sandpoint on the rve-weck repair job

Ml Do vou remember December 7, 1

COLSON: Yes | was rooming with & local family—Card amd
Mary Lewis. We khad returmed [roen chisrch, and the radio vwas
reporting an attack on Peard Harbor in the Hawaitan Isdands,
e B digd veri enlisn in che U S Arrery Alr Porces (USAAR?
COLSON: On December &, all the Bocing workers who were in
ihe Maibonal Guard lined up 1o tum in their company 1oals.
Thiy beud B callad I:-:l..u.lll.l."'.l'a"l.ll.l'll'n'mlr'_l'll. I womildint b
long before [ would be drafied. My decisson wan so.enlist in the

Mooy _lne and other B-24Fs of the Tiith Bomb Souadeon maks dhir wiry therough
EFeETPy Eg-aircralt o, inoa pEnbng by nck I?.unmﬂ.'.

3 MDLTTUEY HESETINREY ALUCHST 30

Ten days after the &54th Group's deputy
commanda, LL Col, laenes A, Gurn, was
sholl choramy, bt wans Mowen Dack (o San Gio-
vairre aetckd i @ Messerschme Me- 1050
|:I:|I".:::|l|:tlll Constamtn Cantacamng

USAAF and put in for ground suppon—
mschamic, clerk or whatever | gualibed
for [ wansed pilol orainkng, bui some ool
lege education was regquancd. The LISAAF
recrabier iokd me ihai the college re-
quiremend b pakodl [Fieing ||.l.‘|_|l.l-.l b
walverd, hovsever, =0 | appdicd bor tha ivas-
thoe cadet program. Truindng began in the
late summer of 15942 31 Samnia g, Calif,
The class completed prellight by the end
ol Dicooher, Primary fight tradning was a
Cal-Aera Flipht Academy n Uminrsg, §
Calif, Both Cal-Aero and Polaris Fligha £
Academy were civilian schools. Our in- E
structors were ki of a 1|u|l||.':. crew, S
Mime was an okl barmssormer and Forsd
TriMosor pibor. He was constantly velling at me: “Doat iy like
1 i Fiv Like 1 redl sia 10" Hervever, be did kemoow what be was
daing and could fy acrobatics under the hood. [“Under the
bsestsel”™ pefiers v o durkenad dioth camopy that was used for im-
sirument Elight 1raising. |

WiM: What aircralt did you By in primary and bask: srainang?
COLSON: The two-scxl Bosing-Stearman FT-13 biplane was
used Bor primary madning. 1 loved the old Sicarman. It v very
sable, We did have some washouds and a bow IFRinang agci-
demas, b e facdbes mn Cal-Aero. Wee plso did some simulated
fhying om the Link Tradner, which booked I8k o linke atrplane sit-
tingg on & rowting plaiform. Afer 60 hours of prifmary insinac-
thes an the Stearman, we went g0 Polarns
in Larncaster Calil, [ b ||||.;_h| IFRiNang
wie flew the Vuliee BT-12 Valiasl, msore
cosnEndy called the “Vikbrabor™ This was
& Bwe-sarad ||'.:||H||:|.|n-r with rwice the
horseporver of the Stearman. It also b
& two-speed prop and wing flaps. We
WeTe expoctod Lo SCarm imsinamsge ﬂ'u'lﬂE,
nighi fhving and formation fhing.

M Where wons vour achanoed Eraining?
OOLSON: | voen I||Ehr:|g|..n,.'|.l1.|'..~.|.i.lll'|-
ensl ol Tucson. | was sssigmed the Cessna
AT-17 Behear, which we called the “Bam:-
b By Kite™ because of ies fabric cov
ering ind wooden sinociaral members
Heawever, i1 was & e 1'|'|.I11-|.'I'|,Eil'|l.'
traimer with varablke spetd props, re-
tractable landing pear and electnic wing
|];||'n. I figlshied amd Became s socond
lEmwstienant in Jume 1543

M What was vour nexi assignment #

- COLSOM: | |1;|!l|||1r|l 1o the 39th Bomb
Group, Secomd Air Forcg, &1 Daves-
Womithsn Field outside Tiscson. | was 1odd
that this groug lew rwin-engine bombers,




Bt when [ goi ihere all [ siow were fourengime Consolidated
B-240F Liberagors. This was the carty mesle] withown the pose
g frmet. | was trained on these.

Ml When was the 4%0h Bomb Group ready for combag?
COLSON: The higherups werge prishang Baecd bor mofs @rougs i
wdn the Fifieenih Air Force in ibe Medisormanean. In cardy De-
cemnber 1943, 1 was assigned o brand-ses, Pond-mareifacooned
B-22H, Serial Mo, 42-252 28, By the time we god onerseas il was
rmed Hadnless doe, after & charscier in the L1 Abner comic
sirip, Mv Erenad Dhay Wl “Pere” Flll"'.j'n arsl ksis B-24 orvew snuck
pretty chose 1o our cnew. They nammed their plane Lomesoime Pole-
cad afier another LT Abner chamcier. Ironically, boih planes
worre bl 16 ey st wohile hecanig v b cbaer Civcas
MH: Whai was the rowde to liak?

COLSOME We loaded up with my oreas four grourd onesmen,
spare parts arsd office supplics. This was the firs dme [ flew a
ey aincrad, amdd it msde bor am irderestivg expericnoe land-
ing im had sweatber—low chads and min—al Miichel Field in
Mew York Ciry. [ didn® help any thar the planes comgass was
off by severad degrees. [ also failed o adjpest oy altimeter o the
PuasermeEtric pEEESUrG Al Miache] Fiekl The resuly was ik we
vorme ool of position as vwe came througeh 1he chouds on our ap-
prosch. We msde & mither solid landing a good distamoe down
the migrvay, The i'rl.l.:n were serviced and chen we few oo Mearmi
Beach, Fla. The mexs bopwas o Boarmaguen Fiesd 5 Pucro B,
My crew seick & case of mim aboard the plame there. We then
w1 Mikbnscn Freld in Bestah Giuiking, [ oswas there than the
st corcers were opend and we leamed that Chuddna Mo, | in
Tumisia was owr destinaison. Froem Atkinson Field we convimued
vt coges 1o Be ki, Beazil, andd dhen we Matal, We cxomsad
the Atlantic to Deikar, Fremch West Alrica, in just uscher |1 hotars
o December 26, Hundreds of Africors were building o memay
there. Their equipment comsisted of sticks v ramp down the
garih. They worked in anison o a rhythmic chani.

Mil: Was the irip aoross. Africn uneven ol

COLSOME We were supposed o flv 10 Marrakech, Fremch
WMorooon, bl Sabaran sandstorms made us arsd ai Tindeoul, Al-

geria. This was a French Foreign Legion cuipost and towm
\I|.|||.l_|"|l g o che meonse Beap Caeise, The musrway was hasd
dizsert marked off with ol dnams. The bacals came out 10 help
us gl our plames siaried ibe next day. They polled the props
arrirel a few |l.|l'll.h|lllr'll'l.1.'lﬂ|[|lll!l.ﬂ'|||H_‘ cvliehers, This isedif-
ticult hand labor, bl they thought it was great sport! We passed
oixl cigaretics ard candy to ithemn. Unforunately, Mairless Joe's
Mo, | engine kad a carburetor problem, and we neadad parts
from Masrakech. The repair parts arvived, and one of my pas.
sengers, lime orew chief Masier Sgr. Consaancing and ey flighs
engineer Asa Hodpes pot (he engine poing. We flew 1o Marra-
kech, then o Oran, Algeria,
auradl ieally made 1 o Owdna
o Janaay 3, 1944,

MH: Did the 434k begin

WE WERE SUPPOSED

conrha opeTations m Fl:fmmm’
COLSO0NE Mo, bl the enemy

was Ceriainly aware of our FRENCH MOROCCO, BUT
presenice. Axis Sally wel-  SAHARAN SANDSTORMS
comesd us bo Alrca during

o of et ralio beroadcases, MADE U'5 LAND AT
<allis 1 Colondd Ay

worths hove” We got an  TINDOUF, ALGERIA.

CVER meore suEprsing wel-

|,'r|||'.|:|l:|l|u_'|hl_+|l W EnI Ila_'

30seh Bomb Wing ai Cerignoda, [tah, on Jamery D6, A German
Faocke Wiahh Poe- 1990 highaer mincral baireed cuir group off the el
of the alian e, The piliot st heve been om a reconransancs
flight bocause he didn’t shoot. We didnit shoot at him because
oaar . S0-caliber machine guns weren't konded,

MH: Wasn'l il o poing into a combat mone anarmed ?
COLEON: We hadni been briefed to eopect enenmy activity. The
Fue 1500 onirded Fuve mowved divam several |'!L|I"u_-'. It had 1o b
a snadu

MiH: How were the conditions at Cerignola®

COLSON: Wet and muddy. Elghi officers shared o temi. The
pround was so soppy 1hat the wind blew the tent peps ot and
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the dirt loor becams & sea of miud, Some of sur oreas did a
midnight requisition of sheet metal from the Britsh ami.
afreradl gusners. This made for betier flooring. The fent was
heated by a cut-down ofl drum stove that mn off of aviation
gasoline, This produced &
ot of heat and cocasionalix
hismied dovwn a whole teni
MM When was vour firsi
coimibad sortie?

COLSON; On Febmuary B,
1544, there wiis a mission o
boimb Oirvieto Airfek] just
il of Rome. We bomibed
from 12,000 feet, which we
considersd oo kow. We en-
countered Bo enemy fight-
ers, and the anti-aircrad) fire
was light. The Germans
prohably knew we wene coming, because there were anly a few
plancs on the fickl. Dur inexperience really showed on a mis-
sion 1o the Anzio heachhead on the 1Tk 1 vas Bhing the k=R
wing, or Mo ¥ position, for Colonel Aynesworth, The practice
wak bor cadh |;'L|.ﬂr e |.‘|I'l||-|'!- fz homba afier the lead FJHI'!.' didl.
Jomeswoarth flew righ past dhe AP [aiméng point] witkout un-
leading his bombs. We did & second num over the arpet. and |
maoticed his bosnb bav dooes woulds't open. The Ko, 2 planse
[right wingran of the leader] dicin’t drop boebs cither: | found

IN MARCH 1944, THE
EIGHTH AND FIFTEENTH
AIR FORCES MADE
A MAXIMUM EFFORT
AGAINST GERMAN AIR-
CRAFT PRODUCTION.

Colson's wartime pholo collaction makias il
chese that landing mishaps wern freguent
among) thes B-Hs at Cangnola. (Pholos:
Joseph E. Colson].

i ANILTTARY BIINTIHEY ALGLUS] J0a

ourt alter (e mssbos thar chis was becanse of a detectiee bomb-
sight. Aamesaorth was wagging hils wiiegss amd waning bhis armns
at me. This was his way of erving 1o inforem me that | should
take the lead. 1 didn’ know what he wanied, sinoe the RN, 3
plane was mol normally comidenad an aliernnie leader We
rblled arcaind for a few mimubes and then headed Tos homse

Forfuradehy, The GErmians were 1D |l|.'-..":|[!l||.'1]| with the groumnd
fighting around Aneio

MMz Dsd vea ity other missions bo support grotind operatioes *
COLSON: On March 15, we flew v midssions in support of the
mainck cn Monbe Cassino. Allied airoraft had dropped hisndreds
al s of bosbs, and ihe Army fired iboosands of artilery
shells on the place, but the Geremans wene holed up in the tun

ks anad mubbile of this ancient mountaindop monasiery,

M What abssun enerny fighter activiny?

COLSON: Fighter opposilion IJ.I,""I,'I"HII.'!I o what largels the
boenbers were going afier. There was coordination between the
Eighith Air Foros i Erglard ard the Filieenth Air Force in [faly.
if Fifteenth Air Force bombers were going afier an alreradi fac-
tary while Elghih Air Force bombers attacked rail vands, then
e el |_-|-|r|h;|||:-|-. e e !-l,l:hl:l:'ﬁll:' izl withe B it waes thae
other way arcund, then the Eighth had mere enemy ighters
vechored against i, In March 1544, the Eighth and Fifveenth air
forces made a maximum ¢ffon againss German airoralt pro-
duction. Cur mission on March 19 was 16 hit sn aincrafl [noiory
ark] raal vaigl @ HL|H|,'|||'1|I1 L usaria, bof bad westber o] ths
group io fum back and bomb a 'Hlllrl"l.ll"'l! in [aly. We were sup-




posed 1o drvw off German hghters rom asitscking Eighth A

Foirce boenbers 1 mLEppE i waorked, becauee German highiers

s s oy Belare we reachad the Large

MK How rough did they make it?

COLSOM: | sovw one B-24 was shot down By mockeis launched
I & Pain-cngene Juinkers hi-aa, The crow Balkad ol and A
Sally glescfully reporied their caphure that nighl. An dile ought
iof Mesaerselnmr Me- 105 aley anncked. Thesr |'l|ll.'-.::-\.'l 1] o3
were padnbed in very disEincenve Black and vellow spirals. The
report laber said aboui 40 hghiers aitacked us. Those puys were
=, @l we could nod
keep up with the group. SErapekers were on iheir cumn al this
stage of ibe war Enenmw Gehiers = wired inon s | could hiar
chaer of ey panesees | H-calibers, Thesy did thesie b and
were credised with & confirmed kill

poinied ol sme ke cloud oover: FHIL ithe mcse domym amad weni

. ]
pod, Flaneeis S I:l-"-' AR B EE elneiii

My on-pubod, Jost Trainor,

Loksci s 31sl amd fral coenbiad SOrad was 10 Ineshe: Harkor on
rlgly'_hu-:,' M. e Four SEerisd mmmsasns weny pkeh Sl i
his reooed, due 1o the distance Tiown inlo enenry IEmiony.

1mlG & dive, The .III'\-||'\-I'I'H.| insdicarar weril pasl the red line
aroir] WK mph. We lveled all im the clouch Bor & whals, When
we pokod cur nose ol of the cloads there wene no enemy or
ralt in slgha. We hoenbed
e AiskEria and hoadaed hack o Cerpnada

M How much damage did Marrfess foe aastain?
COLS0N: Wiemt o 1B Tnbeic o
were mrmerous bodes toem anti-aircralt hree and igs By the lgglit-
ers. 1 he wiorsi of 1hese vwas a hole made by a Xmm cannon she
ikt explodad shove the fuel celll In back of Mo, 2 engine. Hol
Iragmeni= bumed & hole in the sell-scaling macnal of 15 oedl

frser=dly als x semiall rwil vard in south

thae bl ebeimin WIS P Thaene
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big encaigh to put your finger inbo. We were lacky there was no
explossan. OF the 28 alrcraft that ook off from our base, only
seven returned. Many made emergency ar crash landings st
etheer bases in leahy Ground crew chief Earl Kelchner told me
at the 1984 reankon that | knelt down amd kissed the ground
afterwe parked the plane. [doat recall dodng that. [Colson was
guarded the Distinguished Flyving Cross for his actions on
March 19, 1944

MR Did vour group retarn to bomb the targets in Auseria®
COLSOMN: W returmed on Agril 2. There was hess fighter oppo-
siticn, offset by more imtense and accurate flak. Combat damage
o the aircraft and crew was iotally unpredictable, One small
fragment can be meorial. My bombardier. Chyde Campbell, was
killed while (ying a missson with ancther creve A tiny shell frag-
ment severed arteries to his heart. Another
tirmse & sl paece of hot shrapnel his kohn
Faron, one of my walst-gunmers. It went
through his light boot and the sole of his
irmner shese, where it bosdped sgainst his food,
leaning only a nice burn wele, We wore flak
I supspose o ot used 1o i, bt fear was an

COMBAT DAMAGE TO
THE AIRCRAFT AND

CREW WAS TOTALLY
UNPREDICTABLE. ONE

whua sl Beem shost diosams over Romania [on August 17] while 1
was in Egypt. Guan's (light led to Fifisenth Adr Force shutile
mnissions 1o pick up Allied prisoners in Romanda.

MM When did you returm to comshat duty?

COLSOM: | did & wide saricty of things a Group Operations, in-
cluding check test flights on repaired planes, ferrving persos-
el arwl taking new crews on practice misshons. In December |
discovered that | could retarn home guicker if 1 Bnished ot my
coenbat tour [ 35 missions] by fying another nine missioss. My
ald crew had been scainered, Chode Camphell was dead. Joe
Trainior was af Fifteenth Air Foroe T el mew en-
listed crew completed their iours and motaied home. Four of my
enlisted crew were ingerned in Switzerland after an emergency
landing, bui escaped and rebamed bo the Stabes, Joe Richasdson
Thind Been shiot down with Gunm, bt evaded
captuse in Romania and made it to Tarkex
Since 1 had mo assigeed crew, [ few sy mis-
sloms o co-pibot for Pat Grimes, the 7331k
Squadmn commuander. The other three mis-
siors | flew a0 load pilot with new alrcrews,
My fimad mission was to bomb the

&l Trieste on Febeuary 30, 159945, 1 flew 8 0dal

LINSEET CTeWITAT 41 OV s of 3 complete missions, with lour abarts
H:“’fen}mn:uunuﬁ:rhm:id SMALL FRAGMENT CAN mmuhﬁuummdm
have escort? lerTibory pencira
mmmhmmlﬂywm BE MORTAL. MK What was your assigriment on relam-
esconted by Lockheed P212 Lighe- irsg hack 1o the Soaes?

Eregruently

mings and Repuiblic P47 Thanderbolis. Later,

in 1944, long-ramge North American P-51 Mus-

rangs became mailable, and we wene cortain of esoor all the way
ir the tanpet. As German fighter opposicion Became weaker, escont
fighiers woulkd peel off 1o protect cxippled bombers that had fallen
enit of formation, We were always glad 1o have fighter escont.
ME: D6 vo by any missions (o the hemdly defended oll fields
aroaine] Ploesii, Bommaria®

COLSON: My 25th mission on June &, 1944, was o bomb the
rail marshaling yands a1 Brasov near the Ploesih oll complex.
Fighiers and flak heavily defended it but 1 have e recollo:-
then ol 1the milssbon, My 26th mission vwas in bomb an ondnance
dopot in Musich, Germany. My log entry ens with “Wow™ Lots
of flak and fighters over Munich and Regensberg in Gormany,
abso Vienna, Liee and Graz in Austria.

M When were you taken off comban satus?

COLEOM: 1 vwas trarsiermed im June for reasons unknoan. They
sl e b the RAF hase ai Heliopaolis, Egypt, to learn the British
vy of Might control around their airfickds, bt these wene never
Pl oo use vwhsem 1 returmed o the group. An imenssting aspoct
of the trip was being invived o the king of Egypt’s private open-
air nightchub. King Farouk made an appearance. One of his
aldes handed him a shotgun. Birds were released. and his
ajesty procosded to blaze avay ot them!

ME: When did you retarn so Baly?
OOLS0M: | returmed im August 1944, as Bomania was sumen-
derieg to the Allics, Sornetime alfter the sumvender we had & visia
from a Fighier that buosned the base and then got ingo the landing
pamnern with gear dovn., Io vies an Me- 109 with a large American
flag painsed on s, The M6 mxied righ up 1o Group Headquar-
ters, and Li. Col. James Gunn climbed oat with a Romanisn
bt b iz [ The palol was Romanian ace of aces Caplain Con-
stantin Cantacuzring, | Gunm was cur depuity group comenander,
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COLSOM: | wer b Adr Trarspor Command

it Lomg Besch, Calil., and flew cargo and per-
sanirse] im Dotaglas C-47 and C-54 traesports. | abso fermied new
aircraft, and it was in this capacity that 1 flew new B-175. [ had
Eniile them—it was ondy fitting thai 1 should {ly them. The sad
part was thas after delivery most were immediasely stripped of
their weapons and vital equipment and pual inso storage. The
wast mapeeity of them were au up for scrap afier the war
ME: How did the B-17 compare s the B-247
COLSOM: The B-24 was a hotter ai ard handlod quice dif-
fercealy from the B-17. 1 was landing a B-17 in Dallas, Texas, in
August 1945, It was very bot cnitslde—still 90 degrees at mid-
night. 1 limed up on the rusway and Mared o 1o Land, but the
plane st Moated down the namway. The ground beat was re-
flecting up usder the B-17% broad, kiselike wings, causing mone
Hift than 1 imsgined. 1 tried so land it like a B-24—snap back
the comral columa and high-speed stall the plane onto the
rurrsary. All this did was make the B-17 gain ahitude while slow-
ing the airspeed. We cventually made a rather solid landsng,
M Dvid vous comtisue Dving afier ihe war ended?
COLEONE | left the Air Foroe Reserve as a caplain in 1947, when
v hearing deteriomied. | have (lown small adrcralt a cougle of
tirnes. The Last e was with & co-worker i 1973, He let me take
the controls, and it was fun 1o soe that the “feel”™ ves still there.
M What are your thoughis about the "Greatest Generatson™?
COLSOM: We were all afrald and just wanied to compleie oar
missions and get home. [ wouldn® rade the rime | served my
couniry for any amotm of money, bat [ wouldn’t wam o o

through it again, mMH

High Schwod in Hawesor, Teeas, For firrher reading, iry Winged



