Ferrying the A-20
By Gus "ADOD" O'Donnell
I enlisted at Jefferson Barracks in St. Louis a few months before Pearl Harbor. From there I went to Delgado Trade School in New Orleans, to learn the mechanics of plane engines. I excelled at this (graduating 23rd out of a class of 25), and when I got my diploma, they sent me on to Savannah, Georgia to complete my training on detached service.
I wasn't supposed to end up with the 89th Attack Squadron. I went to Savannah expecting to be assigned to the 16th Bomber Squadron. After the hour-long trip from New Orleans, I was met at the depot by a little man driving a very big truck. Musselman, as he proved to be called, told me as we drove along that he could drive "just about anything." But he had to pause in his bragging every now and then as he strained down to reach the clutch.
When I got to the base, no one knew what to do with me. It seemed the 16th had already left for the West Coast to embark for the Philippines, and I was just too late to join them. "Send him to the 89th," someone said finally, and once more I had a chance to admire Musselman's driving. It was late by then, so the squadron clerk found me a bunk and I turned in.
I expected to be put to work on the planes, but instead it was anything but. Part of the time I spent at the guardhouse - at, not in - as a guard, patrolling inside the stockade. The rest of the time I spent in real GI work - digging ditches and doing K.P. I didn't mind the digging, since I'd done a lot of shoveling coal for my dad at the lumberyard. I was usually the only one working at digging, but I liked joking with the kibitzers.
Later, though, I got assigned to Staff Sgt. Senn, who was crew chief for a new plane - the A-20 Havoc. Nobody knew much about it yet - how to work on it or how to operate it - so we mechanics were going to be trained by a rep from the firm, using the new manual.
We GIs sat around on the floor while the lecturer explained the "PD" carburetor and its linkages, and the venturi tubes. All at once I realized that what I had learned at Delgado was not quite what the Sergeant was telling us. Being a smart alec, I couldn't resist raising my hand. "Excuse me, sir," I said to the NCO, "that's no longer true. At Delgado, the most recent developments ..."
I held forth for awhile, impressing everyone except Sgt. Senn. After he dismissed us, the other mechanics gathered around, asking questions. I basked in the attention, thinking I'd really made my mark and that I'd be on a crew in no time.
The next day, I was back on K.P.
It wasn't that long, however, before I got assigned. Some of the squadron were going to New Hampshire, to bring back several A-20s to Georgia. I was to go along to Manchester to help ferry one of the planes to Savannah.
One of the first things was to get all my flying gear together - heavy, thick jacket, pants, and boots, topped with a fur-lined cap. From now on, I was told, I would need to keep all this together and take it with me wherever I went if there were any chance I'd be flying. It seemed pretty bulky, and, in Georgia, downright unnecessary. But I was assured I'd need it later, when we were at 30,000 feet.
Ten officers and men, including me, set out for New Hampshire on the Silver Zephyr from Savannah to New York City. The Zephyr was about as plush as you could get, and we really enjoyed the trip - me and my buddies Harris Ward and Ford. The major who was going to fly our plane back was a great guy too - when I came into the dining car for breakfast, he sat with us and began to describe the sights of New York City. "I grew up there, son," he said, "and it's a great place. Wait till you see Grand Central Station!" 
It was impressive, all right. It was also about the only part of New York we saw, since we started out on the next leg of our journey right away. This time we went by air, a C47 to New Hampshire. Waiting at La Guardia, I got to see a jumbo seaplane set down and come in up a ramp. To a land-locked Iowa boy, that was the most exciting thing yet.
We enjoyed a meal on the C47, served by a pretty stewardess wearing a silk scarf. She told us it was part of a parachute used by a Marine NCO when he'd had to bail out for some reason. She was quite proud of it, and I'm sure all of us new airmen considered getting some parachute silk of our own, to adorn the necks of pretty girls. Especially if we could get it without bailing out.
I was having a pretty good time, but by the time we got to Boston I was regretting that meal. During the two-hour wait for the final flight to Manchester, I sat in the airport feeling restless and miserable. The major came over to check me for fever, but I didn't want to miss the departure and said I was OK. I sure hoped I wasn't going to get sick every time I flew!
Luckily I made it to New Hampshire with the rest, without getting sick. We were to spend the night in the Manchester barracks, but first Ward invited some of us on a side trip. His folks lived about fifteen miles away, so we rented a car and set out. To me, the New Hampshire landscape looked bleak, spare and rough; it was covered with snow and after Georgia it was bitter cold. But the Wards' welcome was warm and friendly, and more than made up for the climate. We had a pleasant evening, then started back to the barracks, stopping along the way to roll back the speedometer.
The next morning we stood around in the cold, watching the Manchester crew working feverishly to prepare the A-20 we were to take back with us. "Sonny" Craig of the 89th was to be the pilot, and a master sergeant from Manchester was coming along too. This sergeant was running the whole show, getting the plane fueled, testing the engines. Craig stood by observing, dressed in his flight gear. I had my gear on too, and the thought of being part of a real aircrew was exciting. At last the master sergeant shut off the engines and turned to Craig. "She's all yours, sir!" he said.
Craig, an old time cavalry officer, was more than ready to go. While personnel from the base all gathered around to watch, we climbed in and took our places, me in the nose compartment, too excited to be scared at my first trip in a military plane. The snow cleared from the runway made a sort of tunnel down which Craig gunned the plane, in a take-off that seemed rough enough to shake me out of my shoes. Once in the air, flying down the coast, I could see why we had to wear all that heavy gear - it felt at least 40 below! Luckily, I was too excited to be either scared or sick.
We passed Boston, and landed in Newark, New Jersey, supposedly to refuel and check the plane. Craig, however, took off again almost at once. "Plenty of gas," he said. "Let's see what it can do." He fitted the popular picture of pilots as mavericks that could be rough on planes, pushing the limits. He was going to ferry the A-20, but he was also going to check it out.
From my place in the nose, I could see it getting darker and darker. On one side was the empty horizon of the ocean, and on the right, the approaching lights of Washington, D.C. All at once there was bright daylight as the searchlights of Bowling Field found us. As we curved in to land, the Washington Monument stood out below.
We landed safely, but as Craig shut down the engines one of them backfired, spraying the cowling (and one of the ground crew) with oil. One of the pilots with us, Captain D. P. Hall, left us to continue the journey in a plane of his own. The rest of us, meanwhile, got cleaned up and prepared to spend a night seeing Washington - all except Hanby, who spent most of the night working on the engine and cleaning out the oil tank. My own evening didn't work out much better - I had plans, I had the number of a pretty girl in Washington, but I didn't have any money, at least not beyond the basics - and I'd borrowed that from Hanby. So I had to content myself with a phone call to the girl and a sandwich at the field.
In the morning, before we prepared to take off once again, we spent some time looking around Bowling Field. It was a showplace then, a beautiful setup with all the modern equipment. As at Manchester, crews stood around watching as the A-20 was prepared. It was bitter cold - 10 below - and the engine didn't want to cooperate. The batteries were getting pretty low by the time the engine started, and it shuddered violently each time Craig gave it some gas. They finally had to resort to a heater before the oil warmed up enough to let the engine run smoothly.
The flight from Washington to Hunter Field in Savannah was the last leg of the journey. The A-20 was supposed to be the fastest new plane, and there were a few bets being taken as to how soon we would get to Georgia. Once the engines were going, Craig was anxious to take off. Someone from Bowling handed him a flight plan with his ETA for Savannah, but after a single glance at it he tossed it out the door and it fell to the ground. The crewman picked it up, looking surprised, and started to hand it to me. Everyone else was scrambling into their places in the gunners' seats, and I had gotten the hatch to the nose compartment open prior to climbing in. Being a nice guy, I took the paper and then had to scramble in myself as Craig gunned the engines impatiently. All my heavy flying gear slowed me up so that I barely had time to get the hatch closed before the brakes were off, the flaps down, and we were zooming down the icy runway with Craig ignoring the flight plan, the tower, and the radio.
Thankful that I'd gotten in before the prop could make hamburger out of me, I settled into my bucket seat. We were flying pretty low today; I could see the ocean below, looking misty at the horizon. I was almost sorry we would be getting back to Savannah soon; this had been a real adventure for me. However, since we had only been able to bring back two planes instead of the ten we went up for, maybe I would get the chance to go again.
We landed triumphantly at Hunter, and my adventure was over. The only sour note was that I couldn't pay Hanby back; for some reason connected with my transfer to the 89th, I didn't get paid between November and March!
A month later, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor.
Captain Craig gathered us together. "Gentlemen," he announced, "in twenty-six days we will embark for the Pacific from San Francisco." We all felt pretty grim as we got our gear together and waited for our turn to call home. Of course we couldn't tell our folks much - just that we would be moving out. Once again we would be ferrying the A-20, but this time to war.


