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Robert Farra worked at Humble Oil and Refining Company during the early stages of World War II. Just as
many people, he had dreamed as a little boy of being a pilot. So three weeks after the attack on Pearl Harbor, he
went into Houston to enlist. He was only 21, but wanted to become a pilot and join the Army Air Corps. In order
to become a pilot, a person had to have two years of college or pass an equivalency test. He was sent home and
told they would contact him when an opening in his flight training program became available.

Three months after he enlisted, he was called into the U.S. Army Air Corps and stationed in California. While
in California, there were four different schools Mr. Farra had to complete before becoming a pilot. The first school
was like basic training and took about four months to complete. The second school was three months, and this
was where he first learned to fly. At this school he received 125 hours of fly time. The third school was where
Mr. Farra learned to fly in formations and do aerobatics. This school was four months, and he received 150 hours
of fly time. The fourth school was the specialty school where he had to decide whether to be a bombardier or a
fighter pilot. Since Mr. Farra was too big to be a fighter pilot, he chose to become a bomber pilot. This school was
where he learned to fly twin engine planes and to do both day and night long range navigation. He completed
this school in May 1943 and was a 2nd Lieutenant.

Now that Mr. Farra was an officer, he was sent to New Mexico to meet the rest of his permanent crew
members. There were ten people in a B-17 bomber crew, four of which were officers: the pilot, co-pilot,
bombardier, and navigator. The other six were enlisted men, usually sergeants who were the gunners and flight
engineers. Their first assignment as a crew was to Sioux City, Iowa. This lasted for 65 days after which they were
given a brand new B-17 bomber. They flew this from the states to Goose Bay, Labrador, and then to Northern
Ireland.

Once in Europe, their plane was given to a more experienced school, and they went to London to escape and
evade school. This is where they learned to try to avoid capture in the event they would be shot down. They were
placed in the 384th heavy bomb group and stationed northwest of London.

Once Mr. Farra was acquainted with the area, he was ready to fly combat missions. A tour was thirty-five
missions long. It took Mr. Farra fourteen months to complete thirty-five missions. Mr. Farra was the lead pilot.
After his seventh mission, he became a squadron commander and led seven planes. Mr. Farra then became group
commander after his twenty-second mission and led twenty-one B-17 bombers.

Even though Mr. Farra was successful on his missions, things still went wrong. Two of his original crew were
killed during some of their missions. Mr. Farra also was almost shot down on his twenty-fourth mission. They
were bombing Berlin, which was a rough target zone due to the number of German anti-aircraft guns (800-1,000).
Mr. Farra and his crew flew the B-17 in formation with fifty or so other bombers. They few at an altitude of 18,000
ft. at about 300 mph. During the time they released their bombs they had to fly straight, level, and at the same
air speed for six minutes. This is when they took the most anti-aircraft fire. During their bomb run, a piece of flack
(which is small pieces of metal from anti-aircraft rounds) took out one of their engines. In order to stay in
formation, Mr. Farra told them to drop three one-thousand pound bombs at once. The other three were dropped
on their target and Mr. Farra rolled the plane to the right when a second engine was taken out. This caused the
plane to lose air speed and drop out of formation. Once he was out of formation, the rest of the planes mistakenly
reported him shot down. Upon losing their second engine, the plane began to shake, and when it did so, it literally

shook itself to pieces. All of the radio and electronic equipment quit working. The belly gunner was stuck in his
gunner position because the balls tract broke and he could not get out. The plane dropped from 28,000 ft. to 5,000
ft. very quickly. They were so low the Germans were firing on them with rifles. They continued to stay in the air
and crossed the English Channel at an altitude of about 1,000 ft. at about 90 mph. A scout plane was sent out to
check on the bomber since it was reported to have been shot down. Mr. Farra gave the code signal to let them know
he was an American plane. Mr. Farra made it safely to the air base with little altitude and airspeed to spare. Upon
his landing, there were about one thousand people lined up to watch his heroic landing. Since his plane was nearly
three hours behind the rest of the squadron, the base was fifteen minutes away from sending a telegram to his
family reporting his plane shot down. The crew came through with only a few scratches.
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After Mr. Farra completed his tour, he went back to the states on a ten day leave. He then began to train with
B-29 bombers but before his training was completed, WWII ended. He finished his six months at instrument
school in Bryan, Texas. During his tour in London, he received 400 combat hours.

After his enlistment was up, he returned to work at Humble Oil and Refining Co. (now Exxon) in Baytown.
He enlisted in the reserves while working there and stayed in until 1963. He enjoyed it because he got to see how
the Air Force progressed. His two weeks of active duty each year while in the reserves were like a vacation. He
says he enjoyed the experiences and opportunities he received during this time.

I found Mr. Farra to be a very nice and interesting man. Talking to a WWII veteran makes it much easier to
understand what happened to the soldiers during that war than reading about it in a book. It is something that
not too many more people will be able to do. I considered it an honor and a privilege to have spent time with Mr.
Farra and relived his experiences.
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