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VETERAN: EARL PORTER

HIGHEST RANK/GRADE: MASTER SERGEANT

INTERVIEWED BY: CHRISTINA M. HUTCHISON

This is a written interview of World War II veteran Earl Porter. The interview was not conducted completely
in a question and answer format. Therefore, this is not a direct quote from Mr. Porter unless otherwise noted by
quotation marks. However, the paper is written in a conversational manner and not in proper English structure.
I tried to keep the answers as close to the actual interview as possible.

Q: Where did you serve and from what dates?
A: I served in Europe, mainly in Italy, France, Germany, and Corsica. I began my enlistment on June 7,1942, and

was discharged on August 11, 1945.

Q: Explain how and why you joined the service. If you enlisted, explain why.
A: I graduated on Friday, June 6th and on Saturday, June 7th I began my service. I had already signed up prior

to graduating from high school. I enlisted because I'm patriotic and loved my country. My oldest brother was
already in the service and my younger brother soon followed. All my friends were in. "I didn't even pursue
a job or nothing else. I felt like I should serve my country, and I didn't go in to be in the Air Force. I was scared
of airplanes and that's where they put me. After they did, I was real pleased about the whole situation. In
the Air Force, at least you had a bed to sleep in at night if you didn't get shot down."

Q: What kind of training did you receive? Was war what you expected when you got over there?
A: "Yes, it was" what I expected. The training was really good. It really helped. They did a good job. In fact,

I didn't have but about 30 days training and then they made me an instructor, and I remained an instructor
for about 3 months before I went overseas. My training began in Wichita Falls for three months of Infantry

Training. Then they sent me to Denver, Colorado, at Laurie Field for Air Force training. From there I went
to training in Yuma, Arizona, where I got to practice actual bombing in the desert. From there I got my papers

to go overseas.

Q: What positions did you hold and how did you come about them?
A: Master Sargent is the highest rank you can go as an enlisted man. The next step is a commission. I was never

commissioned because after I flew 62 missions I went in as a bombadier navigator. When I first went overseas,
we were flying vicks (six airplanes with one navigator). Shortly after I got there we converted to night
reconnaissance. That's where we went single ships, which means one airplane goes in by itself at night. They

took their highest quality men and made them navigators, and there were twenty-six enlisted men that made

it. Then they sent us to navigator school, and if I had stayed in the U.S., I would have gotten 1, 2, and captains
rank.

Before the conversion, we were flying the A-20 Havoc airplane which consisted of four people (the pilot,

navigator, and two gunners). After conversion, we flew the A-26 plane. It was a much more unique plane

with only three people (a bomber, navigator, and pilot). So after I flew 62 missions, I was chosen as a
bombadier "weather person." We would go out single ship with bombs and food for "parsons." Parsons were
our people shot down behind enemy lines. We would drop food for them to eat, scout out the bombs, and
come back and give a briefing to the rest of the crews that were going to fly that night. We would tell them
what type of weather there was and what action we saw. I stayed with that until I came home.

Q: What was a typical day like?
A: Well let me tell you what! I was fortunate enough to get to sleep. I was captain of the bombadier

navigation. With my experience, I had little freedom. There wasn't any strict 6:00 a.m. wake up calls. You
had certain chores you had to do and the other time was yours. I'd fly about 3:00 or 4:00 and come back

and compile the information I gathered. Then I'd go to the briefing at the interrogation at 7:00 p.m. for the

crews going out that night. I would tell them what I saw, what the weather was like, and anything else.
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There was a French family in Salone, France that I would go over and have dinner with. They wrote me for
years. I kept a mission book that tells how many missions I flew, how many holes we got that night in our
plane, was anyone hurt, etc.

Q: Did you usually get shot at on every mission?
A: When I first went over there we got shot at everytime. The longer we stayed, the weaker the enemy got. I

made 32 straight belly landings--that's when your hydraulic system gets shot out and you don't have any
landing gear. That's how much action we had. One time we counted 585 bullet holes in the plane. One of
the bullets caught me between the eyebrows at the top of my nose. [Laughingly, Mr. Porter explained that
the injury wasn't all that bad. "I thought it killed me, I was bleeding so bad." He explained that shavings of
bullets flew everywhere. When asked if the action was a lot like what we saw on TV from the Gulf War, he
explained it as being much worse. He described it as being in the worse lightning storm you could imagine
with lightning coming from everywhere.]

Q: Did you have a pattern of attack?
A: Our planes flew at night in 15 minute intervals. One comes in and one goes out every 15 minutes. Then

eventually we got down to 10 minute intervals. "That's the reason we beat them up so bad. We bombed them
up so bad they couldn't survive. Probably the last 90 days over there we didn't even see an enemy aircraft,
cause every time they got in the air they got shot down." We tried to get to their communications.

Q: Was our equipment comparable to the Germans?
A: "I think we were ahead of the Germans. Let me tell you one thing though, they were very smart people."

Q: Were you stationed on the ground or in the sea?
A: I was stationed on the ground. We moved as much as four times a month. "We stayed straight in behind the

lines with our scraping and low level flying and bombing." We followed the infantry about 40 or 50 miles
behind.

Q: How many missions did you fly?
A: I flew 132 missions total--63 missions as a bomber and 70 as a bombadier navigator. When I first went over

there we were supposed to get to come home after 50 missions. When I got to about49, they changed the policy
to 60. When I got to 60, they changed the policy again. This time we were examined by a doctor and he would
decide whether we were shell shocked and needed to go home, if we just needed a rest, or if we were in good
shape. "Well, evidently I was in good shape." I did go to a rest camp for 30 days and then I went at it again.
"I have flown as many as 3 missions in 24 hours. Some were not over 30 minutes long, some 2 hours, and
sometimes didn't fly higher than a one story building (as low level scrapers)." I only knew two other men that
flew as many missions as I did.

Q: How did this affect the morale of the men?
A: The morale did lower some after they changed the flight hours. We just wanted to do our jobs and go home.

If someone was ill and out, you didn't have a problem getting a volunteer to fill his space. There were plenty
of volunteers.

Q: Describe some of your first experiences in war?
A: When I first went over, I went to Naples, Italy. From Naples I went to the island of Corsica. We flew from

there several times, then moved to Belwack area (about 15 miles from the airstrip). "Never shall forget as long
as I live." We got there about 1:00 p.m. It was a beautiful day. Just after they assigned us a tent, sirens went
off and suddenly we were having an air raid from the Germans. One German plane flew over. They later
explained that the Germans had come over to take pictures. When they did that, they always came back the
next day or night to do their damage. They moved us and several airplanes that night about 30 to 40 miles
down the road on trucks. That night we lost 37 airplanes. It was quite an experience for the first day. We
returned to our original spot the next day.

World War II Veteran Interviews170



V. S. AqN11A nAm us

Q: How did the different units communicate with each other?
A: Through the infantry. We had telephones, but half the time they were shot out. You could give the name of

the missing in action through the telephone if they were not shot out. However, the infantry moved so fast,
it was hard to keep them informed.

Q: Why couldn't you rescue men stuck over the lines that you were dropping food to?
A: We didn't rescue. They were not very far behind the lines. Many Germans were our friends. They would

gather the parsons together and communicate to us with white sheets and anything else they could find. We
knew where they were at and would get food to them until they were back behind our lines. The German
friends would get the parsons as close to the lines as they could. Our men would only be about 10 miles behind
the line, and in order to have an invasion, we may go in 150 miles. So therefore, this freed up our people. We
did this practically every afternoon.

Q: Were you ever a parson?
A: Yes, "in fact I was in one of the camps myself." In February of '45 I was shot down behind the lines. I only

flew about 15 more missions after that, then they sent me home. I was "tickled to go home." We had to bail
out of the plane. "That night my shoe got hung on some limbs and things but my shoes got loose and I got
away from that place about a mile or so." I came to a house where I stopped and hid myself. The way the
friendly people did was if they knew a plane went down and there was parsons they would watch for you.
The next morning a girl found me and asked me what happened and I told her I was shot down. She said,
you stay here, and in a few minutes two men came and took me to their farm house. They took me to the dining
room and pushed the dining room table over and pulled back the carpet. Under the carpetwas a cellar. I went
down in the cellar and there were three more Americans down there. That's how we started back. "We
traveled at night. I was eleven days getting back to the lines. I had more trouble getting back through the
American lines than any other thing. I had to go through interrogation that was pitiful to identify myself."
It was liable to take a week for word to get to the front lines that you were missing. "I had to prove I was an
American." The first time I got shot down was December 13, 1944. I was rescued by an English boat crew
immediately. We had to parachute into the Mediterranean. I came straight back that time. I laid off about
a week.

Q: How did you know when you first saw those people that they were going to help you?
A: "You don't know. But you get to the point where you don't give a damn. You say your prayers and that's it."

Seems like the friendly people wore green so you could identify them.

Q: Why did they help?
A: "They were against the war. Everybody loved the United States. They thought the United States is the greatest

in the world--which it is."

Q: When you were shot down, did you find the rest of your crew?
A: No. We didn't fly with the same crew each time. Sometimes we had a choice of which pilot we flew with and

I would choose the pilot I went to boot camp with.

Q: What was an invasion like? Did you work closely with other military services?
A: The invasion of Southern France was the "scardest I ever was in war." It was quite an experience softening

up for the invasion. 'We had B24 and B17 by the hundreds up over us and them dropping bombs. When it
was set up, it wasn't coordinated exactly right." But we won every one of them. "The invasion at Normandy
Beach wasn't a bad one. We lost millions of people, but we won it. They really won it but didn't know it so
we went ahead and advanced."

Most all areas we invaded had water around them. We always knew about 30 minutes before we would
be ready to hit a big town where they were really set up. 'We were no dummies, though." Whenever there
was an invasion coming, we could see signs early. Whenever we started flying hundreds of missions when
we were just flying a few every once in awhile we would know that we were softening them up for an
invasion. We were hitting them real hard. The minute you saw the Navy sitting out there, you knew
something was fixing to happen. They called it D-Day. D-20 would be like the time we were going to make
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the invasion. We would go up in airplanes, then the Navy comes in and they can't take that, so they start
crawfishing backwards. Almost every invasion you had water because you were going to have the Navy
with you.

Q: So all the military groups worked together?
A: "Oh yes, very well coordinated."

Q: Did you ever work with any other people other than Americans?
A: "No, well yeah, the English came in and flew with us sometimes."

Q: Did you ever experience capturing any Germans?
A: Just before the war was over, we took an airfield in Southern France. We moved in at 6:00 a.m. We took it

so fast that some of their men landed their planes on that field after their missions and didn't even know we
had taken it. We captured a bunch of their men.

Q: Is there any particular experience you would like to share with me?
A: One night we were out on a weather run. We always went loaded and never came back without finding a

target to drop our bombs on. This particular night, we were having a hard time finding any targets. I finally
spotted an electric train. We decided if we didn't find anything better, we would go back and salvo the train.
(Salvo meant to drop all four bombs at one time.) This mission was 2 hours and 50 minutes long, so we
eventually went back to the electric train. When the pilot went to hit the salvo button, he accidentally hit the
landing lights. The Germans used big search lights to spot planes. If you get caught by a search light, you're
a gonner. Well, of course we thought we were hit because the lights were so bright. The bomber, who was
positioned at the bottom of the plane, could see the landing lights on and asked the pilot why they were on.
We were relieved to find out it was only our landing lights and not a German search light!

Also, when I was in Grisell, Italy, I saw Mussolini with my own eyes. He was lying on the ground with
his arms tied behind him, and his own people were kicking dirt on him and throwing water on him.

Q: How did you feel when you got home?
A: "It bothered me so much when I got back I didn't even talk about it. I lost so many good friends, good buddies."

Q: How did the Americans treat you when you got back? How did the government help you when you returned?
A: The people treated us real good. The government didn't help us at all.

Q: Did you receive any medals?
A: Yes. I have a trunk full of them.
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