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     Ph i l  Sw i f t  
 
I  was recent ly pr ivi leged to meet  Phi l  Swift , a remarkable 82 year  
old, who has l ived a most  fascinat ing l i fe. He grew up in a family of 
newspaper  men and knows how to hand set  type and run job 
presses. He joined the Army Air  Force when he was 18, and served 
as a tai l  gunner  and bal l -tur ret  gunner in a B-17 Flying For tress 
bomber . He survived 31 dangerous combat  missions over Germany, 
flying with the 306th Bomb Group. I  recent ly acquired a manuscr ipt  
he had wr it ten some years ago which was publ ished in an 
anthology of WW I I  flying adventure accounts. I  was impressed by 
his wr i t ing ski l ls, honed by years of editor ial  wr i t ing as Editor  of 
three central Kentucky newspapers, weekly publ icat ions in 
Taylorsvi l le and Versai l les, and for  eight  years as Editor  of the dai ly State Journal  in 
Frankfor t , the capital ci ty. I t  is, in my opinion, wor thy of inclusion in the recent  
monumental, seven-par t  Ken Burns PBS product ion, The War. I  wi l l  publ ish his ar t icle in a 
number  of shor ter  segments to be shared wi th members of the AAPA and interested fr iends. 
 

An At lan t i c Odyssey 
By Phil ip L. Swift  
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 keep hearing the statement that 
“getting there is half the fun.”   I 
don’ t know where it came from, or 

when it was first said, but whoever said 
it was not talking about a time in the 
winter of 1944 when I and eight others 
tried to fly across the North Atlantic in a 
bright new B17-G.    
 The place we were trying to reach 
was Prestwick, Scotland, the destination 
of new aircrews and their planes, 
replacements for the U.S. Eighth Air 
Force, busy making daylight raids on 
Hitler’s Germany.  The Eighth, which 
lost more young airmen during those 
days than all the rest of the U. S. air 
forces combined, played the strategic 
role in the onslaught against the Reich, 

daily bombing rail centers, factories, 
bridges, oil refineries, anything that 
would cut into the war-making ability of 
Germany.  The Eighth Air Force paid a 
terrible price for less than three years of 
action—47,000 casualties with more 
than 26,000 killed. 
 Much has been written about the 
Mighty Eighth, its exploits still are seen 
on the television screen, Hollywood has 
made many movies about that fierce 
combat over Europe.  In those movies, 
few of which are accurate, the aircrews 
are of sturdy stuff—handsome mature 
men, square-jawed and eager for action.  
There is John Wayne or Gregory Peck at 
the controls, fighting to keep aloft while 
engines smoke and splutter.  In the back 
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there is gallant Van Johnson dying at his 
guns as he shoots another Focke Wulfe 
out of the sky. 
 But in reality this air war was being 
carried out by a bunch of green kids, not 
far out of high school.  Twenty-five was 
considered pretty long in the tooth.  And 
so our little band of youngsters, ill-
trained and inexperienced, but willing, 
set off in that bitter winter over the dark 
Atlantic in our new B-17. 
 We had trained as a crew for three 
months at El Paso, Texas.  There were 
10 of us at first.  I was the tail gunner, 
turned 19 the month we went out there.  
Jim Burgess, the pilot, was 21 and Bob 
Bodenhamer, the copilot, was 19.  There 
was Dean Sullivan, radio operator, 19; 
Joe O'Brien, waist gunner, 18; Loren 
Harter, ball turret gunner, 19, and three 
old guysÐ Keith Miller, engineer and 
top turret gunner, 23; Joe Dembowski, 
navigator, 24, and Joe Pinela, toggelier, 
24. 

 These were the ones who were 
aboard on the Atlantic crossing.   
 During the El Paso training we had 
with us a bombardier but he was 
dropped from the crew before going 
overseas.  The Eighth Air Force used 
few bombardiers.  Joe Pinela dropped 
the bombs but never looked through a 
Norden bombsight and wouldn' t have 
known how the thing worked if he had 
tried to use it.  He sat in the nose, 
watched the lead aircraft in the 

squadron, which did have a bombardier, 
and when bombs came out of it he 
toggled a switch.  Hence the sobriquet, 
“ toggelier” . 
 Joe also had at his disposal two 50 
caliber machine guns which sat in the 
chin turret beneath him.  From his seat in 
the nose he controlled them like a 1944 
model Nintendo game.  The game was 
for real, though. 
 

Jungle Pack Issued 
 
 Over the New Mexico desert we 
practiced bombing, flew gunnery 
missions at 50 feet above the cactus, did 
some cross country work and at the end 
of three months had a big graduation 
party with Stan Kenton' s band 
furnishing the music.  Then, by train, on 
to Lincoln, Nebraska, where we hung 
around for a few days getting new 
equipment, new flying suits to use at the 
65 below temperatures over Europe, and 
a new airplane. 

We were curious, of course, about our 
next assignment. Everyone knew where 
B17 bombers were being used but we 
weren' t sure where we would be sent.  
There was fighting going on all over the 
world and we knew we might go to any 
theater of combat. So there was 
considerable speculation over one item 
in the equipment we were issued. 

Each one of us was given a new 
parachute harness with a jungle pack 
attached.  Mosquito netting, quinine, 
machete, all the things needed in the 
sweaty and insect-infested tropics.   
Someone in the Pentagon must have 
thought this would throw the Germans 
and Japanese into a terrible quandaryÐ
where are these guys goingÐ Borneo, 
Guatemala, Congo?  We were a bit 
puzzled, but I don' t recall that we 
worried much about where we were 
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going.  With this jungle pack we didn' t 
get summer uniforms. 

The harness itself was the item we 
were more concerned with.  No one had 
ever seen one like it.  It was said to be 
British.  It was so large that no one could 
adjust it down to his frame. Instead of 
snapping a strap around each leg and one 
across the chest this harness had a large 
buckle on the chest and all straps went 
into it.  Hit the buckle while hanging 
from the chute and you would be 
instantly free of all hindrancesÐ
including the parachute.  I never saw one 
before and after turning it in a month 
later I never saw one again.   

When it became apparent that we 
were flying to Europe the harness was 
not a factor.  We didn' t need a parachute 
over the Atlantic, for bailing out there 
meant a miserable death after a few 
minutes in the water. We all agreed that 
we would not jump in any case. 

 
Long Way for a B17 

 
They had to tell us soon that where 

we were going there would be no need 
for mosquito netting and machetes and 
after putting a few hours on the airplane 
flying around Lincoln we were briefed 
and sent on our way.  The route was to 
take us about 1,450 miles from Lincoln 
to Bangor, Maine on the first leg.   From 
there  it was on to Goose Bay, Labrador, 
where we would refuel for the  long 
1,500-mile trip over the North Atlantic 
to Keflavik, Iceland.  From Keflavik 
there would be a shorter hop of  800 
miles to Prestwick, Scotland.  

These distances seem like a piece of 
cake for the jet travelers of  today, but 
they were not that easy for a B17.   A 
jet-powered descendant of the Boeing 
bomber would make either of the longer 
legs of that trip in under three hours 

cruising comfortably at 550 miles an 
hour.  The jet, with its passengers 
sipping cocktails in a warm cabin would 
fly high over the weather at altitudes 
well above 30,000 feet.  It would have 
an intensively trained pilot with 
thousands of hours of flying experience 
operating equipment so sophisticated 
that he could, on the ground before 
takeoff,  program some flight course 
numbers, flip a switch and, after getting 
into the air, sit back and watch. 

The B17, sleek as it may seem in 
photographs and on the television 
screen, was slow and had no cocktail 
bar.  And the temperature inside was the 
same as the temperature outside.  
Cruising airspeed was about 150 and the 
average altitude flown on that trip was 
probably 8,000 feet, down there where 
all the icy clouds were.  It took us about 
eight and a half hours to fly from 
Lincoln to Bangor.  Today a twin-engine 
Boeing 737 would fly that in two and a 
half hours, getting a nice high altitude 
tailwind boost. 

It was a night in mid-December when 
we left Lincoln Army Air Force Base 
and aimed northeast passing a little south 
of Chicago, close to Toledo and on to 
Maine.  Daylight had arrived when we 
got to Bangor.  We serviced the plane, 
stayed there overnight and left the next 
morning for Goose Bay, about 700 miles 
away.   
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Cold and Snow Dominated 
 

It was cold in Bangor, very cold.  But 
it was colder in Goose BayÐ a bitter, 
penetrating, punishing and unrelenting 
cold.  There was snow and cold like few, 
if any, of us had ever experienced 
before.  Maybe Dembowski had.  He 
was from Wisconsin. New York City has 
some pretty good snow storms from time 
to time so perhaps Joe Pinela had gotten 
a brief glimpse of what we found in 
Goose Bay, and so, perhaps, O' Brien 
had seen hard winters in his town of 
Washington, Pennsylvania.  But I was 
from Kentucky, Miller from Seattle, 
Sullivan from Arlington, Va., and the 
other three, Burgess, Bodenhamer and 
Harter, were from southern California. 

We were high altitude fliers who 
operated in unheated planes at 
temperatures down to 65 below zero and 
we, of course, had warm clothing.  It 
was state of the art stuff with fur collar 
and insulated lining.  We were  still cold.  
The barracks were cold, the mess hall 
was cold.  

Snow dominated all with narrow 
streets carved between buildings, snow 
piled on each side higher than their 
roofs.  There was no pavement or earth 
in this snowscape.  When we approached 
the field on arrival there was no runway 
visible and there was some discussion in 
the cockpit about  how we were going to 
find the place to put down.  As we 
dropped closer we could see a line of 
small fir trees planted on each side of the 
runway marking the path. Burgess made 
the final approach with Miller and 
Bodenhamer making bets on how many 
times we were going to bounce. 

In the time we were there, and it 
turned out to be much longer than 
expected,  I found only one place which 
was warm enough to be comfortable.  

The base had a small library and it was 
heated.  I spent a lot of  time during the 
day reading. 

Why did we stay at Goose Bay so 
long?  Why didn' t we just gas up and 
leave?  The cold wouldn' t let us go. 
Weather over the Atlantic, of course, 
was a factor in determining when the 
planes would take off, but it wasn' t too 
bad at that time and we had a clearance 
to leaveÐ an order to leave for Iceland. 

The crew met at the airplane at about 
eight o' clock the night after our arrival, 
ready to start engines and depart.  That' s 
what we always did.  Just get into the 
airplane, start the engines and go.  But 
this airplane was tethered to the coldest 
ramp in the world.  Someone said it was 
40 below and I believed it.   

The wind was blowing and we were 
climbing around on the wings tying 
heaters to the engines and it didn' t do 
much good.  There were devices at the 
base called pre-heaters.  They used 
kerosene and had  powerful blowers.  
This pre-heater was placed on the ramp 
in front of the airplane and a long canvas 
sleeve was attached, one end at the 
engine, the other at the heater.  This 
delivered hot air directly to the surface 
of the cylinders. 

End of Part 1 
 
 
Whippoorwill E-Comment is the hobby 
journal of J. Hill Hamon, who lives near 
Frankfort, Ky. KyHamon@AOL.COM 

 Like most military veterans, Phil 
Swift doesn' t like to talk about his war 
time experiences. After VE Day, his 
squadron was assigned to make aerial 
photographs of the widespread devas-
tation of western Europe, after which he 
was sent to Gibraltar where he directed 
similar photo documentation of North 
Africa.   


