Jim Colvert

Flying the Old Marauder over Nazi Germany

‘When my class (44-D) graduated from the USAAF Advanced
Flying School at Altus, Oklahoma, on April 15, 1944, most of us
applied for combat transition training on the Martin B-26
Marauder. This twin-engine bomber was a glamorous machine,
a formidable weapon of war famous in the 1940s as “a pilot’s
airplane,” efficient but demanding, unforgiving, deliciously
dangerous—just the thing for confident young men in their
waning adolescence who wanted to help bring Hitler down with
as much style as possible.

With a top speed of more than 300 mph (the book claimed
323) the B-26 could sometimes evade, in theory at least, even the
best enemy fighters like the spectacular German Messerschmitt-
109 and Focke Wulfe-190 and later versions of the Japanese
Mitsubishi Zero. It carried an enormous bomb load for its size,
and it bristled with defensive armament, normally twelve .50
caliber machine guns strategically located in the nose, in
fuselage pods, and in the dorsal and tail gun turrets. But the
important thing to us lads barely out of our teens was its
formidable challenge to our flying skills. Pilots who flew the
Marauder were special—or so we thought—and special was what
we wanted to be.

A couple of hours after the graduation ceremony (where
proud mothers or sweethearts pinned on our shiny new
shavetail bars and silver wings), I got orders assigning me to the
Specialty Twin-Engine Pilot School at Laughlin Field, Del Rio,
Texas, for transition training on the B-26. I was elated. It was just
what I'd hoped for, and I counted myself among the luckiest of
the lucky.

I was allowed fifteen days en route, a welcome break from the
grinding, seven-day week routine of flight training that had
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begun at Old Kelly Field, San Antonio, Texas, in the spring of
1943. I went off happily to Texarkana, Texas, where my family
lived at the time, renewed old acqua.mtances haunted the local

In June, 1945, the author (center) was
assigned to the 397st Bomb Group, based

then at Cambrai, France, as a
transatlantic ferry pilot, shown here with
his ferry crew, Captain C.O. Reeves,
navigator, and Master Sergeant George
Herschel, flight engineer. The picture was
made in August, shortly before their
scheduled departure for Savannah,
Georgia, via Morocco and the South
Atlantic. The night before the takeoff the
mission was cancelled, and the author
was reasigned to the 344th Bomb Group
at Charleroi, Belgium, as an instructor-
pilot.

officers’ club, made plans
with Mary Westerfield to
get married at the first
opportunity, and tried the
patience of any number of
people who were not
especially interested in
hearing about either the
virtues or the thrilling vices
of the Martin Marauder. I
spent a day in Dallas visiting

i former teachers and friends
£ at Southern

Methodist
University, where I had been
a junior when the Japanese
attacked Pearl Harbor, and
toward the end of April
boarded the train for Del

Rio and the beginning of my
adventures with the
infamous Martin B-26.

A few days later I joined
a group of six new pilots
in one of the ready rooms
on the Laughlin flight line
for our first meeting with
our flight instructor. First
Lieutenant Henry Pugh, a
slender, slightly stoop-
shouldered young man
(only three or four years
older than his trainees)
was short and to the point

in what he had to say. He told us bluntly that he did not like
being a Martin B-26 instructor. He said he had nothing
against the airplane which, if handled right, was better than
its reputation. But if it wasn’t handled right, he said, it would
kill us—and worse than that, if he happened to be aboard, it
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