John Pletcher Transcript, August 24, 2006

Interview with John W. Pletcher

World War II Unalaska Oral History Project

August 24, 2006, Anchorage, Alaska

Interview and transcription by Janis Kozlowski

John Pletcher, 81, resident of Lakewood Colorado, was an Army Air Corp Reserve pilot during World War II. He entered the Aviation Cadet training program on November 10, 1939 at the age of 24 years. In this interview he tells of his experiences as a B-18 and B-26 pilot in the Aleutians from March 1941-February 1943. The interview was conducted in the home of Mr. Pletcher’s son, also named John, in Anchorage Alaska while he was visiting. 
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Janis Kozlowski: [0:00:00] … the down side of them [laughter]. So you were a pretty young guy when this kind of thing was happening. How did that affect you?

John Pletcher: Well, let’s see, that would have been Thanksgiving Day of 1942. I would have been 27 years old. 

Janis Kozlowski:  So when you had these missions like that, like the two you just talked about, how did you sleep at night? Did you worry about things?

John Pletcher:  Oh, no! It didn’t worry me at all. 

Janis Kozlowski:  That was your normal days work?

John Pletcher: Normal days work - if you had a mission to fly and the weather would permit - most of our work, really, was done patrolling, looking for any Japanese shipping or any activity that we could attack and we didn’t, well a few B-26 raids were made on Kiska, but most of that was done by the B-24s and B-17s. The B-26s were used for patrolling around the islands and looking for shipping. We were equipped to do low level bombing. 

You see, with the weather the way it was out there, usually there was a weather overcast and you couldn’t do altitude bombing as a normal bomber was designed to do, like the B-17 and B-24s a lot of times they went out and they didn’t have radar, the radar was in its infancy at that time, so they didn’t have radar to find the target. So some of their bombing was done through the clouds and taking a bearing off a mountain top on the island of Kiska, if it happened to be sticking up through the cloud deck, they would take an angle off of that and drop their bombs sighting on that mountain top. Because, there was no other way of seeing any target. 

And the B-24s and B-17s were not supposed to go in at low altitude because they were big and they were slower and they figured their chances of being shot down on a low approach like that would be greater than the B-26, because the B-26 was pretty fast. If you put the power on it, on a run in you could probably do 250 mph with the bomb bay doors open if you were on a low level bomb run. The airplane would do 300 or better with the bomb bay doors closed and flaps and gear up. It was a pretty fast airplane. 

We normally cruised at a little over 200 and on the way back from Attu, on that mission, I had it way under 200. In fact, I had the engines slowed down and manifold pressure cut way back and we were just literally almost hanging in the air coming back trying to conserve fuel, and we had the mixture in the lean position and doing everything we could to save the fuel.

Janis Kozlowski: [0:03:03] So these weren’t things they taught you in flight training, though. You had to improvise a lot and learn.

John Pletcher:  We improvised a lot up here and a lot of the time a crashed airplane became the parts depot for the living airplanes – the ones that were still functioning. So if somebody cracked one up on the base and it was pretty well damaged it became a parts supply for whatever usable parts it had that were needed. So, except for engines I think they - I’m not sure they ever took engines off a crashed airplane - but as far as generators, starters and things like that were concerned, yeah, they would strip them, or wheels or any parts that had gone bad. 

It was the same with the fighters. We had a squadron of P-39s based at Adak part of the time and they had more problems, I think than we did. The P-39 had a rather flimsy nose gear with quite a long strut and not very strong. If it hit a very solid obstruction the nose gear would collapse on it, of course, then it would get the propeller and you’d have an airplane that was probably damaged beyond what we’d call field maintenance. If you could get the airplane back to Anchorage where they had more maintenance capabilities they could have repaired them but out there in the advanced fields they didn’t have the machinery and equipment to do major repairs.

Janis Kozlowski:  So they just parked them and scavenged them in that case?

John Pletcher: Yeah. So the attrition rate on airplanes was higher than normal, than a normal airbase would be. Because, in the first place, when they first landed at Adak the runway was just wet sand. It was rolled down, bladed down with a grater and rolled with a big roller to pack it and then they started putting down steel matting what they called, I think they called it “Marston matting”. And that wasn’t named after the officer up here that was named Marston, it was named after a town down on the east coast where it was first designed and used and that’s why they called it Marston - the town was named Marston. There’s a story in one of the books about it, John Cloe may have information on it. 

The steel matting was hilarious in a way because when you landed on it, if  there was a soft spot in the runway it would press that matting down; it was perforated - had holes in it. And after a few take-offs or landings of airplanes running over it and the rain you would develop a little mud hole there and this matting every time you run over it would chug down in that mud hole and chug up and down. So that matting got quite rough. You would hear an airplane land and you’d hear this matting where it was over one of those spots where it didn’t touch the ground. You’d hear this matting rattle [laughing] so you’d hear an airplane land and you’d hear this go rattle and then pause, then maybe a rattle again, and then another pause, [laughing]. You knew the guy was hitting the high spots and rattling the low ones.

Janis Kozlowski:  Did it ever cause any damage to airplanes on landing or take-off for that matter?

John Pletcher: I never did but up here, and nowhere else for that matter, but there were some that were damaged on landing and some of them because of the steel matting. They continually repaired and worked on that matting trying to keep it usable. It did keep airplanes from sinking out of sight - that was for sure. You know, wet sand, like on a wet beach you can drive on a wet beach but don’t go out there when the sand is dry because you’ll get stuck. But on a wet beach, you can drive on a wet beach, well you can do the same with airplanes. Like out there that was sand, volcanic sand and when you bladed it out smooth and rolled it with a roller and packed it, it was like a wet beach might be down in Florida. You could land the airplane on it very satisfactorily most of the time. 

[0:07:53] I had one really narrow escape up here with the B-26 and I can remember that airplanes number - it was number 1460, tail number – and it had done this before with other people. The left propeller would go out of control occasionally on take-off and by out control I mean – they were supposed to be constant speed propellers so when the engine got up to a certain speed on take-off the governor would start turning the propeller blades to increase the pitch to hold the rpm, the rotation speed, down to whatever was set for the maximum. But this particular propeller occasionally – and you never knew when it was going to happen – it would run away. It would not change pitch. So you could be in flat pitch and this thing would get to screaming like everything and they changed parts on that thing. I think they changed everything including the propeller and never got it out. But I understand later, down in the lower 48, they found the problem which I’ll explain later.  

But on this particular day I and another airplane were supposed to fly from Umnak out over Adak. They were still making the landing at Adak - you couldn’t land at Adak - so we were patrolling out there with two airplanes. And it took us about two hours to get out there and we patrolled for two hours, around the island, to make sure there were no Japanese ships coming in to bomb them or interfere with them. Then two hours later there’d be another pair of airplanes take-off to go out to relieve us. It would be about a six hour mission with about two hours patrolling out over Adak. 

On this particular day I was flying this number 1460 and we were taking off on the main runway and it was one that had some steel matting on it.  I had gotten up -- I remember looking at the airspeed when I felt this airplane, I heard the airplane propeller begin to run away and you could definitely tell it because it was overspeeding. I glanced at the airspeed indicator and it showed over 100 mph and it was too far gone to stop. And I didn’t know if I was going to get airspeed enough to take-off and, lo and behold, out of the revetment clear at the end of the runway a B-18 pulled out on the runway. Well, what the heck was I gonna do? I had to make a decision in a hurry so I yelled at the co-pilot to pull the wheels up and I pulled the nose of that airplane up hoping I could frog hop over the B-18 and by golly, lo and behold, it did. I have no idea what the airspeed was but I know that I didn’t hit the B-18 because my former squadron commander was co-pilot of the airplane at the time and he told me later, he said, “I sat there watching that B-26 nose wheel wondering if it was going to get folded up before it hit the B-18” [laughing]. And it must have shook the B-18 and, lo and behold, the pilot on that airplane was the group commander and my former squadron commander was the deputy group commander. 

If I hadn’t cleared that B-18 that would have been one hell of a wipe out because it would have gotten both airplanes and both crews. It would have been terrible. But for some reason that I’ll never understand, that ol’ B-26 lifted off and got over, I’m sure that I forced it out of ground effect. I knew that I had cleared the B-18 because there was no crash, no vibration or anything. I knew I had cleared it and my next thought was I’m almost stalled and I had to baby that airplane so it didn’t stall into the ground beyond the end of the runway until it could get airspeed enough that I could climb out. We recovered and began climbing out and as soon as I pulled the throttles back about an inch that propeller came under control just like that – wham! – back to normal. And they never could figure that out. 

Well, later, they said that down in the states they discovered the electrical panel was – the panel for the radio operator was on the left side of the airplane at the wing root, in the fuselage, of course, where the wing root comes into the fuselage – that there was a bundle of wires and terminals there, and the linkage for the throttle for the left engine came back through the fuselage and out the wing root to the engine. There was a turn – I don’t know what you call it – anyway part of the mechanism to get around the corner to go out to the wing tip was a lever on a pivot. This was loose enough that at times this lever could, when it was at full throttle, would lean over and touch the electrical panel and shorted out the left side of the airplane. These propellers were controlled electrically – they were electrically controlled propellers – they were Curtiss propellers. The first thing that happens when the electric propeller, like that, the electricity goes first to a brake which is on the motor of the propeller. The propeller has an electric motor which turns the blades through a gear mechanism in the hub and it has a brake on it to keep the blades from turning the motor backwards. The first thing that the juice does is release that brake and then it goes to the motor to turn the motor. And there wasn’t enough current left to turn the motor to turn the blades to change the pitch on the propeller and it was all because of shorting out. They claimed that that was the reason that that particular airplane had that problem – and it only happened occasionally – and it only happened on full throttle. Everytime it happened to anybody, as soon as they pulled throttles back a little bit, the propeller would come under control. And I wonder how many airplanes they may have lost in the European theatre for similar reasons – nobody knows. 

But they used to complain about propeller problems in the European Theatre and they blamed it on sand – like in North Africa – they claimed it was sand. Well maybe some of it might have been the same thing. 

Janis Kozlowski:  So they never made any modifications given what they…?

John Pletcher: Well, they didn’t know it. So I suppose that maybe it wasn’t an error in design particularly but it’s just one of those things that you might call an unforeseen consequence of doing something. But anyway, the upshot of it was, that I can believe that that could be the cause of it because invariably as soon as you pulled the throttles back the propeller would come under control. And by the way … when we recovered and got the prop under control we went ahead and flew all the way to Adak and did our two hour patrol and back. We flew approximately six hours with that airplane and brought it back with no further problem. Now with the FAA if you had an overspeed on an engine like that it’s a mandatory teardown of the engine. [laughter]

Janis Kozlowski:  You would have been grounded that day. [laughter]

John Pletcher: Oh, yeah! It’s an automatic grounding and you have to disassemble the engine and magnaflux it to see that you haven’t damaged something in the engine, like cracked a connecting rod or crankshaft or something that’s going to blow up later. We never thought of such a thing. As a matter of fact, I don’t remember ever having an operator’s manual for the B-26 up there. They just - the instruments had red line markings on them as to what the maximum was but as far as a manual to tell us how to fly the airplane – I don’t recall ever seeing one up there. They had them after I got down to the lower 48 in the training school. We had a lot of information down there. 

[0:16:28] My checkout in the B-26, by the way, I had been flying B-18s that we had brought up from the States when our squadron came up – we came up with nine B-18As and they were the first bomber airplanes to arrive in Alaska. The fighter squadron with the P-36s came up at the same time and their airplanes came up on a boat on the St. Mihiel. Our airplanes were the first bombers to get up here and they were B-18s. They weren’t suitable for combat, they were alright for patrolling and that sort of thing. I had been checked out in the B-18, but my checkout in the B-26 was four take-offs and four landings without leaving the traffic pattern and they said, “You are now a B-26 pilot”. My crew had never been in one, so we got in an airplane and they said, “Well, here take this airplane and go and fly and get acquainted with it”. So we took an airplane [chuckle] that we knew little about and flew off down the Copper River Valley and down over, and came up through over Seward and all the way up along the Alaska Railroad. A strange airplane, one that we didn’t know a thing about but they said, “Well, you’re a pilot you’re supposed to be able to fly anything” – so we did. And a lot of things went that way in the early days of the World War II - a lot of things didn’t go exactly according to the book and according to normal procedure.

Janis Kozlowski:  They must have had a lot of confidence in your training.

John Pletcher: [chuckle] Well, you know, we were all young bucks and we were indestructible – everybody felt that way. It would be somebody else, it won’t be me, you know. I had several friends up here, but I was always confident that I could handle anything that happened and luckily nothing that I couldn’t handle ever happened to me. That doesn’t mean that I could have handled anything if it happened but if I had lost an engine on take off I don’t know whether I could have handled it or not. I had confidence that I could, but that’s the way you had to be and same way with the fighter boys. A lot of those fighter pilots had never been in anything bigger than an AT-6 trainer and here they get into a fighter that’s maybe got 1000 hp or more and it’s a hot rod and they have to be confident that they’re a supreme pilot. 

Janis Kozlowski: [0:19:07] Do you recall losing any of your squadron mates or pilots in your crew?
John Pletcher:  Not out of my crew, but, I remember losing a classmate that was an airplane pilot by the name of Joaquin Hawley, he was one of the flight commanders. He took a B-26 flight out on a mission to Kiska to bomb ships in the harbor, at Kiska, and one of his wingmen got a direct hit in the wing, lost a wing and went into the harbor, Kiska Harbor. And of course that lost his entire airplane and crew because they went right into the water. That was one that I knew for sure. We had a couple of pilots who had to make belly landings because of being caught out in the weather or mechanical problems but all of those people survived. The one that went into Kiska Harbor, of course, was a total loss of people and airplane both. 

A friend of mine that I had flown with as co-pilot – in fact, he and I were on a crew that went down to Dayton Ohio and picked up a B-24C which had been designated for the British. The Air Force called it an LB-30, it was a four engine airplane, and we picked up three of them down there. This pilot, Thornborough, picked me as copilot to go with him and we flew that LB-30 back from Dayton by way of West Palm Beach Florida and Sacramento California up through McCord Field in Tacoma Washington and along into Elmendorf. 

[0:21:10] He was in B-26s and the day that the Japanese bombed Dutch Harbor he was flying a mission because they had located some Japanese ships. He had flown a mission with a B-26 and had been carrying a torpedo and he dropped the torpedo and apparently it was not effective. But anyway, he came back and landed at – I’m not sure if it was Cold Bay or at Umnak, he flew out of Cold Bay on the mission – but he came back and loaded with bombs and went back out to try to find the ships. He came back in and it was dark, it was night, it was in June, but it was cloudy and no lights on the ground and no radio-aids to help him. They heard him fly over Cold Bay and knew that he knew about where he was. But apparently he flew out north of the islands trying to let down and, in my opinion, he flew into the water without ever seeing it. Because a few days later the nose wheel and one body and some other debris washed up on the north shore of the Aleutian Islands so they know that that’s what happened to him. 

I knew him well and knew his family and we had stopped near his home town when we came back with the LB-30. We stopped at a place down in south Colorado where he was from and I had met his wife. He had had his wife up here so it was a pretty much of a personal loss to lose somebody you had flown with and all of that. If he had had -- if they had turned on a non-directional beacon I’m sure that he could have oriented himself. I think that he probably had enough fuel that if he could have had a non-directional beacon he could have flown back and forth across using up time until it got daylight and he might have been able to let down through the clouds and make contact with the water and got back into Cold Bay. He didn’t make it and we’re sure he went into the water north of the Aleutian Islands north of Cold Bay somewhere. 

Janis Kozlowski: [0:23:45] So you, you all had this pilot training and you had some really good pilots flying in the Aleutians but the weather was probably more than they had trained you for.

John Pletcher:  I think the weather was probably more our enemy than the Japanese were, really, because weather caused a lot of our accidents. As a matter of fact, we had two airplanes – I think they were B-17s, I believe – that ran together in-flight. I don’t think they ever saw each other, but they ran together and, they were on instruments, of course. But we in the B-26, we made it a rule that we never went on instruments unless it was absolutely necessary because once you lost contact with the ground or the water you had no means of navigation, to know where you were or whether you might be headed toward a mountain or what might be ahead of you. 

I had sprained an ankle when I was at Cold Bay and had been sent out to the hospital at Vancouver, Washington for awhile. And when I came back for flight duty, the group commander was in Elmendorf. There were two B-26s there that had to be flown down to Umnak and so they got a crew together for me and I flew wing man on Colonel Erickson’s wing. He flew a B-26 and I was following him with a B-26 as his wing man ferrying those two airplanes from Elmendorf down to Umnak. 

We had to go on instruments out of Elmendorf through a cold front and I was wing on him in the clouds and finally for some unknown reason I lost sight of him and I had control of the airplane but I couldn’t see him. So I called his co-pilot who was a classmate of mine, Frank O’Brien (sp?) and I said, “Obey, I’ve lost sight of you, I’m down below you somewhere. You tell me when you change course or change altitude and I’m going to fly 1000 feet below you and parallel your course while we go through this front”. And sure enough, he kept giving me course changes and he kept flying with me paralleling his course at 1000 feet below him and when we finally came out the other side of the front, out into clear air, I could see his airplane ahead and was able to climb up and get on his wing again and fly on down to Umnak. That was one of my experiences on instruments in B-26s. I had never flown a B-26 on instruments before [laughing]. 

[0:26:56] It reminded me of a class mate of mine that – we were flying a B-18 to Nome Alaska - and Brady Golden was my classmate – he was my copilot on this flight to Nome. I don’t remember what we were going over there for but we were either taking somebody over there or picking up something and they used the B-18 to haul people and things back and forth. So anyway, we flew west out of Anchorage and ran into clouds and couldn’t maintain visual contact with the ground so I decided, well, we’re gonna have to go on instruments. So we went on instruments and I decided, well, I’m gonna climb up and get some more altitude and I’m gonna fly back toward Anchorage and climb 500 feet a minute for five minutes and turn around and fly back on my original course five minutes climbing 500 feet a minute. That should clear me of any of the mountains between Anchorage and McGrath and Nome and, lo and behold, that worked out OK. 

We were flying on instruments, of course, we had a radio range at Nome that we could home on and that helped us. But we kept plugging along and we knew that it was clear at Nome and finally I could see that the clouds were getting brighter above us and I knew that we were gradually flying out of the clouds. We finally flew out in the cold air and Goldie was a smoker and he was smoking one cigarette right after another puffing away. And he looked over at me and we had both, of course had instrument training - he looked over at me and he says, Pletcher - after we got out in the clear he says “Pletcher, I’m sure glad you went on instruments like that, you know, I have never been on instruments before” and I looked at him and I said, “Goldie, you know I’ve never been on actual instruments before either”! [laughing] I think if I’d a told him that he would have jumped out. 

And he had vertigo so bad, he says “I know we are flying level by a look at the instruments I know we’re flying level but….” he says, “I’ve got this terrible feeling that we’re climbing and about to stall.” And he says, “I just can’t stand it,” he says, “I’ve got vertigo, I just feel like we’re about to stall, and we’re climbing, but I look at the instruments and I know we’re not.” But when we broke out into the clear he was happy. It was clear when we got to Nome [laughing].  

At Nome they had a gravel strip and it was kind of uphill, it was 3800 feet long and gravel and gradually uphill and you came in over the town, the town was….
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