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John Pletcher: [0:00:00] … with the runway and, lo and behold, you’d be all set up for a landing. So we got in and landed OK, no problem. Poor old Goldie he was really having a bad time, but….

Janis Kozlowski:  Those crews had to have a lot of confidence in you as a pilot, ‘cause you….

John Pletcher: Yeah, I’m amazed at the GIs that were gunners and so forth, that rode with us. They had confidence in those two guys up front, maybe too much, I don’t know [laughing], maybe more confidence than was warranted. 

Janis Kozlowski:  Well, you got ‘em through.

John Pletcher:  We got ‘em through. I never had anybody refuse to fly with me [laughing]. 

Janis Kozlowski:  Were there pilots that people refused to fly with?

John Pletcher:  Oh, there were some pilots people didn’t want to fly with, you bet. They’d had bad rides with them. I don’t say there were many really any bad ones, but there were some that didn’t use very good judgment part of the time. 

We had one land a B-18 in the surf just east of Nome one night, I think it was in probably, I would guess about June, but it was midsummer and it was overcast. He had been up to Kotzebue and around and come back to Nome and it was socked in so that he couldn’t get lined up with the runway or for some reason he couldn’t, but he could see the line of foam where the waves were breaking on the beach. The beach east of Nome is a sandy, sloping beach and there’ll be a line of foam where the waves are meeting the beach and he could see that line through the overcast. And he ended up – I wasn’t in on this, I wasn’t in the radio shack at the time, but there were other people that were, and talking to him and he knew he was over Nome. He landed on that surf line on the beach, in the B-18 and made a successful landing – bent the props, of course, and banged up the bottom of the airplane, but nobody got hurt. 

But I feel that somebody in the radio shack should have had presence of mind enough to talk to him – find out how much fuel he had left. If he had enough fuel to cruise back and forth over the radio range at Nome for two or three hours it would have been light enough that he could have seen the beach better and probably could have landed without landing on wheels without landing in the surf. 

He landed right on the edge of the water and the next morning to get the airplane up the wheel, the left wheel – since he was facing east – the left wheel was a little up hill up the beach a little from the right. They were able to lower the right landing gear and lock it but not the left, so they had to dig out a hole under the left landing gear to get the landing gear down and locked. The engineers who were working on building a runway at Nome brought over a D-8 and they got a crew of men and they dug under that wheel and got some planks to run the wheel on and some rope and they used this tractor tied onto the landing gear and pulled that airplane back up on the ground and further up on the beach. 

Later the engineering officer came over and they put two new propellers on the airplane and ran the engines up and everything checked out ok. And they flew the airplane off the beach and flew it back to Anchorage. So it was possible to do it and if this young pilot had either thought of it, or somebody on the ground had presence of mind enough to coach him, he may have had fuel enough to loiter around up there until it got daylight where he could see better, visibility was better, and the outcome could have been better or he might have even made the runway. Because there was that 3800 foot runway at Nome but he chose to put it on the beach because he couldn’t see the runway. 

[0:04:38] I came in on a foggy day onetime and I followed the beach right on up into the town and flew over the town – I knew where the town was – then if I did I knew the powerhouse was right off the end of the runway. I told my co-pilot, I said, “don’t let me lose any altitude, don’t let me fly into the water, I’m gonna fly a left turn out over the ocean and I’m gonna do a 270 degree turn, just don’t let me fly into the water, watch me and don’t let me lose any altitude. And I made a left hand turn, circle turn, which brought me back headed toward town. I could pick up the town and I could see the, the powerhouse in the distance. And off beyond the powerhouse I could see this runway. I made it in and landed on that runway and it was a foggy time. And the fog was so low that the ACS, airways system, had a tower with a radio station right next to the runway, close to the runway – that tower was 151 feet tall and the top of it was out of sight in the fog and clouds when I landed. So we were just literally scud running, you might say, lucky. Lucky that we were able to see enough to get lined up and get on the runway and put it down on the wheels, didn’t belly land it, I never belly landed an airplane. 

Then later after I got back to the States, after I spent some time training B-26 pilots I got into a B-17 program and went to Roswell and went through the B-17 pilot training and later got into the B-29 program. I went through the B-29 instructors school went to Tucson, Arizona and took over command of the training section at Tucson, training B-29 crews to go to the Pacific to join the bombing crews, replacement crews, that were flying from the Pacific Island over Japan. So, some of the people that we were turning out ended up flying over Japan. And I was earmarked for a cadre, for a 22nd bomber command which was sort of planned but never got quite to the point of getting on paper, and getting any cadre set up. They decided they didn’t need a 22nd bomber command or I would have ended up in that. But I did end up training B-29 crews at Tucson, Arizona when the war ended.

I was at Tucson when the practice bomb was detonated at, the original test bomb, at White Sands. When they shot that bomb off, I was at Davis-Monthan at Tucson, Arizona at that time. The news story they concocted was that an ammunition dump blew up because it was a heck of an explosion [laughing].

Janis Kozlowski:  That was the cover up story?

John Pletcher:  Cover up story [laughing], yeah. Ammunition dump blew up.

Janis Kozlowski:  [0:08:05] Did you enlist in the Army Air Force or were you drafted?

John Pletcher:  Well, no, I wasn’t drafted, I always wanted to fly and I knew I never could of gathered up enough money to take flying lessons and pay for them so I figured the best way is to get the military to train me. I investigated getting into the Army Air Corp and I found out that you’re supposed to have two years of college. Well I had had one year of college at the University of Colorado at Boulder, Colorado. While I was there I learned that they had a written test you could take in lieu of the two years of college so I applied for that and went down to Lowry Field at Denver, Colorado and took the written examination. 

The written examination to exempt you from the two years of college was nine - two hour examinations -- two hour examinations, written examinations on nine separate subjects including: mathematics, geography, physics, and several other subjects. So I took that in January of 1939 and then when the college quarter was over, before the quarter was over, I got a letter back from the War Department saying that I had passed and was on the waiting list. But I was my category, having passed the test, was low man on the totem pole. Four years of college, two years of college and enlisted personnel with prior service and then the people who had passed the exam was tail end. 

Well, in the meantime, college semester was over and summer vacation so I went back down to my hometown of Yuma where I was from, and worked down there for awhile but didn’t do any more, any flying. And in the meantime in the fall, I got a letter from the War Department saying that I could expect to be called in the next few weeks that I was on the eligible list. And they didn’t say to go ahead and re-enroll for this fall semester - the fall semester would have started in September – and I got this letter saying I could expect to be called in the next few weeks, so I did not enroll for the fall semester, I held off. And then I got a second letter saying “report to,” [pause] I forget the name of the army post at Denver, report there for enlistment as an aviation cadet and so I reported there and got orders to enlist as an aviation cadet. I’d already taken the full physical examination and I had passed the written examination so I was on the eligible list and now they were calling me to go ahead and enlist as an aviation cadet, which I did. 

We actually were, what you might call enlisted status, although aviation cadet was a, sort of a separate category and our pay was $75 a month, believe or not, even at that time. I think the GIs were getting $30 as a beginning enlisted man. So, I went ahead and enlisted and became an aviation cadet. They gave us an additional physical examination upon being sworn in. They gave me orders to go to primary flying school at Glendale, California so I ended up at Glendale California at a primary pilot training school and we had the PT-13As, which was the Stearman, single engine bi-plane trainer. Later, - they had 100s of them eventually – later they put a different engine in them and called them a PT-17. But it was the same basic airplane, and the airplane was built by Stearman, which was owned by Boeing, and the airplanes we had were brand new airplanes. They’d just been flown out from the factory, so I got my primary training – 65 hours – at this primary school then was sent to basic training at Randolf  Field [in Texas] for the basic flight training. 

At Randolph Field we flew single engine, low wing trainers, BT they called them, for bomber, bom ... eh, basic trainer, BT, and they were BT-9. And BT-14 was an updated version of BT-9 - it was a refined version of the BT-9, they also had that. Then Consolidated Vultee made a similar trainer that they called the BT-13, we called it the Vultee “vibrator” because it shook and rattled. I flew that some at basic and I finished Randolf Field in about, well I guess it must have been about late June, and was assigned to Kelly Field for the advanced training. 

At Kelly Field we flew the T-6, although, they called it the AT-6 at that time. An earlier model of the AT-6 was called the BC-1. The BC stood for basic combat and that meant basic combat airplane, model 1 - the BC-1. The refined, updated version of that, became the T-6 which was a favorite airplane for people, that could afford it, to buy after World War II. A lot of them were sold to private pilots after World War II. 

I finished my training at Kelly Field and graduated on the 26th of July 1940 as a second Lieutenant in the US Army Air Corp. My initial base that I was assigned to as a second Lieutenant – went on active duty on the 27th of July 1940 – and I was assigned to the 17th Bomb Group at McCord Field at Tacoma, Washington. I and nine other classmates of mine – 10 of us – all ten were assigned to the 17th Bomb Group at McCord Field and I was assigned first to the 34th squadron which was a medium bombardment outfit. They were equipped with B-18s. Well, the B, the 73rd Squadron was a part of that group, and it had been designated as a squadron to be assigned to Elmendorf Field in Alaska. It was to be taken out of the 17th Group and shipped to Alaska which it was. 

[0:15:41] So, the older pilots that had been with the Group longer were assigned as first pilots in the 73rd and most of these new pilots out of my squadron, my flying school class, were also assigned to the squadron as co-pilots. So I and several classmates were assigned to the 73rd and the 73rd was assigned to go to Elmendorf Field. We flew nine B-18s from Elmendorf Field at Tacoma Washington, flew those airplanes up through Canada; we flew to Whitehorse, British Columbia, then to Prince George first, then Whitehorse, and then to Fairbanks and then from Fairbanks down to Elmendorf Field at Anchorage. And that’s how I got to Alaska was as co-pilot in the 73rd Bomb Squadron which had been transferred in its entirety to Alaska as one of the first bombardment squadrons. 

The 36th Bomb squadron, also a medium squadron, was also sent here and I believe it came - maybe it had been at one time at Denver, at Lowry.  I don’t know where it was immediately before it came to Alaska but it was designated as a heavy bombardment squadron and supposed to have B-17s but they didn’t have B-17s for it so it had B-18s instead of B-17s. So it came up with B-18s. So then there was the 73rd and the 36th. 

Later I got down to Wright Patterson, which is an air depot and, lo and behold, down there I found, and so did my classmates who happened to get on the same flights, we found equipment down there that was marked for the 37th bomb squadron. We had the sneaking idea that somewhere along the line somebody substituted the 73rd in place of the 37th because there was stuff arriving [laughing] at Tacoma marked for the 37th squadron. So we picked up stuff at the depot that was marked for the 37th squadron and told them, “no that must [laughing] be the 73rd”. So it’s possible that the 73rd may have gotten up here by mistake, I’m not sure [laughing].

Janis Kozlowski:  We’ll never know that. [laughing]

John Pletcher:  Never know that, but it, it’s a good tale anyway.

Janis Kozlowski:  Sure. Is this, this is a picture of your bomb squadron [picture 8 of the 73rd Bomber Squadron]?

John Pletcher:  That’s a picture of our, of our squadron, including a couple of guys that were attached to our squadron and this includes, this is the flight echelon: all of the flight crews and enlisted men that were on the flight crews and one of the B-18s. This was taken down at McCord Field in Tacoma. And, it….[long pause] quite an experience.

Janis Kozlowski: [0:18:54] How did you feel when you heard you were going to Alaska? Is that where you wanted to go? Or did you have a destination in mind?

John Pletcher: Well, we didn’t particularly want to go to Alaska. We didn’t know too much about it, but we knew that it was like going to the frontier [laughing] and it was pioneering alright. When we got up here, because things that we did, the procedures that we used were, were some that we developed after we got here and some were procedures that had normally been used. And maintaining airplanes was sort of a seat of the pants deal for the maintenance crews using whatever was available and some of it makeshift. It was a really an exploring period for the Air Force. They were learning a lot, we even had local bush pilots come over and talk to flight crews and tell them about things to do and not to do that they had learned by flying out in the bush.

Janis Kozlowski:  Do you remember any of them that you spoke with?

 (
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John Pletcher:  Not by name, no. But I know that Bob Reeve was one of them and Reeve Aleutian Airways people helped the squadron a lot, I’m sure, with ideas because they had been running a, sort of an airline under contract out in the Aleutians for the government. They were given a government contract to haul parts and people around the country. But, one of the things I remember them telling us, even though we got up here in March – we arrived at Elmendorf Field, if I’m not mistaken it was the last day of March of 1941. We got to Elmendorf Field and they had one runway, only one runway that was serviceable. And they had the skeleton of the center hangar at the airport, was up but the hangar was not complete when we arrived here. So most of our maintenance at first was outdoors under a tarp or whatever else you could put up to protect you from the weather. One of the things I remember them telling us, that in winter flying and around the flight line they said, “watch out for other people on the line and if their cheek bones and cheeks begin to look pale or their ears, top of their ears, begin to look pale make them get in where its warmer or do something because their beginning to get frostbite”.  And they warned us about frostbite and they warned us about not trying to, if your fingers got frozen, which they could, in the winter up here easily enough, don’t try to bend them when they are frozen. The frozen flesh, you’ll damage it, and get your hands some place where it’s warm and cover your ears with something. And this old tale about rubbing your hands with snow if they’re frozen, they said, “don’t believe that – that’s not the thing to do” [laughing].

Janis Kozlowski:  Don’t lick the flagpole!

John Pletcher: Don’t like the flagpole! [laughing] or stick your tongue on anything metal that’s cold [laughing]. 

[0:22:25] And we had with our engines, they were equipped with what we called dilution systems. What that amounted to was a system which was operated by the pilot in which he could run gasoline, aviation gasoline, into the engine into the oil to thin out the oil – that’s why they called it the dilution system – to dilute the oil. Now, on the airplanes, like the B-18s and the B-26s the main oil tank had a smaller oil tank inside it. The main oil tank held the main supply of oil. The oil from the engine circulated because it was, what you call, a dry sump engine. There was a pump in the engine to pump the used oil from the engine through to this smaller tank, through the cooler to cool the oil and into this smaller tank. As the oil was consumed and the oil level went down in this small internal tank, oil from the big tank would feed into the little one. So, when you were warming up the engine you would actually warming up the oil in this little tank. So when you diluted the oil you were diluting the oil that was in the engine and in this little tank. And that was so that the engine could be turned over in the winter temperatures, because it gets cold that the starters couldn’t even turn the engine over. 

So to be able to start your engine you needed to dilute the oil so that it would be thin enough. And the idea was that when the engine started and began to warm up the heat of the engine would evaporate the gasoline out of the oil and the oil would then return to its original viscosity, which was about like 50 weight motor oil for your automobile. At zero temperatures and below that stuff – aviation oil – would get real thick and produce a lot of drag in an engine. 

And for engine heaters they had...they would take, what they call salamanders, which was an oil burning heater used by builders to heat buildings under construction. They take a 55 gallon fuel barrel or oil barrel and cut the top out of it and then cut a hole in the side at the bottom  - about maybe a foot square and they would insert this salamander in that barrel and light the salamander.  It would sit there and burn kerosene and it would, it had an engine cover that went over the engine, and it had a shroud canvas that came down over the barrel. This heat would come up through this round canvas, under the engine and bring hot air from the barrel, from that salamander, up and around the engine and that’s how they heated the engine. To start with we didn’t have regular engine heaters like they later got in – engine heaters that were designed for that purpose but, at first they were using a makeshift type of heater to warm the engine.

Janis Kozlowski:  And was that your responsibility as the pilot to do that or did the mechanic….

John Pletcher:  No, the ground crew did all of that. But it was the responsibility of the pilot and the crew chief of the airplane to see to it that if you came in in the wintertime and the airplane was to be parked so that the engine would cool down, you were to see to it that the engine oil got diluted while the engine was still warm. And if the engine was real hot you dilute it and wait for the engine to cool some more and then dilute it some more because maybe the heat of the engine would cause some of that gasoline to evaporate and cancel out some of your dilution. The crew chief of the flight crew, as well as the ground crew chief – it was their responsibility to see to it that that engine oil had been diluted so the engine could be started when they wanted to next morning or whenever. 

So, yeah, the pilot had responsibility for the way the engines were treated. Of course, he had the flight engineer with him who was a certified mechanic – an experienced man, hopefully - who was experienced on the systems of the airplane so that anything that happened during the flight that the engineer could do anything about, he’d have somebody that knew something about the mechanics of the airplane. And especially if you were transferring fuel –like if you had bomb bay tanks to carry fuel – and you had fuel in the bomb bay tanks your flight engineer would do the transfer of the fuel so that you were able to pump fuel from the bomb bay tanks either into your main tanks or, if the plumbing was such that you could see that you had the valves set, so you could burn fuel directly out of the bomb bay tanks.  Because a lot of the time in the B-18, we carried bomb bay tanks - well even in the B-26s - if we needed the range like for patrols you needed range and you might not be carrying much of anything of a bomb load but you may need to stay out a lot of hours and you might have to go a longer distance, more than the normal fuel supply of the airplane would permit. So, to counteract that they would put bomb bay tanks in and they were plumbed into the system and you had to know how the plumbing went so you knew how to get the fuel. 

Even in civilian life, in some of the civilian airplanes there have been cases where people have had airplane accidents and had to crash land the airplane because the engine ran out of fuel. They had fuel aboard but didn’t know how to get to it…didn’t know how to manage the fuel system to get the fuel [from the] tank. They had a fuel tank with fuel in it but they didn’t know how to get the fuel to the engine and that was happening in civilian airplanes. And I think it may have happened to a few military airplanes where the crews, for some reason, weren’t able to get that fuel where it was needed. 

They needed somebody that, the flight engineer was supposed to be, competent on how that system was put together and how to work it or if you had trouble getting, say, the landing gear down they would know whether you had a bad fuse or whether you needed to crank the gear down. Almost every airplane had an emergency extension system and you had to know what kind of system it had and how to operate it. You knew where to get the landing gear down in case something happened where the gear wouldn’t go down and you might have to use the emergency system to get the landing gear down so you wouldn’t have to land wheels up. The engineer was supposed to know the systems well enough to know how to do that. 

And, of course, the remainder of the crew were observers or, in the case of a combat mission, they would act as gunners - waist gunners or tail gunner. The B-18 didn’t have much in the way of guns. It didn’t have a turret – a power turret – it never did have. It had a tail gun position that didn’t amount to much, it had side positions and ….
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