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Commander. The message was not what we had expected, and our plans for a day at the 
Officer's club were dashed. The Base commander gave the command over the radio, 
"Lt. Wolhaupt, you take off, and if you make it, the rest of us will follow". Although we 
couldn't see his plane, we could hear the engines as Wolhaupt and lus crew began their roll 
down the runway. The next Fortress moved into position and disappeared into the fog : 
then the next, and then we were next.. As the Fortress ahead of us vanished, we moved 
into position and ran through our take-off check list. I set the gyro compass on zero so we 
would be lined up with the runway. From our starting position, we could not see the 
runway lights on either side of the plane so as we began the roll down the runway I told the 
co-pilot if he saw runway Jights on his side, kick the left rudder to send us back toward 
center. As we began the roll down the runway, my eyes were glued to the gyro compass, 
which I tnzsted to help me keep the plane rolling straight down the runway until we were 
airborne.. 

I moved the throttles ahead to take-off RPhn, working the rudder pedals to keep the gyro 
compass zeroed, and moved the wheel forward to I& the tail. Suddenly, the ca-pilot 
kicked left rudder and the plane veered to the left. The runway lights on my side of the 
runway loomed ahead and 1 kicked right rudder, too hard, sending it back toward the lights 
on the right side of the runway. The gyro compass was useless, since the plane evidently 
wasnlt lined up properly with the runway when I zeroed it. We fishtailed crazily down the 
runway and were almost squared away when we came to area where our 3 field runways 
crossed. There were no lights to help us stay on the runway. The l ~ t  glance 1 had at the 
airspeed indicated only 90 MPH, so I shoved the throttles paqt the stops into Full Military 
RPM, hauled back on the wheel and waited. The Fort staggered into the air without 
running off the side ofthe tarmac, the co-plot retracted the wheels and we leveled off, 
slumming the shrubbery at the end of the runtway to gain 4ymg speed, then raised the flaps 
and reduced the RPM before we blew a cylinder head. 

At about 300 feet altitude, we came out of the fog into a beautiful clear blue, sunny day 
and took a heading to the assembly area for maneuvering into our assigned formation 
positions. I could see 3 or 4 plumes of smoke coming up through the fog where others 
from a s e l d s  in our vicinity had not made it off the ground. This mission was planned as 
a "maximum effort" mission to help the ground troops turn back the Germans. As it 
turned our, it was the largest aerial raid of the war over Europe ... over 2000 bombers and 
850 fighters were launched that day. 33 targets were attacked during the day, and enemy 
fighters were out in unusual force for a "do or die" effort to assist the German ground 
offensive. They met our lead groups over allied territov, and dogged the formations over 
the target areas, following them back to a dark and fog shrouded England. Our group had 
attacked Nidda Air Field. 541 other B-17s from the 1st Division attacked 8 other prime 
targets in the area. Fortunately, on this mission our plane was not attacked by enemy 
fighters and our group was still intact after the bomb drop. 

As the group neared Chelveston that evening, it became apparent that we couldn't land 
there due to the fog and the darkness. The Group commander advised the squadron 
leaders to head north and Iocate fields where they could land their planes safely. Soon 
after the 366th Sqd. headed away fiom the rest of the group, a radio message came fiom 



the lead plane ordering radio silence due to "bandits in the area". We had to fly with wing 
lights on, however, since it was too dark to maintain formation without them. It was a 
tense and dark flight toward East Angha. We flew over several unmapped lighted runways 
during the trip north which for some reason the Sqadron leader chose to ignore.. The co- 
pilot urged me to break from formation and Iand at one of these unidentified fields, but I 
had never seen landing strips with green runway lights and luckily chose to stay with the 
squadron. I found out later that these were dummy airstrips that were lit up to mislead the 
enemy fighters that were irt the area. As our 12 Fortresses flew wing to wing through the 
@t, I could see other groups of 8th AF bombers in the distance winging through the 
night skys like giant Christmas trees moving tip first through the night.skies with their red 
and green wing lights twinkling. What a strange Christmas eve it was. One that I never fad 
to recall on Christmas eve since. 

After what seemed an eternity, we could see a landing strip ahead with normal yellowish 
runway lights on. There were a few other bombers and some British fighters landing while 
our squadron was manoevering for a peel off and landing approach. For some reason, 
white and green flares were being fired from a spot about 2000 feet ahead of the lighted 
section of the airstrip. A. our planes came closer to the field it was apparent that the only 
runway lights operating were at the far end of the runway. The flares were being fired to 
show the pilots where the 
beginning of the runway was. Our position in the squadron formation was on the far right 
, putting us last to peel off and Iand. I could see the our planes peeling off to the left as we 
approached the strip, making their 360 circuit to bring them around into a landing 
approach. We could also see that there were some feathered engines due to fuel tanks 
running dry. 

Landing at this half lit, unknown airdrome turned out to be much hairier than usual. As we 
came around for our first attempt at a landing, all seemed well and we were in a normal 
landing approach heading toward the flares that were guiding us. Wheels and flaps were 
down and we were a few hundred feet from the ground. Suddenly, an unlit B-17 appeared 
in our landing lights, moving directly across our flight path! We were seconds fiom a 
mid-air collision and my only choice was to shove the wheel forward and squeeze under 
the other Fort. We made it, probably with a few feet to spare, just as the landing lights 
shone on shrubbery on the ground . I instinctively hauled back on the wheel and we 
leveled off a few yards over the top of the ground bushes. The co-pilot and I were so 
unnerved that we couldn't get back into a landing position, so we retracted the landing gear 
and took another trip around the field for a second tg-. 

Ths trip around, we began to worry about our own fuel supply, so we held off lowering 
the wheels and flaps until we were sure we were sure of making the landing. As we 
approached the spot where we had last seen a green flare, another flare went up, only this 
time it was red. Another aborted landing, only this time we had to find out what the 
trouble was on the runway. We made a quick 360 back around and buzzed the strip at 
about 20 feet altitude looking for a bomb crater, or a wrecked plane. The bombardier in 
the nose, the ball turret operator hanging from the belly of the plane in his turret and the 
tail gunner aII reported no sign of anythmg that would keep us from landing. By now, the 



fuel tanks were surely almost empty and we would have to land regardless of the color of 
the flares. 

We came around for the final time, headed for the red f i r e  and levelled off for a normal 
landing with all 4 props still turning. I came within a whisker of &g aver a British 
Spitfire while taxiing to a vacant hardstand. iUI this time, we were not in radio 
communication with the field . We were picked up and delivered to the mess hall. It 
turned out that we had landed at a British airfield and were among many other crews who 
couldn't make it back to their respective bases that Christmas eve. We were given a meal, 
and I made a point of checlung with a British pilot on the reason for the red flares. 
"Dreadfully sorry old chap, but we had run out of all the other colors !" was the answer. 
We were advised to tour the base and find an acceptable spot to sleep during the night. I 
wandered about until I found a very nice spot in an office of an administration building. It 
appeared to be the CO's office because it had a nice fire in the fieplace with a bear rug in 
front of it, which I slept on using my leather flight jacket for a pillow.. 

It was Chstrnas morning about 5100 AM when someone shook me awake with an 
unexpected message, "Lieutenant Nielsen, your Fortress is the only one fiom the 366th 
that is operational. It's refueled and reloaded. As soon as you can get your crew together 
your orders are to take-off and try to tag along with another group. Ifthis isn't possible 
drop your bombs on a "target of opportunity."" I spent a half hour combing the area for 
the crew. The temperature was well below fieezing and everythmg was covered with an 
inch thick layer of rime ice crystals. By the time we and the defrosted plane were able to 
take-off, most other bomb groups were well on their way, so we were on our own, alone, 
heading toward enemy territory. We could see contrails of other groups in the distance 
heading for their targets, but there was no way we could join them, so we selected the first 
target which appeared appropriate, bracketed it with our bomb loaqand headed back home 
to Chehreston which was finally clear of fog. Looking at my old Flight h g  Book, 1 notice 
that this was the shortest combat mission of the 35 that I flew -- 3 hours and 20 minutes. 

On the December 24th, 12 8th AF bombers were lost over enemy territory (none fiom the 
305th) on this mass attack. 23 bombers crashed on take-off or Iandhgs or returned 
unrepairable, 487 were damaged, 37 men were KIA and 114 were M A .  70 German 
fighters were downed by our fighter support, and 18 were destroyed by bomber crew 
members. Ofthe 850 8th AF fighters, 10 were lost. It ww a Christmas eve none of 
those who participated in the mission will ever forget. 
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After what seemed an eternity. we could see a landing strip ahead with the normal 
yellowish runway lights on. There were a few other bombers and same British fighters 
landing while our squadron maneuvered for a landing approach. As we descended to 
about 1000 feet green and white flares wmre sent up from the ground to direct the 
squadron to the leading edge of the runway. Oddty. though, t h e  Rares were about 2000 
feet closer to us than the runway lights. A .  we neared the field it was apparent that the 
only lights operating were halfway dawn the runway. The first half was dark and the 
flares were being used to direct the landing bombers to the leading edge of the landing 
strip. In landing the 12 plane squadron. the lead plane led the formation d i r d y  toward 
the runway and as the formation passed over the leading edge . the Fort ffying on the port 
side of the formation peeled off making a steep 360 degree turn to the left, then [-ling 
out when it was lined up for a normal landing. The following 817s p l e d  oif in the 
same fashion and most made their landings safely on the first pass. though some were 
so low on fuel that they only had 3 engines operating. One or two Forts had to make 
another circuit and make another landing approach to make it safety down. 

wing on the right wing of the starboard side of the formation. we were the last Fort to 
peel make our peel OW and landing approach. We banked and completed our 360 turn 
to line up with the runway for a normal landing approach when the flares being shot from 
the ground were red instead of white or green. i told the ca-pilot to retract the wheels. 
which were down, and climbed back to a normal circuit and landing approach. The r e d  
Rates normally meant trouble on the runway. so 1 told the new. over the interphone. to 
watch for bomb damage or wreckage as I flew a low pass over the runway. The 
bombardier in the nose, the ball turret operator hanging fmm the belly of the plane in his 
turret and the tail gunner all reported no sign uf anything unusual on the landing strip. 

There seemed to be no reason to delay landing so we wheefed around for another 
approach . Our second approach was normal. wheels and R a p s  down. until we were a 
couple of hundred feet from the ground. Suddenty. an unlit 8-1 7 appeared ahead . lit by 
our fanding lights. crossing directly across our flight path! With seconds from a mid-air 
collision. my only choice was to shove the wheel forward and squeeze under the other 
FOR We made rt. probablywith a few feetto spare. just as our landing tights shone on 
shrubbery ahead. Instinctively. I hauled back on the wheel and we leveled ofi and 
skimmed over the top of the bushes with a few yards to spare. I was so unnerved that 1 
couldn't get back into a landing approach and we retraded the gear and took another trip 
around the field for another try. 

This time around. we carefully monitored the fuel supply and held off lawering the 
wheels and flaps until we were sure we would reach the landing strip. . Our fuel supply 
was so low that there was no question of going around again despite the color of the 
flares or any ather impediments to our landing.. Turning on the final approach. I headed 
fat a landing just beyond the red flare and leveled off for a safe landing with all 4 props 
still turning. In the darkness f came within a whisker of running over an unlit British 
Spitfire fighter while taxiing to a vacant hardstand. We had not been in radio contact 
with the field since we crossed the English mast We were picked up in a carered truck 
and deliired to the mess hat1 where we found that we had landed at an RAF airfield in 
Scotland and were among many other 8* Air Force crews who couldn-t make it back to 
their respective bases that Christmas eve. We were given a meal and while eating I 
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