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Known in Charlotte, N.C., as a builder of quality upscale homes, Hubert
Whitlock can look back on a life full of adventure. Growing up in small
towns in the Carolinas and Virginia as the son of a railroad agent and teleg-
rapher, he developed a love for trains. But it was art and the dream of
growing up and being an architect that became his foremost passion. In his
youth, he bounced from job to job, gaining experience in everything from
the cotton business and electrical wiring to magazine and tobacco sales.
Then, following the attack on Pearl Harbor, Whitlock heeded the call the
day after Christmas in 1941 and joined in the defense of his homeland. In
the course of his long training, he excelled as a bombardier and was as-
signed to a B-24 crew destined to fly bombing missions over Europe. Dur-
ing this watershed period of his life, Whitlock survived thirty combat mis-
sions, coming through numerous harrowing experiences unscathed. Only
after the war was he able to refocus his attention on his childhood dream of
becoming an architect. He gained ten years of experience doing design
work for a contractor in Houston, Texas, before moving to Charlotte, where
he eventually founded his own building company. Over the years, he built
a reputation as being someone with an eye for detail. Some of his work
gained national prominence. Through it all, he likes to say, �Providence
smiled on me.� He offers this book in humble gratitude as a testimony of
that Providential guidance and protection.
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Preface

After a pre-dawn breakfast, we would be briefed on what
our bombing target for the day was, the technicalities

involved in approaching the target, and the likely defenses
we would have to face. When the meeting was over, we had
to ride out to our B-24, load our gear inside, and make sure
everything was ready, then wait for word to warm up our en-
gines and taxi out to the runway. Those were tough moments
for crew members. None of us really wanted to go. We had
been on enough of these missions already to be well aware
that if we were lucky we would be back for supper.

So much could go wrong on a mission. Just getting a lum-
bering B-24 loaded down with bombs and fuel airborne was
a feat in itself. Then we generally had to circle up through a
thick cloud cover and hope we didn�t collide with other allied
planes taking off from neighboring airfields before we broke
through to clear sky up above.

Once we had gathered into our formations, we would head
out over the English Channel. We often started encountering
anti-aircraft fire as soon as we made landfall, enemy fighter
planes could expected to be there to greet us soon after, and
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there was sure to be a gauntlet of exploding flak shells to fly
through as we approached our target.

We couldn�t help but contemplate all the possibilities ly-
ing ahead as we awaited the command to prepare for depar-
ture. As the bombardier, I was always seated right up front in
the plexiglas nose of the plane. Once the signal to go was
given, Van Dyke, our pilot, would move us into position in a
line of bombers waiting to take off. When our turn came, he
would rev the four big engines, then release the brakes. The
plane would shudder, then start rolling, and slowly begin to
gain speed. Looking out in the dawn light, I could see the
pavement passing underneath at an accelerating rate. We had
a duty to perform. There was no turning back now.

In those moments when the plane was moving down the
runway, I would silently pray. Knowing my fate was mostly
out of my hands, I would place my life in the hands of my
Maker. By the time we lifted off and I could hear the landing
gear retracting, I had relaxed. There was little I could do but
trust in Providence to get me safely back.

The ten months I spent in England flying thirty combat
missions over enemy territory were a watershed period in my
life. But much has occurred in my eighty-seven years that I
can only attribute to Someone up there looking after me. I
have truly been blessed with a wonderful life.

In the following pages I seek to share memories of my
life, from my early years as a freckle-faced, red-headed kid,
whose father worked for the railroad in the Southeast; to my
years as a somewhat care-free youth, bouncing from job to
job; though my adventurous time in Army Air Corps training
and harrowing wartime experiences; on to the difficulties I
experienced in my early career while beginning a family; and
finally my finding a niche that brought me success and ful-
fillment in the building industry.

Through it all I feel I have been blessed by Providence,
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though I cannot say I always deserved the blessings I received.
In reflecting back, I am astonished at the number of times I
have been delivered from danger, or I met the right person, or
events coincidentally occurred and things worked out for me.
Surviving thirty missions over Europe was the most incred-
ible example of providential protection and guidance in my
life, but I was awed by this extraordinary element long before
my wartime experience and have occasionally encountered it
since. In writing this book, I seek to offer my humble grati-
tude for the protection and blessings I have been afforded.

I also want to acknowledge my parents, who punished
me when I needed to be, praised me when I earned it, and
provided a loving, secure environment for me and my broth-
ers and sister through many difficult and changing circum-
stances. And I wish to express my gratefulness for my wife,
Irene, whose love and devotion I have been blessed to have
for over sixty years. And to our four children, who have all
given me reasons to be proud and added dimension to my life
in so many ways: to Stephanie for her diligence; to Sheila for
her compassion; to Steve for his wisdom and humor; to Scott
for his quiet pursuit of excellence.

Finally, a word of thanks goes to my friend and mentor
Jack Nelson, for without his help and encouragement this story
may never have been published.

Preface
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Into the War

CHAPTER FOUR

The next nine months, beginning in late September, 1943,
was the most momentous period of my life, as I took part

in the most aggressive air war the world had ever seen. The
United States had entered the bombing campaign against
Germany in August of 1942, joining the Royal Air Force in
flying missions from England. The RAF had opened the war
flying day missions in their Stirling, Halifax, and Lancaster
bombers, and suffered devastating losses. They switched to
flying at night, sacrificing daylight advantages in seeing their
targets for nighttime advantages of not being seen by the en-
emy. When the Americans entered the European theater of
operations, they chose to fly their B-17s (Flying Fortresses)
and B-24s (Liberators) during the daytime and make it a round-
the-clock campaign. Winston Churchill had declared, �There
is one thing that will bring Hitler down, and this is an abso-
lutely devastating, exterminating attack by very heavy bomb-
ers from this country upon the Nazi Homeland.�

Flying in our new B-24D, piloted by Henry Van Dyke, we
came close to not making it to England. From Nebraska, we
flew to Prescott Isle, Maine, and then on to Gander, New-
foundland, landing at twilight in a light snow. I remember
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how wonderful it all looked. We were briefed there the fol-
lowing morning on the next stage in our flight, going to a
secret base in Greenland called Bluie West One. Disaster
nearly met up with us upon our arrival.

Bluie West One was a tricky base to get into, an airstrip at
the end of a long, narrow fjord, surrounded by glaciered hills.
Trying to evade detection by German spy stations along the
east coast of Greenland, we flew in low over the water, below
the hills on both sides of the fjord. The runway stretched down
to the water�s edge and, with the hills directly behind, we had
been warned that a second approach would be hazardous.

I don�t know exactly what happened, but for some reason
we were not at the correct attitude to land when we approached
the runway. Van Dyke pulled the plane up and banked into a
sharp turn. He did what was known to be very hazardous and
made a turn-around, then brought the plane in at an angle to
the runway, with most of the weight on the right side. The tire
on the that side blew when we hit and, for a moment, things
were more than scary. Our cool-headed pilot held on, none-
theless, and pulled us through.

The men stationed at the base were real characters. Some
of them were pilots too old to fly combat missions. They were
flying for the air transport command, delivering cargo on new
planes over the northern route to England. We were first ad-
vised that there was no replacement tire available and, since
the northern route was being closed for the winter, we may
have to spend a few months in Greenland. In the end, they
cannibalized another old plane and fixed us up with a tire,
but not before we had watched a few poker games at the mea-
ger officer�s club. The games were too much for me; my forte
was craps and blackjack. After heavy betting, one fellow
started to drag the pot in without clearly revealing his cards,
only to be challenged by a big Texan with a slow Texan drawl.
He said, �Somebody�s �spoten� blood is gonna to turn into
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went down. A little later, one of our escort fighter planes, a P-47,
came up alongside of us. The pilot was probably out of ammuni-
tion and may have been seeking the protection of our guns. I had
a camera, as the bombardiers were supposed to take photos of
bomb impacts if possible. The pilot told me to give the camera
to the co-pilot, since he was in the best position to take pictures.
He took a photo of the P-47. That photo made it into the 389th�s
Pictorial Review of Operations album.

I was scared half to death after that first mission. I went to
bed at night and dreamed�vividly�about the people I had
dropped bombs on. In my dream I was walking around on the
ground in the aftermath of the bombing, with smoke still ris-
ing from the ruins and debris. The dream was so real I could
smell the smoke. A widow of a man who had been killed in
the bombing came by and explained to me what had hap-
pened. That was my introduction to combat.

My second mission came five days later, on November
18, with a bombing run over Norway. This was the only mis-
sion I was on where we bombed a neutral country occupied
by the German army. But it was believed the Germans were
experimenting with heavy water and trying to develop an atom
bomb in a remote location hid away in the mountains of Nor-
way. The secondary target, which we were assigned to, was
the Kjeller air works just outside of Oslo, where German
fighter planes deployed on the eastern front were being re-
paired. The Russians had requested we bomb the air works.

This was the first mission I flew with the crew I had trained
with, and it didn�t get off to a good start. There was a problem
with the plane, I don�t remember just what. We ended up having
to taxi up to a hanger and have an engineer check things out to
see if we could still fly the mission. By the time the problem was
taken care of, the other planes were all in the air.

Once airborne the planes would generally have to fly
up through the cloud cover, circling around a radio beacon
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directed straight up over our airfield, then start getting into
formation. On that morning when we got up over the over-
cast to the specified altitude, our group was not in sight;
so we headed to the point where our group was to leave
the coast of England. As we approached the coast, we could
see a group just ahead of us, and as we got closer we could
tell it was not our group but could see another group fur-
ther ahead. Van Dyke increased our speed and we caught
up with that second group, which proved not to be our group
either. There was still a third group out ahead, and again
we increased our airspeed and were able to catch up with
that group. Again, it was not our group. By this time we
were pretty near to the coast of Norway. A total of 102 B-
24s were scheduled to be involved in the mission. We never
did spot the others from the 389th. We found a slot in the
formation and became an element of the 44th Bomb Group.

Coming in rather low to evade enemy radar, we flew up the
Skagerak, a long bay on the Norwegian coast, before making
landfall. There was a German gunboat patrolling in the bay and
it opened fire on us as we passed directly overhead. We could
see the tracers coming up and hear the shrapnel hitting the plane.
These were probably twenty millimeter rounds, not real serious
stuff. Nobody was hurt and no major damage was done to our
plane. But the lead plane later started smoking.

I remember how we made landfall and it was a beautiful,
sunshiny day, with snow covering the terrain below. We could
see for miles. With sporadic anti-aircraft fire coming up at us
and, a bit later, with enemy fighter aircraft approaching, we
weren�t able to enjoy the scenery.

I had seen the devastating effects of enemy anti-aircraft
shells on my first mission. On this mission, I witnessed the
terrifying resistance put up by enemy fighter planes. We flew
in close formation, what was called the �combat box� forma-
tion, with a squadron of planes in the lead, and a high squad-

Into the War
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ron and low squadron behind. Together with bombers from
other bomb groups, this formation could be extended in a
vast armada of hundreds of airships. The formation was stra-
tegic, designed such that maximum firepower could be di-
rected at enemy attack planes.

Most of the B-24s had eleven guns used for defense against
fighter planes. These were fifty caliber machine guns, with a
pair in the tail, two in the dorsal turret (just behind the cock-
pit), a pair in the ball turrets under the plane, a pair in the
waist, and three guns mounted in the nose. I was responsible
for manning two of the guns in the nose, and the navigator
manned the third one.

The resistance we faced on most of our missions was in
the form of German Messerschmitt 109s, 110s, and 210s;
Focke-Wulf 190s; and sometimes Junker 88s. Despite the
hellish hail of gunfire that could be directed from a formation
of bombers at these attack planes, their pilots could still put
up a phenomenal fight, displaying incredible maneuvers as
they sought out the stragglers among us or even, on occasion,
making a pass right through the formation with their guns
blazing. They had crack pilots, and we quickly learned to dread
having to face them. Even with all the firepower we had on
board, we were sometimes at their mercy if we were caught
without our own fighter escort planes, as we were on that
mission over Norway.

As we were approaching the IP, the lead plane in our group
dropped down out of the formation, with a motor smoking and a
prop feathered. The deputy lead took over, and we took the IP
turn just before the deputy lead also dropped out. I don�t know
what the trouble was with the deputy plane. But with the two
designated lead planes gone, the formation was left in some con-
fusion and not as close together as we should have been.

We went across the target and nobody dropped a bomb.
In a formation, the bombardiers were instructed to take their
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cue from the lead plane and unleash their payloads when they
saw the bombs dropping out of the lead plane. The bombar-
dier in that lead plane did the sighting, and it was his respon-
sibility to locate the target and determine when to make the
drop. Everything depended on him. With our two lead planes
gone, we weren�t sure what to do. We made a 180 and came
back across the target. By then the formation was scattered,
and we were going to have to bomb individually.

At that point we weren�t getting much opposition. I tar-
geted a power plant and blew it up. Then as we headed out of
there, the enemy fighters came riding out like a cavalry. It
was the only time I saw a dive bombing Junker 88 come di-
rectly at a formation. The firefight quickly escalated. Right in
front of us a Liberator with two engines smoking heavily and
props feathered began to go down. It was going down at a
steep angle, but two fighters were coming in on its tail, going
in for the kill. The tail gunner in the B-24 must have known
they were going down, but he kept firing and managed to
shoot both those fighter planes down.

I got my first and only �kill� on that mission, bringing
down a twin engine Messerschmitt 210. The fighter pilot ap-
proached from our tail, coming high and around on the right.
Everybody on board manning a gun, except the left waist
gunner, got a shot at him. Then, when he was far enough in
front of us, he turned to make a frontal attack. His plane started
smoking after I got a good burst at him from my twin fifties.
The crew insisted I was the one who should get credit for the
kill. The rest of those fighters stayed with us, attacking all the
way until we were out over the North Sea.

With all the damage to our plane from the strafing, plus
being low on fuel, it was stressful crossing over the cold North
Sea. Everyone hated the prospect of having to ditch a plane
in the freezing water, knowing hyperthermia would set in
within minutes. Following that mission, I got myself a little

Into the War
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one-man rubber dingy and attached it to my English para-
chute. Even so, I was never very confident I wouldn�t freeze
to death after having been in the water if we went down. I
also attached a pair of walking shoes to my parachute harness
in case I ever came down on dry ground and had to hike out
of some remote area. The insulated flight boots we wore were
heavy and awkward to walk in.

Though it was just our first mission together as a crew,
Van Dyke was someone we had confidence in. He nursed
what fuel we had left and got us to our base. When we arrived
back, everyone on the ground was surprised to see us. We�d
been given up for lost. Only then did we learn why we hadn�t
been able to find our group after our delayed takeoff. The
group had been recalled. We were the only plane from the
389th on the Kjeller mission. Nine of the eighty-two B-24s
that made it over the target areas were shot down.

The image that stuck with me most after the experience
was the sight of the tail gunner I had seen staying on his
gun and firing away at pursuing enemy aircraft even as the
plane he was in was going down. I still get a lump in my
throat every time I think about it. Years later when I made
some effort to contact other men who flew on the Kjeller
mission, I actually located and spoke with that gunner. He
had flown with the 44th Bomb Group. He told me they had
managed to make it to the coast of England before crash
landing. Most of the crew members were killed, and he
was badly injured.

After my first two missions I didn�t fly another one for
over a month. Crew members would check the bulletin
board every afternoon to see who was scheduled to go out.
If our names weren�t on the list, we�d feel happy and breath
a sigh of relief. Other times we might be scheduled to fly,
but missions were often cancelled in the mornings on ac-
count of poor weather conditions. I had some responsibili-




