264

"Why, sir, that's Mr. stern of Course."
"Joe stern?"
"Yes sir!"
You know, there are those days, where you seem to
be rolling right along. There are horrible tim 7s too
when tragedy or failure seem to be your whole llfe.
Then there are times when you just feel like a
damn fool.
The question I have is this:
Bertie a b ill?

do I dare send

Robert H. Allen

LETTERS FROM DONNEY
February 6 , 1996

Nick Clooney

Tonight I'm goi ng to tell you a war story.
It is
a small war stor y.
It will illuminate no great themes.
My hope is, however, that it will cast a slightly
different light on the common themes of war. Love.
Separation. Laughter.
Fear. Courage.
If it does not, I will have exposed a couple of
personal lives for no purpose except to produce a paper
for a Monday in winter, and, important as that is, it
is not nearly re ason enough.
I've decided to take the
chance.
I must first give you a brief capsule of the
principal character, George Guilfoyle of Maysville,
Kentucky. Born in 1921 , he was the youngest boy among
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nine children. Like millions of others, he struggled
through the depression, watched the family home go to
the auction block, was barely able to complete high
school because he had become the breadwinner for the
family which remained at home.
When World War Two broke out, he was working at
Wright Aeronautical in Cincinnati. He enlisted and, on
a dare, asked to take the examination for aviation
cadets. He passed, but was told to continue working at
Wright's until he was called. As it turned out, that
wasn't until January of 1943.
George was an attractive young man with a boyish
quality women seemed to find irresistible. Among the
beauties he dated were numbered a "Miss Cincinnati" and
a future "Miss America". When he became a pilot, as
you can imagine, his wings did not diminish his appeal
to the opposite sex. There was at least one girl in
every city where he was stationed during primary, basic
and advanced training.
At this time in his life, George can be forgiven
if he felt there was a temporary quality to everything.
The depression had taught him how impermanent economic
stability and even home could be. He had already
learned how fragile life was. He saw his father die
when he was seven and his favorite sister die at the
age of 25 in 1940.
After he joined aviation cadets in 1943 he would
soon ~e reminded again. His best friend waS'Johnny
~athrlght of Natchitoches, Louisiana.
They were
lnseparable and seemed to think alike about everything
They even ~poke of writing a book together.
One Chill~
Texas mornlng, Johnny and his instructor rolled down
the runway, with George and his instructor just behind.
Johnny's plane lost power on takeoff and nosed in
Johnny was killed instantly.
.
~eorge accompanied his friend's body back to
Natchltoches.
~hat's the way they used to do it.
George stayed wlth the family, went to the funeral
then got very drunk.
'
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He was two days late returning to base. His c-o
chewed him out, then covered for him wi th the base
commander. That's also the way they used to do it.
within a y ear, George was piloting B-17s. His
next to last s t op before being sent overse~s w~s
Gulfport Miss i ss i ppi. This two-month perl0d 1S
essential to ou r story, so we're going to have to spend
a little time h ere.
In the long litany of his
adventures with women, Gulfport, as it ~urned out, was
to be the defi ning moment for George GUllfoyle.
That's wh e r e h e met the girl we'll call Donney.
Donney wasn't like any of the others, not even the
beautiful Ann of Ci ncinnati to whom he was briefly
engaged.
Donney ha d a j ob in Gulfport and shared a small
apartment with anoth er girl in what had once been a
downtown hote l. Geo rge met her at a dance. The first
thing he noti ced, of course, was that she was a
knockout.
He once showed me a picture of her and I want to
describe her t o you . You're going to get to know her
very well and I want y ou to know what she looked like.
She was above midd le height. Her hair was
shoulder-length and almost black. Her face was ovalshaped and her eyes s et wide apart. The way she stood
showed an unconscious g race, one foot in front of the
other, as if she were a bout to run. She wore a 1940s
summer cotton d ress . Her f i gure was very good. Her
eyes did not s mile as much as her lips. Even among the
hundreds of wa r time snapshots you have seen, even with
the ankle strap s and the clunk y heels and the dark
lipstick of the time, Donney was extraordinary.
George tol d me about her af ter the war.
I should
explain that he was for me t h e older brother I never
had and was the most i mpor t a n t male in my life. It
wasn't until much later that I realized I was important
to him, too. It can be just as important to have a
younger brother, i f h e i s anx ious to listen and
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a pprove, as I was. He told me everything, or, at
l east everything he could. He told me about Donney.
He wa~ very clear that she was the love of his life.
The attraction between the two of them was
i mmediate and overwhelming. After less than a month,
Donney's roommate had moved out of the apartment and
George moved in.
I do not need to tell this audience
t hat, although not unheard of, this was in no way as
c ommon a practice in 1944 as it is today.
Cohabitation
was quite a serious business, especially for Donney.
She was 19 years old, from what in those days was
c alled "a good family" and, on a practical note, birth
c ontrol was far from foolproof.
They lived together for only seven weeks.
Donney's sense of humor and sense of the absurd
d ovetailed with George's. They laughed a lot. They
t alked about everything. They wa l ked on beautiful
white beaches and swam in warm gulf waters. They
borrowed a car and drove all the way to Mobile and had
dinner at a restaurant whose slogan was, liThe fish we
serve you here today, slept last night in Mobile Bay."
The background, of course, was the war. Always,
the war. George and 13,000,000 others in uniform were
caught in the vortex of it all, inexorably inching
toward the flashpoint.
Training had taken nearly 18
months and now it was late fall of 1944. D-day was
long past. The strategic bomber offensive over Europe
was into its second year. The German Wehrmacht's
counteroffensive in Belgium was about to begin in the
worst European winter of the century.
But instead of speeding up the pipeline, the
Battle of the Bulge seemed to slow it down. Transfer
to Europe ~as postponed, then postponed again. Bomber
l~s~e~, WhlCh had been devastating in 1943 and 1944,
dlmlnlshed, mostly because weather kept the Eighth Air

Force on the ground.

.
The delays are what gave George and Donney their
tlme together. Maybe they would get lucky, they

thought. Maybe the war would end.
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It didn't, of course. George was sent to Hunter
Field, Georgia and Donney went home to Tennessee, just
as 1944 became 1945.
In January, George and his crew flew from Hunter
Field toward - and away from - much more than they
knew.
Like hundreds of thousands of other young c~uples
allover the world, George and Donney wer~ certa1n that
what they felt for one another was much b1gger than any
mere international cataclysm. They had made plans.
They had made promises. They would make a future
together.
Lt. Guilfoyle and the other pilot, Lt. ,Hank
,
castile, and eight other young men .flew the1r lumber1ng
B-~7, the "Liberty Belle", from Georgia to
Massachusetts on January 28th. On February 6th, 50
years ago today, they flew from Massachusetts to
Gander, Newfoundland. Then on February 13th, they took
off for their base in Southern England, where they
landed in a snowstorm. George was now part of the
Eighth Air Force and would participate in the closing
act of a drama that was already famous.
The daytime bombing of Germany had been a bloody
business, both for those on the ground and those in the
air. After the war, many questions would be raised as
to how effective strategic bombing had been in slowing
down the German war effort, but during the war no one
on either side had any questions. The constant
po~nding from the sky was devastating to the Third
Re1ch.
It gave the lie to every Nazi claim of victory
or hope of stalemate.
But it was expensive.
In the Eighth Air Force
more than 6,500 bombers were lost on combat
m1SS10ns.
47,000 young men were killed. That's more
combat deaths than in the ten years of the Vietnam War.
a~on7'

This was the theater into which George Guilfoyle
of Maysville, Kentucky, was sent, fresh from Gulfport,
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Mississippi and the girl of his dreams, the beautiful
Donney.
She wrote immediately, though her letters didn't
catch up for some time. Just before he left on the
final leg of his trip to Europe, he wrote to her.
Once.
She wrote again. And again. And again. George
didn't answer. He didn't answer. He didn't answer.
He never answered. Not once. Not ever.
The war ended in Europe. with 21 missions, George
and his crew were low on the rotation list.
In the
officers' club they argued over whether they would be
sent to bomb Japan or held back to bomb Russia in the
other war they thought was inevitable.
Wrong both times. They would not bomb Japan.
They would not bomb Russia. When the nuclear bombs
were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August and
George knew once and for all the war was over and he
had survived, he wrote a letter to Donney.
It came
back, unopened. When George arrived in the states, he
was assigned to ferry military aircraft allover the
map. The first day in Massachusetts he called Donney.
The phone had been disconnected.
In the late fall of 1945, George got his
discharge. The next few months were spent looking for
a job. When it came, it wasn't much. Then, one year
later, a job popped up that he could not even have
imagined. At age 24, he became the legal guardian and
manager of Rosemary and Betty, the Clooney sisters his nieces. They were about to go on the road with
Tony Pastor's band and both were too young to travel
wi thout a legal guardian.
A few months later, the band was going from New
York to the west coast. Someone was need ed to drive a
small truck with the band's instrument s to Calif ornia.
George volunteered, if he was allowed to tak e his time
getting there.
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oute
It was early 1947,
He took the southern r left Donney. He went to
just two years after he had
gone without a trace.
t
She was of course,
h d
Gulfpor .
f
home in Tennessee. They a
y
d' g address
He found an
He called the am~
~n
.
m odv eNo
. , no forwar D
ney's roommate.
Yes, the
acquaintance ~hO knew l~~ns
George found her. Yes,
roommate was ~n New Or
'd what had happened. No,
she knew where Donney was an
didn't want him to
she wouldn't tell George. Donne~
,
know. She never wanted to see h~m aga~n.

'i

Geor e drove on to California and much farther
than that: He managed the girls until Rosemary went on
to a solo career, then he managed Betty to a success~ul
"Today" show and the Jack Paar Morn~ng
TV career 0 n the
'
l'f
Show until she got married. Then he turned h~s ~ e
upside down and became a horse train~r. He dated other
beautiful women. He battled alcohol~sm. He never
married.
His last few years were spent in a small house in
Augusta Kentucky, just a few blocks from Nina and me.
A coupl~ of years before he died, I began writing a
column for the newspaper. He took great interest in it
and read it regularly. He was quick to offer praise,
suggestions and occasional criticism. He wanted to
know how serious I was about writing.
Once I was doing a piece on the family and asked
him for some background. After he told me, I decided
not to do the co lumn. He asked why. I told him I
thought it might hurt some people's feelings. He
looked at me and said, "Are you a writer?" I said I
was. He asked, "Is there a point you want me to make
with this piece?" I said I thought so. "Then, what
are you scared of, boy? If you don't want to hurt
anybody's feelings, get in some other line of work If
you've got something to say, say it. You know that old
story about the omelette and the egg . . you can't get
one without breaking the other? If you step on my toes
or anyone else's, the Hell with it. Remember this.
writers write. That's what they do."
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One day he asked Nina and me to come get his
footlocker. 'For safekeeping, he said. There are
letters and things in there, he said. You ,might want
to do something with them someday. They mlght mean
something to somebody, he said.
Not long afterwards, he died. We, of course,
remembered the footlocker.
After the funeral, we
opened it.
To some, it might have seemed to be a jumble of
junk. To me, it was a treasure trove.
It brought to
life the stories he had told me 40 years before. His
First Lieutenant's bars were there and so were his
ribbons. His primary and basic workbooks wer e there
and the funeral card for Johnny Gathright.
High school
compositions, basketball write-ups, his aviation class
book, class 44-F. A couple of pictures.
Some poems.
And there were letters. Many letters.
Most of them were exactly what you would expect.
For example, this one from sioux Falls, South Dakota.
"George Honey,
"I hate having to write this letter more than
anything else in the world.
I don't know if you were
ev~r serious about me ..• it hurts me to think of you
belng hurt because of me ... Georgie, I'm going to be
m~rried to air mechanic 2jC Belknap.
(The "K" is
~llent) .. :I've known him three months ... r thought I was
ln love wlth you, Georgie and I was trying my darnedest
to be true ... but I guess it just wasn't meant to be .. r
do no~ and always w~ll think the world and all of you,
GeOr~le ... And the tlme I spent with you are the two
happlest days of my life ....

Always,
Janie."
There were about twenty similar notes scattered
among other memorabilia.
I wasn't sure why he'd saved
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them or what he had been trying to tell me.
want me to write a funny column about them?

Did he

Then I saw something else.
It was tucked away in
a box all by itself under the footlocker tray.
It was
a small notebook with a black cover and a rubber band
around it. When I picked it up, I saw the rubber band
was also wrapped around a packet of letters. The
notebook read, "Pilot Log, George W. Guilfoyle, U-S
Army Air Forces" the letters attached to it were from
Donney.
This was the reason he gave me the footlocker.
If
there was something he wanted me to understand, it was
here.
There were six letters, that's all. Why did he
attach them to his pilot's log? I thumbed through it.
Dry totals of hours flown in primary, basic and
advanced training. The J-5, The Fairchild, The Vultee,
The Beechcraft, hour after hour, 125 landings here, 90
there.
I saw that on D-day, he was doing cross-country
at Ellington Air Force Base. It was the 28th of July,
1944 when he began to fly B-17s, with the same engines
he was helping to build a year and a half before.
The account of his pilot log seemed to end when he
touched down in Great Britain. Security, I assumed.
I
flipped through blank pages. Just before the end of
the notebook, carefully noted in his clear writing, was
a list of his combat missions.
I looked at them, then
the postmarks on the letters. They coincided. It
began to dawn on me that this is what Uncle George
wanted me to see. And, perhaps, to write about.
I carefully opened the letters. The ink was
fading and some were difficult to read. What unfolded
was so personal and so poignant that I felt selfconscious reading them. As I feel tonight.
The first was written just after George had left
Gulfport. Donney had gone home to Tennessee two days
earlier, as soon as George got his orders. The
Postmark is January 11th, 1945.
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"Hi, Baby,
"I keep wondering where you are .. and if you are
r eceiving my letters. Wherever you are, I guess they
will forward them to you.
I hope you don't have to
work so hard and fly so much .... I went to see, 'Thirty
Seconds Over Tokyo' after work tonight.
I thought it
was awfully good. Have you seen it? I thought of you
all through the picture and felt so proud I was wearing
your wings.
I'm very proud of you, Honey ....
"I wish I could have stayed with you longer (in
Gulfport) but maybe it's best that I couldn't for you
needed a lot more rest than you got when I was with
you.
"George I'm so glad we had that time. The nights
when I am lonely, I think back on all the things we'd
do or say and then I can be happy re-living every
moment of it.
Every time I feel blue I have so much to
be glad about that the dark mood just can't last long ..
" .. It's about time to get ready for bed so I'll
say goodnight and darling, please be careful and take
care of yourself.
"I love you very much.

Donney."

George had written once after receiving this and
other letters from Donney. He had mailed it on
February 10th, while weathered in at Gander,
Newfoundland, on his way to Europe.
On Valentine's Day, he and his crew arrived at the
base in Southern England.
It was headquarters for the
381st bombardment group, and he was assigned to the
532nd bomb squadron. The 381st was one of the earliest
heavy bomber groups in the Eighth Air Force, and some
thought it ill-starred. Just after it was organized on
June 23rd, 1943, a 500 pound bomb exploded while being
hoisted aboard a B-17. Twenty-three members of the
ground crew and one civilian were killed. Less than
two months later, the group took part in the first
daylight raid on Schwcinfurt, Germany. Of the 22
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of the
sky.
planes they sent, eleven were s h 0 t 0 ut was
rescued
hundred six men were killed. One crew
after ditching in the channel.

One

ff' , t group but didn't
The 38lst was a to~gh, : t~~l:~mosPher~ into which
have a lot of luck. T~lSdw~
At their orientation the
George and the others an e,'
'd "Now which one
h
ti ve off l.cer sal. "
,
next
day,
t efe~~~~hes
wants to be the last man to dle
of you
sons-o
in World War II?"
Back in the states, Donney has not yet received
George's letter of February lOth. The tone of her
writing becomes despairing and we soon learn why. This
is postmarked March 3rd.
"George Darling,
"I am in the hospital staring at four lonely walls
and all I can do is think.
I remember us and wonder if
maybe once in a while you feel a little of the
loneliness r do.
I would give half my life to have you
hold me tight and call me (your little girl) right now.
"Don't worry about me ... for by the time you
receive this letter I will all right again, out of the
hospital and at my aunt's house ...
"I can't tell you why I am here on paper but maybe
you can put two and two together ...
"It is not my fault r am here, at least not all my
fault.
I guess I just d i dn't take care of myself.
"Please, George, let me hear from you.
I am
almost sick with worry. You were all I had and to
think that maybe I never had you at all is just about
too much for this kid.
"Forgive me for writing like this ... but I need you
sO ... r love,You and always will but I can't blame you
f~r not lovlng me. After all, you cannot think very
hlghly of a person Who giVes too freely.
I'm not sorry
except that I lost you.
Be c a reful and take care of
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yourself, George, for
meet ...

th

e

person you will someday

Don ney."
h
day that letter was ,
On March 3rd, t e s~me had a meeting at Kar1nhall
postmarked, Hermann GOer1~~ called for 300 volunteers
in Germany. Afterwards,
t ffel" They were chosen
for a group cod~-~amed ~~:~St~an their skill as flyers
for their fanat1c1sm ra tt ,
it plainly, a suicide
and they were to be, pu 1ng
squadron.
Later known as "sonderkommando Elbe", t~eir
, 1 ram allied bombers on the1r way to
purpose wtas sT1~~ ~i9hth Air Force became aware of the
the targe .
d
the day of
ro osed "Ramstaffel" a w7ek later an on
~eo~ge's first mission, p1lots were warned to ex~ect
this tactic.
It was not long in coming, as we w111 see
later.
"Always,

March loth was George's first mission. At this
distance, it's impossible for most of us to understand
what was going through his mind. Just taking ~ fullyfueled, bomb laden B-17 off the runway was a 11fethreatening exercise which several thousand young
Americans did not survive. On that long-ago Sunday,
1,374 bombers took off for Germany.
Eighty-nine of
them, including the "Liberty Belle" split off to hit
the rail yards at Sinsen, Germany.
It turned out to be
a milk run. All 89 returned. Three men wounded.
George told me about the flak. One little black puff
out ahead, far away. Then another, closer. Then
another, with geometric precision, closer.
It appeared
the next would be right under the bomb-bay. The pilots
rose up in their scats. Then the tail gunner would
report flak behind the aircraft.
On that same Sunday, Donney sat down at her desk
to write. She had finally received George's
Newfoundland letter the day before and the tone of her
letter was entirely different.
"Dearest George,
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"To say that I think it was t:igh,time I wc;s
getting a letter from you is putt~ng ~t much m~lder
than I feel.
so, little boy, from now on I'm only
writing when I get a letter from you.
I was,almost on
the verge of writing your mother when I recelv 7d your
most welcome letter.
I needed you when I was ln the
hospital and I almost went goofy.
"I was frightened and worried till I received word
from you and then I was angry because you were so
darned nonchalant about the thing.
"Golly, Baby, here I am blessing you out when I
was so happy and thankful you're safe.
Forgive me for
nagging.
"But do stop teasing me.
I am still very much in
love with a certain party named George and I am
definitely not interested in anyone on this side of the
ocean, no matter what you say. And, whether you
believe it or not, I can live very well on memories and
daydreams till you are safely home again •..
"I went to the hospital for a checkup
and the doctor says I am all right so far. yesterday
We won't
know if it's a complete success for a week
or
two yet.
I'm hoping, though.
"I went .. to see my grand dad. He's 85 years old
and acts like a 12 year old. He's really a swell
person ...
"Guess what I've been
clothes. They are so tiny doing lately? Making baby
to be domestic.
I know it a~d cut. I'm really getting
wlll be a boy ...
nod. "Well, I'm going to say goodnight and dig a little
"I just :e-re~d my letter and I forgot to tell
you .. my aunt IS gO I ng to adopt ... a little boy.

~George, please be careful. I don't understand
you w en you say memor i es are hard on you.
If I didn't
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have so
useless
hours a
once in

many beautiful memories li~e would seem pretty
with you so far away.
I mlSS you t~en~y-four
day but as long as I feel you're thlnklng of me
a while, missing you doesn't make me sad ...

"You didn't mention Hank (Castile). Are you still
with him? what did you name your ship? Or can't you
even tell me that? I'm showering you with questions,
but you know me.
I'm curious and want to know
everything about you that you can tell me.
"I love you.

Donney."

Back in the united Kingdom, when George and his
crew returned on the evening of the loth, there was no
time for relaxing. There was another mission the next
day. Twelve hundred twenty-six bombers, 413 of them,
including George's, to Bremen, the U-boat yards. Only
one B-17 was lost, but 52 were badly damaged, mostly by
flak.
This was the first time George saw the jets.
The Germans had actually introduced the ME 262 the
previous fall, but only now were learning how to use
the speed advantage and to fire with accuracy. They
now always approached the bomber from the rear,
diminishing the combined speed differential and g i ving
them a better chance to get hits.
March 12th, third mission in a row.
1315 heavy
bombers with fighter escort. The "Liberty Belle" was
in a section of 110 that went to Dillenberg Marshalling
yards. Another B-17 in the group was lost to a jet.
, ,As the 381st returned to base in that Tuesday
tWlllght, Donney wrote again.
"Hey, Baby.
"I was sitting here listen ing to the radio and
thinking of you, so I decided to write a few lines.
"I've been feeling kinda low these last two days.
but s i nce my operation it
lsn't as bad as it was...
'

~'ve had the tummy ache,
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I just
"I haven't been doing much of anything.
stay here and talk to my aunt.
She is really a swell
person and we have lots of fun together.
liMy Mom and Dad have gone to their place in the
mountains.
I can hardly wait to go up there ... when you
come home we'll have to go up there and stay a week or
two with them. We could have fun.
"I know they are keeping you pretty busy but when
you have a chance, write a few lines to let me know you
are all right.
"All my love.

Donney.1I

She was right. They were keeping George busy.
Before that letter reached him, the "Liberty Belle" and
all aboard had many adventures.
On st. Patrick's Day, George's B-17 and 70 others
dropped 220 tons of high explosives on the Zeiss works.
It was a bad day.
Seven bombers were destroyed on the
mission and 46 crewmembers lost. Three more bombers
were so badly shot up they had to be scrapped. Flak
remained heavy. Lt. Guilfoyle and the others had
learned to sit on their flak jackets instead of wearing
them. A piece of shrapnel through the heart was one
thing, but for young men in their 20s other
possibilities seemed even worse.
The next day, March 18th. George's first "Big B".
Berlin. Eleven hundred eighty-four Eighth Air Force
bombers in the air. Just over one year before on the
first major daylight raid on Berlin, 69 bomber~ had
been shot down. And Berlin still had a bite. Thirteen
B-17s and B-24s were shot down this time with a loss of
139 men. And 714 of the bombers - more than half su~tained damage on the mission.
Including the
"Ll.berty Belle". Not from the enemy action, however.
The 50 caliber shell casings from guns on the bombers
were ejected by the thousands. On this day, a stream
of them cracked the plexiglass windshield on George's
plane making it almost impossible to see. Worse yet,
one of the casings lodged in the oil cooler of the
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number three engine, eventually forcing ,the pilOi~ ~o
shut it down. With lower air speed, "L~berty Be e
kept dropping back, formation to formatlon, but they
were able to limp home safely.
Repairs were made overnight and George's flying
fortress bombed the Plauen Marshalling yards on th7
19th. six planes were destroyed over the target,w~th a
loss of 59 men. On the return, just over the Brltlsh
coast, two B-17s collided, killing both crews.
In all,
collisions accounted for more than a hundred lost
Flying Fortresses and Liberators and nearly a thousand
men of the Eighth Air Force.
George and many other pilots and crewmembers spent
a great deal of time in local pubs and drank a great
deal of local spirits. They quickly learned that
sucking pure oxygen after takeoff was a sure cure for a
hangover.
It was a rare mission they didn't need it.
Back in the states, the winter seemed equally long
to Donney. This is her next letter, also written in
March.
"Hello, Baby,
"Believe me, I'm,a very tired child right now. My
aunt and I went shopplng ... and you know that is harder
than a day's work any day.
I bought myself some shoes
and two new dresses, they are just little summer wash
dresses, but I think they're kinda cute. One is white
and the other is this new shade of lime that's being
worn a lot this year. Now if I just had you here and
someplace to go to wear them ...
"Darli~g, I miss you so much.
,I'm even getting
goofy.
I slt up and talk to your plcture and sometimes
I talk back for you but I'm not so dumb I can fool
so easily. I know it isn't you because, of
course, when I'm talking for you, you say just what I
want you to.

myself

"George, do you miss me a little? I want you to
miss me an awful lot but I know you don't have time to

280

do as much thinking as I do. I am still waiting
patiently for the next letter you promised •..
liThe radio is playing 'I'm Making Believe' - I've
done my share of that, too. Only one thing that messes
things up. My pillow doesn't snore.
"George please be careful and write when you have
a chance and'please don't fall in love with one of
those English girls.
"I love you.

Donney.1I

while that letter was making its laborious way
through A-P-O 557, Lt. Guilfoyle was not idle.
On March 22nd, it was the military barracks at
Dortsen. Light American casualties. One plane lost
over the target, another caught fire and crashed on the
way back.
The next day it was the Coesfeld Marshalling yards
and the German jets were busy. Gunners aboard the
bombers still had no idea how to lead these whispering
ghosts. ME 262s shot down seven fortresses this day
and shot up so many more that seven crewmembers were
killed in the air and another ten mortally wounded.
George had told me of a bombardier he had
befriended from the nearly 379th group. The 379th was
famous for two things. They had become the hottest and
most efficient bombing group in the Eighth Air Force.
They had the highest possible rating. They also had
the highest VD rate in all of Britain, a fact George
did not let his new friend forget.
George told me he watched the aircraft of his
friend take an 88 shell right in the nose, blasting the
drinking buddy of the night before out of the bomber to
his death. George thought it was on a Berlin raid.
Actually, Eighth Air Force records show it was this
raid. George couldn't remember the man's n~mc.
I t wa a
Lt. Clements. He w a s 25 .
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A third mission day in a row. This time, ,1714
bombers went out in support of a gr~und operatlon
called "Varsity". British and Amerlcan troops were
crossing the Rhine in Northwest Germany. George's
group bombed Twente-Enschede on the Dutch border. It
was a milk run.
Four days later, March 28th, the final Berlin
raid.
Eight hundred ninety-one bombers. ,The "Big B"
finally had its teeth pulled. Just two alrcraft lost
over the target.
But the war was not over for the Eighth Air Force.
They were still a long way from that last man to die in
Europe in World War II. The 31st of March, Halle
Marshalling yards. Five planes shot down. Another
crashed on takeoff, killing nine. pilots and crew were
again warned to avoid civilians if shot down. German
nationals were likely to kill them. Find someone in
the military and surrender to him. April 4th, it was
Hoya airfield. Just one plane lost. Was the end in
sight?
No. Of the next day's onslaught of 1,039 bombers,
94, including the 381st group, went to Grafenwohr
Munitions Dumps. Ten of the bombers were shot down, 83
men missing. One B-17 also crashed on takeoff, killing
another 11 men. The German perimeter was shrinking,
but those inside it were still playing for keeps.
Remember that suicide unit Goering had called for?
The "Sonderkommando Elbe" went into action on April
7th, using, for the most part, the ME 262 jets. Of the
18 bombers lost that day, eight were rammed.
Lt. Guilfoyle encountered them on April 10th. The
mission called for a raid on oranienburg army
headquarters. Losses were heavy. Nineteen aircraft
were destroyed and 175 crewrnembers lost, Ten of those
bombers were victims of "Ramsta f fel".
"Liberty Belle"
was nearly one of them. An ME 262 carne at them from
t~e side, an unusual tactic.
It did not open fire.
It
dld not break off. It loomed larger as the waist
gunner and ball turret gunner yelled at the top of
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their lungs. At the last millisecond it veered,
missing the fuselage by a few feet.
Did the German
pilot flinch, or just miss?
dump.

The next day was mission number 15.
No major problem.
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One day off, then, on April 13th, 212 bombers went
to NeumUnster Marshalling yards. Two were shot down on
the way in. After the bomb run, there was an accident.
In the formation behind group 3B1, one bomber failed to
drop its load over the target. Two minutes later, it
salvoed its load. Four hundred feet below the
aircraft, two 500-pounders touched and exploded,
destroying the B-17 in mid-air.
Eight men in other
planes were killed and every plane on the squadron was
damaged, five of them so badly they had to make
emergency landings.
When the surviving crews returned to England, they
learned President Roosevelt had died the day before.
The end of the war seemed a l ong way off that night.
On April 15th, there was a huge raid on enemy
pockets still holding out on the Atlantic coast of
France. No planes were lost. When George got back
there was a brief letter waiting.
"Dearest George,
"It has been such a long time s i nce I received
your last letter. More than a month ...
"I spent the past week visiting friends ... it was
rather dull, but at least nice for a change .. .
"I suppose you have seen action by this time.
Golly, it's hard to figure out where you are and what
you are doing.
I wish I were over there. This waiting
and uncertainty isn't fun.
"Darling, be care f ul. .. it's been so long since I
heard from you.
If I could just be there to face it
for you or with you.
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"Remember, I think of you often, every day.
have to hear from you.
I really do.
"Love.

I

Donney."

I wonder if either of them knew this would be
their last communication? They never saw or spoke to
one another again.
The war ground on. Dresden on the 17th.
Unexpectedly heavy losses.
Falkenberg Marshalling
yards on the 19th.
On April 21st, 111 bombers set out to plaster the
railraod yards in Munich.
For the first time, the
weather was so bad that the "Liberty Belle" could not
identify primary, secondary or even last resort
targets. The group made a wide circle over Bavaria,
picked a spot that appeared on the map to be
uninhabited foothills and jettisoned their bombs.
George later told me that, after release, there was a
break in the cloud cover. He saw tons of boms demolish
what appeared to be an idyllic little German village.
He also told me that, at the time, he felt nothing at
all.
There was to be one more. The last heavy bomber
mission of the Eighth Air Force and George was part of
it.
Five hundred fifty-four B-17s and B-24s roared off
twenty runways into the morning chill of April 25th,
1945. One hundred ninety-eight of them headed for the
Skoda works at Pilsen.
It was so near the end that the allies did
something they hadn't done before. They warned the
Czech workers that a raid was coming. The warning
probably saved many Czech lives. It also told the
remaining German gunners where and when the bombers
would come. They concentrated their guns and shot down
six B-17s. Forty-six young men were killed.
At 11:16 a.m. local time, the Flying Fortress
"swamp Angel" dropped the last of 696,450 tons of
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over.

After 966 days, their war was

They didn't know that yet, of course. There was
still Japan and the engima of Russia. The specific
tension caused by the imminent threat of violent death
would not leave the spot between their shoulder blades
until those two atom bombs were dropped in August.
It was only then, after the brief euphoria of
victory, that they could individually begin to assess
what had happened to them and what it might mean.
The story of George and Donney would be repeated
thousands of times as young men and women stood among
the ruins of their hopes.
In each of those stories, the post-war world would
find a villain and a hero. Many of them would be like
the story I've told tonight, and we don't need a
program to pick the white hat from the black hat.
George was the villain of the piece. Donney the hero.
If my memory as an eleven-year-old didn't fail me, even
George thought so.
But something else was at work here, too, and he
spent the rest of days life trying to help me
understand. At the end of his life, when he knew that
I would write, he revisited that time often, with me
and other members of the family.
He told of the white
heat of those few months of mortal combat that seared
what it touched.
If he couldn't articulate it to me, then maybe he
could show me.
So he took a rubber band and put it
around his pilot's log and around his carefully saved
letters from Donney.
The letters, eloquent, touching, brave. The log
stark, spare, chilling. After I read them both, over
and over, a thought took shape. Maybe this story - and
thousands like it - wasn't so simple as it seemed,
after all.

285

f the letters, like
The 19-year-old Donney ~
'f
with all the
thousands of others, was fac1ng 11 e
courage she could muster.
The 23-year-old George, like thousands of others,
was facing death with all the courage he could muster.
Neither chose the stakes. Their love was the
victim of a time only those who were there can judge.
But those who were there are a gossamer resource,
a cut flower in a vase.
Some in this room were there,
which is why I chose you to hear this story. You know
what it was like. How all-consuming must be the moment
when determined men come at you with evil intent. When
you find you must face tomorrow's technology with
yesterday's weapons. When you know that nothing you
can learn, nothing you can do, nothing you can be will
protect you from the random cruelty of war's violent
death. You diminishing few can, perhaps, understand.
George never married. He became the favorite
uncle and favorite great uncle, much loved, much
imitated.
When he died and we read these letters, some
thought we should try to find Donney. We decided
against it.
She had undoubtedly made a life for
herself and her family.
George had respected that and
so would we.
still, I would like to have told her a
couple of things.
She should know that she was the
love in his life. And I'd like her to know that she
was right about him in the first place. He was a good
guy. Nina and I, who knew him as well as most named
our son for him.
I

As I said in the beginning, this is just a small
war story.
I wrote it because I'm a wri ter. And as I
was once told that's what writers do.

