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THE LIFE AND TIMES OF THE 357th FIGHTER GROUP 

by 

• 
T/Sgt Merle Olmsted l 

This document does not retend to be a complete history of the above unit. The 
author has no access to official records, and it is merely the recollections of a 
former member of this unit, backed up by personal notes and photographs. Since 
memories get dimmer and dimmer as time goes on, it seemed a good idea to put these 
recollections on paper. Since the author was a member of the 362nd Squadron the 
emphasis. will be on this unit. 

The 357th Fighter Group, u.s. Army Air Forces, was composed. of the 362nd, 
363rd, . and 364th Fighter Squadrons, and was born at Hamilton Field, California, in 
the winter of 1942/43. At this time it was merely a collection of personnel, no 
aircraft and little equipment being assigned. Since almost all of the maintenance 
people, . including the author, were newly graduated from technical schools, and had 
no practical experience, these people were assigned to the flight line to assist 
the mechanics of the 326th Fighter Group Which was based at Hamilton Field. This 
unit .:was equipped with an assortment of Bell P-39 aircraft, mostly "Dn mode:)..s. Some, 
but not much, practical experience was gained in· this manner. 

The unit's stay at Hamilton was short, and the entire group moved in the Spring 
(March or April) of 1943 to the desert country a few miles from the old silver 
mining town' of Tonopah, Nevada. .At this time the group became fairly complete with 
the assigning of most of the remaining people, and also much equipment showed up, 
including a motley assortment of well-used P-39D 1 s. Some of these were 41-28332, 
41-36241, and 41-38257, the former carrying the number "74" on it's nose. All 
aircraft were painted olive-drab, and had White propeller spinners. One North 
American AT-6 was assigned to the 362nd sqdn. This aircraft was in natural finish 
With it's engine cowl painted green and carrying the number "U-542 11 on the sides 
of the engine cowling. As mentioned above, most of the personnel, both enlisted 
and office+, were recently out of school and this lack of experience restricte_d the 
flying to a great extent and caused quite a number of accidents, some of them fatal. 
The first fatality of the 362nd sqdn was the sqdn flight surgeon Who was killed in 
the crash landing of the AT-6, after the engine failed in flighto The pilot, who 
I recall was Lt. R.W. Brown, was seriously injured, but recovered and remained with 
the unit until his internment in Switzerland. During this time there were several 
calls for air gunner volunteers, and one draft of men for gunner. Several men left 
the unit in this way. Recreation was rather limited, but most men took the 
opportunity to 11 go on the town" in nearby Tonopah, which was a most interesting old 
desert town, especially on Saturday nights, the favorite hangout being the "Tonopah 
Club". During this time there were several trips to see Scotty's castle in Death 
Valley. However, the desert was not an ideal place to be stationed, and when, in 
May or June, the group left it behind there were few who could say they were sorry. 

At this point the group broke up, the three squadrons being assigned to 
various bases in California. The 363rd went to a base at Santa Rosa, While the 
362nd moved into an interesting little airstrip at Hayward, south of Oakland. This 
strip consisted of two concrete runways, concrete taxiways, a control tower, an 
apple orchard, and an old house used for the radio shack. (Editors note: this field 
is currently the municipal airport for the city of Hayward, basing some 100 private 
planes, and is also the home of the 144th Fighter Wing, California Air National 
Guard) Major aircraft maintenance was done in an old tractor shed. There were no 
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living quarters at all, thef)e being located about .two city b,locks dpwn the road toward 
Hayward, in a vacant lot ill a residential district. This was ' more like it, and all 
personnel enjoyed the situation to the utmost •. The squadron was assigned to the 4th 
Air Force and flew some coastal patrols, besides carrying on it's training. Newer 
models of the P-39 began to show, both 11 N11 and . '~Q'' ntodel.s, one of the latter being 
serial number 42-19595. This aircraft carried the' number 1112511 in large white numbers 
on the nose, and it's tail section up to the exhaust was painted white. At this time 
squadron identification colors were as~gned, these being white for the J62nd, red 
for the 363rd, _and. yellow for the 364th. These colo:r;s were prim~rily carried 6n the 
rudde~s only, although a few aircraft had tno colo~ pa~ted all th~ way up to ~he 
engine exhaust. Those .rudde~ . colors were used throughqut, the '"groJ.:li?'s life but were 
sometimes omitted : after the . ·unit was in Europe •.. 'Most of the old "D" model aircraft 
were taken away, no doubt t6 be given to some · other 11 rookiei1 outfit. Good .. weather 
prevailed and much flying was done, with the loss of a '£ew aircraft, one of which 
was bellied .. in .on . tho runway bee ause the pilot _.forgot to lower his l .anding . gear. The 
stay here· .was t<?. be short .also, arid after most of llie people had a furlough home the 
three squadrons· came togeth~r again sometime around · September,' at Pocatellq, Idaho. · 

~ l ' • . • . . l 

! By n~W it W~S obyious to mqst tha~ our .. StCJ.te-'side training: must be drawing t:o 
a clos~~ The peri'od at Pocatello wa s at least· partlY t6 famil~riz.e the pilots with 
the problems of working with .bombers, as a group ·o.f B-24ts was based here also. There 
was .a ~oticable lack . ~f harmony between fighter and bomber persorine~, a la'ck that 
was to "dissapear when the '\nuts were operating together ,in combat. 

• . • !l ~ 

In latq .October it all. came to an end, and leaving tpe P~39's behipq the group 
entrai:qed for Camp Shanks at the Port . of New Y~rko The . approximate two weeks spent . 
here was at~ of . confusion, m~ed feol~gs, issuing of last minute. equipment; and 
also a time of many rumors :311d ·much le~ter writing., . .. · · . . . . - .. 

In early December the ~~up we~t aboard the British llner "Queen Elizabeth"' 
along with almost l5,ooo . other u.s. troops, mostly d~stined for the ' Bth Ai~ Vorce 
in England~ . ·The trip to Gla.scow, Scotland, was fast, requiring ·only _ five days, but 
it was not smooth,. th~ North Atlantic being any-thing_but smooth in th_e m.nter. The 
voyage was made alone, without escort, the 11 Queen" being very heavily armed with 
20 m/m c;ann~n .and . .,50 cal machine guns against air attac;k. Five inch guns on the . ' 
bow and ,stern provided some protection agairist sea attack. Rumors of German sub.­
marines were rampant~ but none were sighted, at least by the passengers, and the orily 
aircraft s_ighted was a Cata,lina. flying bo'at of unknown .nationality seen one . day out 
of .Glascow~ · ' · · 

.: r , • 

The 11 Queen 1 811 entry into the Firth of Forth . wa s of great il'}terest 9-s many naval 
units, including aircraft car'riers, were at anchor iri the . harbor. Immediately ·upon 
debarking we entrained for an overnight ride to our firs~ ba se in England which . 
t~ed out to be Raydon Wood Airdrome, near Colchester .·in East Angliao This. was. a · 
new airdrome and we Were ,it•s first occupant.so The ever present mud ·must be mentioned 
as it seemed to be a normal part of Engl;i.sh winter~,' and was espec:ta;t.ly prevelant on 
a new airdrome where only .the necessarY concrete had been. laide It was here at 
Raydon Wood that we got our first taste of many things, besides the aformentioned mud. 
The strict blackout was impressive, as were the ai~ raid sirens which produced an 
eerie sound not easy to forget.. One ~ght we ~aw flashes in the sky and .heard 
gunfire, which we assumed to be the clash of British nig~tfighters and a German raider, 

(• . ... 

Soon after our arrival here ·we began to get · the 'aircraft that we were to fight 
a war : with. These planes we.re a new ty:pe to us, · being North American P-5iB•s, .mos t ·· 
of which were . divert~.d to us fr,om the British sources as their R. ,A .F. markings were 

. ·. 
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visible under a coat of paint. One of these aircraft was 43-6370. They were nearly 
new and in good shape, and it did not take long to get on to them. Most of the 
pilots got their checkout ~ides in the P-51 while at this base. New group markings 
were assigned at this time, although the old rudder colors were .still in effect. 
The squadron identification was a letter and a number, the 362nd being assigned G4, 
the 363rd B6, and the 364th c5. These were paimted on each side of the fuselage 
just forward of the national marking. The individual squadron aircraft number, 
which was a single letter, was painted on both sides aft of the national marking. 
Each squadron then had aircraft letters running from "A" through "Z", and in some 
cases where more than 26 airplanes were assigned the first letters were used over 
with a bar ooder them, such as 11A11 , or 11A bar". -

Early in its stay here the group had been assigned to the 9th Air Force which 
was just beginning to form, and was used for tactical support during and after the 
coming invasion. There was, at this time, only one other P-51B ·group flying with 
the u.s. forces in Europe, this unit being the 354th which had gone into operation 
in November of 1943. This group was also a part of the new 9th A.F. and it was to 
remain so, but the 357th soon was transferred to the 8th Air Fmrce, the reason· 
being that ah official decision had been made to utilize as many of the forthcoming 
P-51 groups as possible for high altitude bomber escort. Long before the advent 
of the P-51B it had become painfully clear to most everyOne concerned that 8th A.F. 
heavy bombers would be unable to continue doing their job without unacceptable · 
casualties unless they were provided with fighter escort all the way to the target 
and back. Until the P-51B came along there was no aircraft suitable for this 
purpose. The best allied fighters available were the Supermarine "Spitfire" and 
the Republic P-47B~ The former was a superb fighter, but being an interceptor it 
had nowhere ·near the necessary rangee The 11 Thunderbolt's" range was better, but 
still not enough~ Further, the P-47 was not really fast enough or agile enough 
although it later made an excellent ground support aircraft. The Lockheed P-38, 
which became available in the summer of 1943 (the 55th group became operational 
on the 15th of October) had the required range, but being a twin engine airplane 
it was no match for German single engine fighters. With the arrival of the Rolls 
Royce powered P-51B's the 8th A .. F~ finally had the airplane to do the job. This 
was really a superb combination of airf~ame and engine. 

So, with all of this as a background, 357 moved again. This time we traded 
bases with a Thunderbolt group (I believe the 353rd) and we became part of the 
8th U.S. Air Force. The nffif base was near the little town of Lieston, not far 
from Ipswich, and was to be the place of our longest stay. Approximately one more 
month was spent on getting settled into th\3 neK base, bringing our aircraft strength 
up to that specified, and polishing up on final training. On the 11th of February 
the group became operational and flew it's first mission, a shallow penetration 
into enemy held territory, led by Major James Howardo The shallow penetrations 
soon deepened, and on the 20th of February Capt. Calvert Williams of the 362nd 
drew first blood when he shot down an Me l09o Several of 'these early inissions 
were led by Colonel Blakslee of the 4th Fighter Group, the old R.A.F. Eagle 
Squadrone 

About this times in March, new group markings were assigned, consisting of 
red, yellow, red bands (three) on the prop spinner, and red and yellow checker­
board from immediately aft of the. spinner back to the leading edge of the engine 
exhaust stacksu Each of the squares measured about six inches t9 the sideo 
Squadron markings remained the same and many airc.raft blossomed out with names· 
on the side of their engine cowlihgso Some of these were "Y've Had It11 ,pilot 
John England; "Passion Wagon", pilot Capt. Weaver; 11 Nooky Booky", pilot Len Carson; 
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"Joan", pilot Lt. Wallen1 a/o serial number 42-1.06~29. _ · ....... ·. ,_ .. : •j 

. . • 

. On the . 6th of Mar.~h the g~oup flew a _su~~essful escort mission to' Berlin; wi~~ 
36 aj,rcraft airborne. 20 enemy .. aircl;'~ft were qredited :as des_troye~, withJ~q l<;>sses. 
On _ this s~e mis{3ion -lack of ozyg~n .forcE?d some machir!es to lower leyeJ:s ~ere t_hey 
engaged in strafing attacks. on - targ~ts in Germany. · The unit engageg. in quite a, bit 
of ~trafing , throughout the war, but these were mo~.tly 11 t?-rge]s of opportunit;y:'.'; 
escort p~ing the big job .. One of the grou¥>S early stra.fin,g attacks was to make hist,ory. 
This occ~rod when .they dropped· their almost: empty belly tanks on a mar~h~ling yard, 
and set fire to .the -whole 't-hing with their machine gunso Much damage was .done in · 
this first case of belly tanks being used as ·fire bombs. ...: .. , . , . 

_ Things were moving fast now, any units eguipped with · P-.51' s were in great 
demand .. .- ,By the en,d .of March the 8th . had three groups flJ1.,ng this type; the 4th, the 
3.5.5th, .and tl'}e 3.57th. · .. 1 , 

Victori~s-came fast in. these early days, but not with~ut lo~s. · 1st L~• Alvin 
Pyeatt, e1: popular yoting fellow, but one who ~a;s considered entirely too reckless, was 
shot down on the 24th of Marctl and died later .in a German hospital. Four days later., 
on the 28th, 36? _lost· it's co~ande~ ~t. Col •. Hubert Egne~, who was killed on _a 

· strafing mission. Col. Egnes was a quiet type, and well liked by all including the 
enlisted men, and his loss was deeply felt. -

. ' ... ~ 

. "D" Day, . the invasion of Franc.e, started out for most of. the pez:sonnel .9~ the 
late aftez:noon of June .5th when order::> came through -that ·black and white .invasion 
stripef? must -be . painted on all aircraft- by 1 A.M. the· next day. A frantic search 
for paint bJ;"ushes and the requ~ed paint brought to . ],ight only a ·few brushes, although 
sufficient paint had been provided!! (See photo on page 38) Thes·e co~sisted o:f three 
white and two black stripes alternating, ,and -being _about a foot _ and a half wide. On 
the fuselage they started just aft- of· the , cockpit and _ended just forward of .. the 
tail group. On the ¢-ngs they started at the wing root and endBd about a foot and 
a half outboard o·f the bomb racks.. The job was hurridly done and not very neat. 

The j~b was done on sch~dule, and the group flew it's first 11 D11 day .mi§E!ion _ 
several hours earlier than usual with briefing taking place at approximately 3 A.M. 
and ta,keof:f just before dawn. ·-In al,l eight missions were flown on the 6th, in the 
longest one 1the aircraft wer~ airbor~e 'for a little _less than eight hours., Litt.le 
excitement·was encountered h0wev~r as enemy opposition on "D" day over ,the beaches 
was almost non-existant. · .. 

*?.L***** 
· , 

(Tote continued in the next issue, starting with the V-1 etc~) 

The photo on page 38, of the Curtiss SBC-3, is to remind those of you who like 
pla.at ic models that there is a new 98~ kit for the SBC-3 now available. It is a 
pea1,1.~.iful job, complete wi. th minute detail and mo~able controls. Bi-planef? are 
something new in this field- and are starting to appear more and more» Other new 
plastic kits are the Albatross D-.5, Fokker D-7, and Sopwith Camel. In addi~ion a 
nev-; kit, still not out, is due _ on tho Ford -Trimoto.r complete with corrugated skin 
and- -skisl Be sure to see .. these new· kits now coming Qut, and watch for further kits 

. from the 192q-194Cl era.· · 


