
(Right) Where it all began. Mr. Harvey Stovall (Dean Jagger), late of the law firm o{ Stovall and Stokes,
comes upon the Archbury Toby in the street window of a Burlington Arcade shop in Post-World War Two,
London.
(Top right) General Savage (Gregory Peck) poses with the flight crews of his 918th Bomb Group. As the
film's Director, Henry King, brought less than two dozen actors from Hollywood, the bulk of man power
used in these Briefing Room scenes were actually Air Force personnel currently assigned to the Eglin
Reservation in Florida where the set was constructed. lt was the only structure to survive the filming
schedu le.

(Top left) Indeed a rare sight in this day and age! Eleven of the twelve Flying Fortresses used in the film are
captured here breaking into the landing pattern over Ozark AAF in Alabama during April of 1949. The group
was led in the air by the film's technical adviser, Col. John deRussy. USAF. The occasion for the filming of
these sequences was perhaps the last time so large a formation of American B-17's would ever be seen
airborne over their native soil.

As Bernie Lay, Jr,, the film's co-author, explains it the name of Savage's famous Fortress, the "Piccadilly
Lily" (below) "was a sentimental liberty on my part. I flew several missions with the'Bloody 1Ooth Hard
Luck Group'and had flown in the "Picadilly Lily",aB-17F,on the Ragensburg mission (August 17, 1943) as
a special observer and co-pilot."

(Opposite top) Assistant Camerman Lee "Red" Crawford (left) and deRussy between takes at Eglin No. 3.
Sixteen years later Crawford and Paul Mantz would end their Hollywood careers on the same film - FLIGHT
OF THE PHOENIX. John H. deRussy collection.

(Opposite page bottom) Actor Gregory Peck's portrayal of Army Air Force General Frank Savage won him a

best actor nomination by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in 1949. Peck's characterization
closely paralleled that of the late Eighth Air Force General Frank A. Armstrong.
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lttrotv, ort its 25th arutiversary
the inside story o.f the rnakiltg of

orrc of Holll'wood's all-tirne
aviatiort filnt classics, told, J'or
tlte first thtte, by the rneu v,Jto

rnade it.

Begun shortly atler the close of the Second World War, as a labor
of love, perhaps as all truly irrportant writing efforts ntust. the
novel. fl'om rvhich the film later evolved. was the creation of two
discliarged Eighth Air Force Officers with a rnissior.r. Col. Beirne
Lay. Jr. and Lt. Col. Sy Bartlett had both been witness and party
to one of the most rlrol.nentous and critical tirles in this Nation's
recent history. To the men, their friends, and to one colnbat
cornniander in particular whose sacrifice can never truly be
measured. they wanted to pay tribute. Begun as a weekend and
"after-hours" project, their efforts were, ir.r due course, trans-
fonned irlto a series of niuclt belabored tilnr scripts which cante
very close to being rejected cornpletely by the studio's produc-
tion head. Retrieved from an oblivious ending by a director
whose early personal exploits in the field of aviation are legend,
the film would be conipleted a few short months before the
spiritual close of the era for rvhich it spoke.

Nominated in 1950 for four Acadenry Arvards, alnong those best
picture of tl.re year, the filrn TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH is a
sharper, more refined vision of the popular 1948 novel of the
same nante. Going befbre the cameras, as it did, during the Spring
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and early Sumnter of 1949 the fihn offered a fresh second look.
an all too brief retrospective, of one of history's most tragic'
events. on tlle eve of yet another war in Korea.

Like two other aviation fiints released within the previous year,
COMMAND DECISION and TASK FORCE, TWELVE O'CLOCK
HIGH reflected a new concern for the trails of comnrand -- a
response. so believes or.re film historian, to America's elevated
post-wal' role in the world and the new mental stresses broueht
about by the advent of the Cold War. One English observer has
simply suggested, however, that such post-war films merely
reflect what lie prefers to call the excesses of our "Ametican
superiority corlplex" cornntand to the period.

TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH will be the first of a lons line of
conrmand-oriented filnrs to explore the very real price iven the
bravest of nten must at times pay. Absent, however. is much of
the bitterness ar-rd the irony that was to pervade the post-1950
war f ihtrs which, while pethaps quite appropriate for the Korean
War gender of film, tended to irrpose an entirely new outlook
upon a period wl.rose moods and attitudes were already sealed
within the past.

Thelein lies much of what utay be said to be the filnt's historical
worth. For TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH was written soon enoush
after the war by two former Eighth Air Force officers who hid
"been there" and who now, free of war-tirne restrictions, sought
to put down on paper a factually based personal recollection of
one of life's most "unforgettable experiences".

Though the story is admittedly nostalgic "witl-r the agony and
heroism carefully ordered by the passage of time", the film does
capture, as does no other later effort about the Eighth Air Force,
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that highly perishable, transitory feeling for a speclfic moment in
history. Whether the values implied in this film are considered
valid ioday is not lmportant, but rather that these values and

inflections be true to the times that produced them.

Here we feel the film must be judged an outstanding success'

Evidence of this historical veracity is to be found visually
throughout the film and is the result in large part of a studio
produition staff made up of key personnel who were themselves

veterans of the Eighth Air Force. The careful blending of drama-

tic excellence with technical authenticity can directly be attri-
buted to a veteran director/aviator who was thoroughly conver-
sant with the demands of the script.l But perhaps the most
important ingredient contrlbuting to the film's critical and
popular success is a very unique writer who had earlier played a

very important parl in the initial formation of the organization
whose make-up is at the heart of the story. It is a story which is

impassionately based on a rock-solid foundation of historical fact.

Combining all of these elements with a fortuitous timing, at the
close of the post-World War II period, would make of TWELVE
O'CLOCK HIGH an aviation film classic -- one of the most impor-
tant aviation fi1ms of lts time.

Lay continues: "ln his (Bartlett's) afterhours he worked with me

on the book; so, I was the guy who sat down and harnrnered it
out on paper. But every bit of the way.it,was a collaboration
because 

^every night we wouid review all the material. He was

throwing in his id-eas, and maybe I would rewrite everything I had

written itt, Oay before. So, it was a complete collaboration, and

Sy Bartlett hai to have the credit for having thought of doing the

novel in the first place."

Author: "What overiying facts, events, or characterizations from
your personal experience with the Eighth Air Force did you and

Bartlett want to get across in your book? You've already men'
tioned Frank Armstrong?"

"Yes, that's part of it. The other part is that for me, and I was a

bomb group commander later in the war, it was an unforgettable
experience. I just didn't want people to ever forget what some

American boys and old n.ren iike me, at 34, went through."

Author; "Was the title of your effort, TWELVE O'CLOCK
HIGH, very hard to decide upon?"

"We had a terrible time trylng to think of a tit1e. I remember one
night at Sy Bartlett's home when we were working on the third
chapter and we sti11 didn't have a title. I said, "Sy, why don't we

use a phrase that was most characteristic of the tactics used at the
time?n At first the German fighters attacked us from the rear and

having a bad tirne because our rear turrets were pretty good and

they were also exposed to the ball turret and top turret, whereas

with a head-on attack all they had was the nose guns. And so they
quickly got around to attacking head-on which was TWELVE
O'CLOCK HIGH. So Sy's wife, Ellen Drew, who was a movie star

at the time, happened to be listening in on us, and she said, "I
think that's a wonderful title." So we said (wlthout enthusiasm)
"if you say so" - and that's how we got our title."

Author; "But do you remember any of the other titles thrown
out for consideration?"

"MAXIMUM EFFORT was another. It wouldn't have been too
bad, I don't think. We used the term several times in the book."

Attthor: "According to many printed sources, Fox production
chief, Darryi F. Zanuck was immediately impressed with your
book. Did he originally want you and Bartlett to do the screen

adaptation? Did he make any personal suggestions which lefl a

visable imprint on the film?"5

"Well, let me answer this very bluntly. This guy had nothing to
do with the picture except to take credit as the producer. The
man who wanted to make the picture was a producer at Fox
named Louis D. "Bud" Lighton who had made wonderful
pictures at MGM and for David Selznick before he came over to
Fox. He wanted to make this picture. They paid an awful lot of
money for it. I will give it to Zanuck that he went aiong in buying
the motion picture rights on the basis of a brief synop-sis. Bud
Lighton, however, was the producer all the way through.6 He had
as much to do with the screenplay as the two guys (Lay and
Bartlett) who were supposed to be writing it, who had already
written the book.

'oYou would have thought it would be a breeze to write the
screenplay when you had written the book--not so. Bud Lighton,
every inch of the way, made us justify and rejustify everything
that went into it. He made us define our central idea. Here Bart-
lett and I had written a whole novel, and we never adequately
answered that question, as we found out, when Bud Lighton
asked us: "Whai was our central idea?" And we each gave him
our answers and he said: "We11, C .. . fellows, you're going all

over the place here." He said, "Give me something you can pul
down in a paragraph, or preferably in a line, or even four words."
He said: "*ou goback tb your office and don't come back here

until vou can tell me what the central idea is."

THE BEGINNINGS

The origins of this award-winning rihr can be traceC back
directly to the agile mind of Hollywood screen writer Sy
Bartlett.l As a Major in the U.S. Army Air Forces during
World War II, Bartlett had struck up a great friendship
with Colonel Frank A. Armstrong, Jr., commander of the
first Eighth Air Force bomber group to be based in England.
On the 17th of August, i942 Armstrong had led thls group,
the 97th to the Rouen-Scottville marshalling yards near the
French coast on what was to be the first American bombard-
ment strike of the war on Nazi-occupied Europe. Later, on tl're
4th of January, 1943 he was sent to Thurleigh to take command
and "shape up"' the battle-weary 306th Bomb Group(H). Less
than four weeks later Frank Armstrong led the first American
raid over Germany. The target, their secondary, was Wilhelm'
shaven. The five Eighth Alr Force groups were led by the reju'
venated 306th.

So impressed had Bartlett been with this outstanding group com-
mander and the events which had transpired at Thurlelgh during
January of 1943 that he felt it simply had to be put on paper, as

a nove1, at the earliest opportunity. Shortly after the war he

contacted Beirne Lay, Jr. Lay had himself been a B-24 group
commander3 with the Eighth during the war and was an accom-
plished writer in his own right. His highly popular book, I
WANTED WINGS. had earlier been made into a successful film at
Paramount Studios in l94I .

"I had no concept of writing any novel about a bomb group in
the Eighth Air Force," Lay commented. "A11 of this impetus
came fiom Sy Bartlett. After the war he started bugging me about
writing a book. not only a composite of all of our bomb groups
but particularly to portray this character which we called llction-
ally General Frank Savage." The characterization of Savage

closely para11e1s that of the aforementioned Frank Armstrong, to
whom the original book is also dedicated.

"There wouldn't have been any book and no screenplay except
for Sy Bartlett. He put me on the rack, fbrced me to write it.
Right after the war I sald. 'Sy, we don't have a chance with a

book about the rvar: everybody's sick of war'. But he was bound
and determined that he was going to get this thing done."a

At the time. Bartlett was working as a fuli-time screen writer at

Tr','entieth-Century Fox during the day; so, he and Lay soon

began spending their evenings together "mapping out" the book.
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(Above left) Mr. Beirne Lay Jr., co-author of the original TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH novel and the film script. was also one of the most prolif ic aviation
screen writers of the post.World War Two period. Photo: Beirne Lay Jr.

(Above Right) The tate Col. Frank Armstrong after whom the character of General Frank Savage was fashioned. lt is the Armstrong ordeal with the de-
moralized 306th Bomb Group during January of 1943 that is the basis for the film. While Armstrong is at the heart of the character, Lay adds that his
fictitious General Savage is really a composite made up of a number of historical personagesr including Frank Armstrong, Frederick Castle, lra Eaker,
Curtis LeMay and "maybe one orthree others." Photo, courtesy Roger Freeman.

"Well, Sy and I took nearly two weeks. We did get it dowll to
four words, and the four words were: THE DISINTEGRATION
OF SAVAGE. He said: "You've sot itl Now I don't want one
inch of film that does not contribute to tellins that central idea."
He said, "l know what you lnean. The key wold is disintegration.
You're going to tell a story of what are the forces that could tear
a strong man apart." He said. "We know what they were. On the
one hand, he was a very humaner warmllearted, civil kind of a

guy, and he is saddled with the job and obligation of sending --

the dirty, bloody job of sending -- nice, young kids out to get
killed", and he said; "the tension between those two forces tore
him apart". He said, "You've got it, now go ahead and write your
screenplay".

"When we got al1 through, Zanuck read the screenplay and
decided that maybe it might be a winner. How he got rid of
Lighton, I don't know, but Lighton was released from the studio
and retired on some island off Italy. He died shortly afterward,
partly of a broken heart, I think."

Author: "How old was Ligliron at the iinle l"
"Well, he was no longer a young man. I suppose he was 60. It
became a Darryl F. Zanuck production and Lighton's name didn't
even appear on the screen.

"Now I will say that Zanuck, after he did take this thing over and
took personal charge of it, definitely nrade a contribution in con-
densing it. We were way over length. Bud Lighton had a ter"rdency
to be verbose in the dialogue. I think in fairness to Zanuck he did
condense it and tighten it up."

Author: "Did you have much pressure from the front office to
keep the character of Parlela (Savage's love interest in the novel)
in the final film script, perhaps for reasons of audience appeal?"

"On the contrary, we were 40 pages over length, and she took 40
pages, so she came out. She was a good character and it broke our
hearts to take it out, but (with) 40 pages -- what can you do?"

Author: "How did the idea for the now classlc opening molrents
of this movie come about?"

"I think if Sy Bartlett were sitting here he would say that he
would have to give me credit lor the opening. The idea of going

L.::.,1" 
an abandoned runway with the grass growing through

Attthor: "Did you or Bartlett ever actually visit such a base after
the war?"

"No. Well, later on, we both did, but not at the time we wrote
the book. You see, we wrote the book right after the war, within
a yeat or two. But some time later I did. But before this I
happened to read in AIR FORCE MAGAZINE about some guy
that went back to his old runway, and that's where I got the idea.

But we had quite a bit of trouble keeping that in, particularly
when our screenplay was overlength. Sy and I both argued that
you have to set the stage. You had to set an emotional feeling so
when the audience watched this old fud go back to that runway
and when you saw that he was deeply ntoved lt would say to
them 'I saw something here'. It'll rnake the audience feel that 'l
want to see what he saw that happened here which moved this
man so much'. And we closed the same way so lt ntade a frame
for the picture. You cante in (fron.r that point of reference) and
came out (again) with that (at the end)."4

With a draft of the script in hand. indeed with three different
drafts in hand,7 the energetic Twentieth-Century Fox Production
Head, Darryl F. Zanuck, took over firm control of the produc-
tion. Zanuck now tlied to consolidate the much belabored drafts
into a more concise whole. After considerable effort and "tirins"
of the chore, Zanuck called in director Henry King. King, a

35-year veteran in the industry. had only recently returned from
a six-month stay in ltaly, there directing THE PRINCE OF
FOXES. Zanuck asked King to read the script. He toid the
veteran director: "I'm getting tired of it. Take it if you want it --

otherwise, I'11 drop it".
Zanuck had chosen his counsel wiseiy. Long recognized as the
"father of (film) locations". Henry King has pioneered the use of
aviation within the film industry as a means of speeding up pro-
duction. In i921 King had beconre the first director to go to the
exact locale of a story, TAL' ABLE DAVID. He is also the first
director to take a film cornpany on location to a foreign land, as

well as the first to seek out locations by p1ane. An accomplished
pilot in his own right, by 1949 King has amassed nearly a million
air niiles over a twenty-eight year span."

Despite its rnany flaws, King liked the script immediately. After
scouting locations for the fi1m, Sy Bartlett joined King at the
"Bacon's-By-Tire-Sea" hotel in Florida where the two labored on
a final draft of the script. Their efforts centered primarily upon a

deletion or curtailment of over-length dialogue which hindered
the story's nrovement and pace. Zanuck had earlier wisely cut out
a nurrber of aii battle scenes in the script, limiting the film to one
climactic air battle near its conclusion. Upon completion of the
effort during the storm-filled early morning hours of their seventh
day in Florida, King flew the finished script back to California.
AfteL reading it, Zanuck offered his congratulations and con-
cluded by saying: "Henry, this is the best script I've ever read". It
was a statement, King remembers, Zanuck used on more than one
occasion when he was particr"rlarly pleased with a script.

Though Lay was already working on another film, ABOVE AND
BEYOND. at MGM and no longer played an active role in the
production of TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH, this writer asked the
co-author fbr his opinion of King's contribution to the final prod-
uct. Lay continues: "I think one thing tliat helped this picture
very much was the fact that one of the writers was a pilot and
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l'rad been a borlb group commander durlng the War and wasn't
dreaming anything up and that the director thoroughly. ulrder-
stood ev:ery Ult of it Tron.r an aviation standpoint as a pilot, and

Henry..Klng ls an excellent pilot; I've flown with him rrlany
t1mes. -

THE PRE.PRODUCTION PLANNING

At the time King took over the picture the forrner P-38 field at
Santa Maria, California was under consideration as a possible loca-
tion site for the fi1m. He. however. "irnmediately eliminated"
this locale "as beir-rg ur.rsuitable to represent Eng1and." Lighton
had envisioned a more modest Droduction which would have been
filnred. for the must pail. on a Ft-,-r solrnJ ilage usirtg erteIiur'
process projections of the Santa Maria Airfield as background.
Though this would have saved the expense of an extended stay
for the cast and crew on location. it cleaLly was not King'sway of
making a motion picture. Zanuck concurred and told King to go

ahead and do the film "as you want it and where you want it".

In February of 19.19 King phoned tl"re fl1m's newly assigned tech-
nical advisei,Col. John H. deRussy. at Marwell AFB in Alabanta.n

During World War lI cieRussy had been Operations Officer o1'the
Eighth Air Force's 305th Bomb Group in England.

"King called" deRussy continues, "and asked if I had any

thoufhts on a stateside location sin.rilar to Midlands bases itr

Englind. I suggested McGuiLe AFB in Nerv Jersey. A ferv days

latJr he flew tiiire frotn Los Angelesro and I flerv in fron.r Maxwell
Fie1d, Alabama. Henry King ls an audacious pilot and holder ot

one of the earliest priuate pilot licenses issued in the U.S. The

flight he n"rade frorn L.A. to McGuire in his Bonanza 35 rvas, as
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told to me by tl.re three passetrgers l're carried, atr epic rn endur-
ance. He conrpletely exhausted l.ris much younger passengers"'"

Among these three harried passengers were Kit.lg's cameraman,
Leon Siramroy. and Jolin W. Adants, tire film's locations manager.

While in the Washington D.C. area, King and Adams had gone to
Air Force Headquartels to discuss possible shooting sites and

determine tire availability of aircraft and crews.

N POINTOF FACT
The Group (above) upon which the authors' based their novel and later
film script. The 306th also had the distinction of being the oldest opera-
tional Bomb Group in the Eighth Air Force. Official USAF via Bruce Orriss

Scene 25 (left top opposite page) takes place early on in the film in the
base interrogation'room {ollowing the earlier belly-ianding o{ the crippled
g-iZ Ov the-plane's co-pilot, Lt. Eishop' Here Lt. Wilson (Don Hicks), the
plane's'navigator, intercedes for a dazed Lt' Bishop (Bob Patten) as the

inierrogatioi o{iicer {Roger Anderson) attempts to proceed with the
d+brieiing. The circumstances of the mission related in this and the earlier
exterior scene are based on the July 26, 1943 mission flown by 92nd

Bomb Group Medal of Honor recipient John C. "Red" Morgan' The stark

{rankness *ith *hi"h this factual and rather grotesque moment of personal

uu|o,*u.hand|edbyLayandBart|ettdidmuchtoestab|ishthefi|m,s
unique credibility. Here was that other side of war seldom touched upon

by Hollywood during the immediate post-war years'
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(Top Right) The final breakdown, though considered to be "contrived" by
one critic, was actually based on a factual event, not however, associated
with Armstrong's career. In recent years this scene has led a number of
contemporary film historians to label TWELVE o'cLocK HIGH, perhaps
for their own purposes, an important "antiwar film". To this Beirne Lay,
the Film's co-author, replied: "Everybody loathes war, most of all the guys
who have to fight it. TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH aimed to dramatize the
human 'price' a commander may pay, but at no time argued that you
shouldn't fight when forced to by so evil a threat as Nazism. lf by'antiwar'
(such writers) mean'pacifist', (they) surely miss our point. lf (they have)
in mind deglamorization, Sy Bartlett and I are with {them)."

(Left center) Peck poses by the hatch of "23613", the B-17 later to be

used by Mantz for the opening crash scene. "Where Angels and Generals
Fear to Tread", the inscription displayed above the hatch, had earlier been
seen on an Eighth Air Force bomber during the war by the film's co-
author, Beirne Lay.

(Right center) Arriving on base as the new C.O. of the 918th Bomb Group
General Savage (Peck) instructs a lax guard (Kenneth Tobey) in the proper
procedures for clearing personnel onto a military post. Based on the true
life experiences of General Frank Armstrong with the 306th Bomb Group,
the {ilm's fictitious 918th Bomb Group was created by Lay simply by mul-
tiplying 3x306th B.G.= 918th B.G.

(Bottom) Academy Award winning actor Dean Jagger poses in the Group's
Officers'Club with the film's hiqhly symbolic Toby mug. Originated by the
RAF's war-time Bomber Command, the simple turning o{ such a piece of
base furniture to face the room permitted the base commander to alert
crews resting in the club that a mission was on for the next day, without
tipping his hand to any civilian guests who might be on the base at the
time. Adopted by the Eighth Air Force in 1942 such a mug was still
reportedly in use by a U,S. Air Force B'57 squadron based in Vietnam as

late as 1969.
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Adams continues: "We had at first tlrought that we would go ro
England; but General "Snuffy" Sniith. then AF-PIO. told us there
were no B-17s opeLational there. He suggested Alabama or
Florida because the last operational B-17s were returning fronl
Caribbean weather patrol and could be rnade availab1e."'2

Flor.n McGuire. at King's insistence, King's party and deRussy
flew down to Eglin Field in Florida. Of this particular flight
deRussy norv remernbers: "l had florvn a 8-16 front Maxrvell to
McGuire. When we went to the airtleld to take off lbr Eslin.
Henry went directly to his Beech. did a quick rvalk-arouncl inipec-
tion. boarded. crar.rked-up and took off, all in rborrt twent),'
nrinutes. l. in accordance rvith Air Force and FAA regulations.
liled an InstrLlrnent Flight Rules clearance and. corlsequently
took olf about 45 nrinutes later. Because of tl're enroute weather.
I knew Henry had to fly irlstrunlents at least part of the rvay. and
he did, althougl'r he had not filed any clearance and did not have
an instrunrent rating. But. in spite of my speed advantage of
aboLrt 100 mph, we arrlved at Eglin',vithin a few nrinutesof eacli
other!

"l later r.nade some flights in the L.A. area with Henry in his
Bonanza. They were always somewhat frightening. but he always
knew what he was doing and arrived safely at his destination.

"At Eglin we got conrplete cooperation from General Wlliiarn E.
Kepner, the commander of the Arnrament Centef, whicl.r rlay
have influenced the choice of Eglin No.3 (Duke Field) some-
what."tt

Adanrs coutinues: "We did not think Flolida rvould look rnr-rch
like England. bLrt flew down over Alabama and Northwest Florida
and discovered that the Dothan area (of Alabanra) could pass as

South English countryside and that Eglin could be rlade to pass if
we were careful about not featuring the (pine) trees."12

King and Adams agreed that the now dereiict Ozark AFB, a

fornrer war-tinre training field. near Dothan. Alabama would do
nicely for the opening scenes of the film which required an aban-
doned, overgrown English-type airfield. DeRussy adds: "The
selection of Ozark was nrade by locating abandoned AFB fields
and then inspecting them to find a rlacadaln rullway overgrowrl
wit h grass . "r I

A particLrlarly favorite personal story of Henry King's involves his
first "inspection" of Ozark. Prior to tinding this Dotl.ratr location,
King had spent a number of rather long days flying out of Eglin
ir"r his Bonanza 35, N-3106V. with his passengers. the late Leon
Shanrroy, John Adaurs and John deRussy. in search of an appro-
priate site for the opening scenes of the fihr.

King continues: "When I was searching for a suitable location for
an abandoned airbase that had grown up in weeds, I lvas tlying
across Alabarna and had nry cameranran with me. I saw fronr the
air the Ozark airbase and it seemed deserted--it was closed. How-
ever, I landed therc and, after looking alound. decided it was
exactly what I needed. TIie grass and weeds around tlie lunrvay
were several feet tall. I took off and went back to Eglin, to get
permission to use this deserted base. only to learn that it was not
an Air Force base at all, but an Army base and, had I renrained on
tl.re ground at Ozark another 10 nrinutes, I rvould have been
placed under arrest for landing on a closed field ivithoLrt per-
mission. The public relations (departrnent at Fox) however,
straightened this n.ratter out and secured permission lbl us to use

Ozark. Alabama."l3

Ozark would also be the site for a nunrber of the take-off and
landing shots seen at tl're first and at the last of the fi1m. Being
located or.rly some c)5 nriles to the northeast of the rttain base at

Eglin also nade it possible to dispatch the frre trucks aud ambu'
lances required for such aircraft operations. The nor.v classic crash
landing of the B-17 by Hollywood stunt flier Paul Mar.rtz would
also be filmed at Ozark. Except fol a ferv tents erected specifi-
cally for the clash scene, there were no "structures" built by the

For techr.ricians irr Alabama.
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The two photos above are of one of a number o{
OB-17 drones used in the Ooeration Crossroads
nuclear tests at Bikini lsland in Julv of 1946. The air-
craft is pictured here at its Eniwetok lsland base prior
to its initial sortie through "the Bikini Cloud". The
box-like structure mounted atop the B-1 7 is a
"particulate matter sampler". The bag-like device was
installed in the bomb bay and used to collect samples
of the various radioactive gases {ound in the atomic
cloud. A Bikini drone such as this was later used by
Mantz for his famous belly-landing scene. (courtesy
Los Alamos Scientif ic Laboratorv)

(Below) Veteran flier/director Henry King poses with
the f ilm's technical adviser, Col. John H. deRussy. (by
permission of Mr. William Lavendar)
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This, however, was not the case at Eglin Auxiliary No. 3, Duke
Field, ln West Florida. Duke, which was given over entilely ro the
Fox crews during their stay there, was located approximately ten
miles to the norlh of the main base on a narrow two-lane road
locally identified as State Highway 85. Its isolated location, sur-
rounded as it was on tliis largest of Air Force reservations by
hunting preserves, and its inactivity at the time ntade it an ideal
site for the location crew to set up shop. There. in March of
1q49. they set about the reconstruition of a typir'al World War
Two period English alrfield--the type Adants had come to know
so well five years earlier as an Eighth Air Force borlber pilot rvith
the 445th Bomb Group. At Duke. art director Lou Bransford
supervised tl.re construciion of fourteen block and quonset-type
buildings as well as an English-style control tower. A nuntber of
buildings already on the field also received "new fronts" for the
duration of the filming schedule. The structures were then 'aged'
by the studio's prop depaltment in order to give the sets a 'used'
or 'lived-in' appearance. Interior shots of the briefing foont, con-
trol tower, and operations shack would also be shot ir.r the work-
ing sets constructed at Eglin No.3. These interiorswere the cover
sets shcruld bad weather prevent filnring our ol' dools lor any
length of time.

The Air Force loaned Fox a fuli dozen B-.l7's. cornplete with
crews, for the film. As many as six of these Flying Fotrresses
came directly from the First Experirnental Guided Missile Group,
later redeslgnated the 3205th Drone Group/Wing, based at Eglin's
main field. While most of these 'G' model B-17's appeared exter-
nally to have retained their war-time configurations, inuny had, in
fact, been extensively rriodified internally for use on various Air
Force research projects as drones (QB-17L/N) or as drone direc-
tor (DB-17P) aircraft. An additional four B-17's were acquired at
the Mobile Air Depot at Brookley AFB in Alabama. A nuniber of
these latter Forlresses had been used as cloud sarrrolins drones
during the earliest of the post-war atom bomb testi. O-peration
Crossroads, at Bikini Atoll ln July of 1946. According to Col.
Harvey Lidden, tl-re Eglin Base Maintenance Officer at tl.re time.
although these B-17's still showed evldence of the radioactive
side-effects of these Bikini tests the radiation levels were so low as

to be almost negligible for the relatively short periods of tinte the
aircraft were in use.t'

The last two of the twelve B-17's reportedlv cante lrom the
storage facility at Roswell AFB in New Mexiio. In a1l, Lidden
estimates that at least six of these peace-time bombers required
new turrets lor their temporary war-time roles.

Back in California, Zanuck reported worked closely witl.r the Fox
casting department and virtually hand picked the strong all-rrale
leading cast which appears in TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH.
Gregory Peck was chosen for the starring role of General Frank
Savage. Already a r.najor star, Peck had made hls screen debut six
short years earlier in DAY OF GLORY. TWELVE O'CLOCK
HIGH marked the last of Peck's film cor.nmitrrents to Fox under
his current contract. Gary Merri11, another young but up-and-
coming actor in post-war Hollywood, had only recently made his
starring debut in another aviation film, SLATTERY'S HURRI-
CANE. In TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH he would play Colonel
Keith Davenport, the bomb group commander Peck must replace.
The personable Hugh Marlowe would take on the role of the
gold-bricking, air exec,, Ben Gately. When contacted in New
York, the veteran film and stage actor. Dean Jagger. enthusiasti-
ca1ly agreed to play the role of Major Harvey Stovall. the retread.
ground exec., but with one reservation. Jagger l"rad never appeared
h front of the canreras before without his toupee. Out of fear of
iosing his youtlitul image with his audiences he had brlefly con-
sidered turning down this otherwise excellent part if ire could not
wear the hair piece. King, however, insisted that the part had to
be done sans toupee. It is a credit to Jagger's good judgement that
he did agree to tliis iast stipulation, as the role was to win hini an
Academy Award for best supporting actor and start him off on a

nerv film career.

A favorite stoly Beirne Lay likes to tell centers around actor
Clark Gable, Lay reports that when Gable read the book in 1948,

the King of Hollywood liked the story and rvanted to play the
role of General Savage so badly for Fox that he tried to bLeak his
contract witli MGM, where he was already scheduled to play
another fictitious Eighth Air Force General. Dennis. in the filnt
COMMAND DECISION. In retrospect, Lay feels Gable rnight
have done an excellent job in the role.

THE FILMING BEGINS

With location manager John W. Adanrs' pre-production chores at
Eglin now behind him, the sirooting cotnpany of actors and tech-
nicians. approxir.nately 72 tn all. began arriving in Florida on
April 17th. Director Henry King returned along with Gregory
Peck and tl.re other nrajor supporting actors in the film to
Bacon's-By-The-Sea, a rustic. cottage-type hotel between Santa
Rosa Sound and U.S. Highway 98, about three niles west of Fort
Walton Beacl.r in the town of Mary Esther. Other members of the
cast and crew stayed at hotels in the Destin area of Florida on
Choctawl"ratchee Bay.

During the flrst three weeks of their stay in the southeast the cast
and camera crews were constarltly on the nrove, f1yir-rg back and
forth between Eglin and Ozark in a nrassive Delta Airlines DC-4
Adams had chartered for the occasion. At times during this
period they would stay overnight in Enterprise, Alabama because
of tlre heavy. early morning shooting schedule at Ozark.

Anrong the llrst scenes shot at the Alabanra locale during this
early part of the filniing schedule was Jagger's return to Archbuly's
overgrown tlelds and derelict rLrnway seen during the opening ar.rd

closir.rg moments of the film. Following this initial sequence the
abandoned airfield was. to use Kl'rg's rvords. "policed up";its tall
grass cut and the runways generally nrade to appear operational
once again.

The trvelve Air Force B-17's were florvn ln lronr Eglin's main field
sonre 95 nriles to the south. They were supported by Air Force
emergency equipnrent. rlainly fire trucks and anibulances. rvl.rich
had earlier been convoyed in froni the Florida base. Once the
Alabana field had been 'policed up' the filrriing of all tlre nrass
landing and take-off sequences lound at the beginning and at the
or,4 ,rf the rri,-irrro rrrarp l- "',- Degull.

Lt. Col. A. L. Haley. the Air Force's lialson olficer on the fi1nr,
renrembers: "Durir.rg the lilrriing at Ozark we utilized a portable
ground station which we operated for remote controlled aircraft,
for flight control ar.rd operational saf'ety. Alier briefing the pilots
for the scerle to be shot and having thenr airborne. Mr. King
decided he would like to change soure of' the action. Since I was
standing beside l.rim. I picked up the nricrophone and relayed his
instructions to the alrborne aircraft--and they responded accord-
ingly. Fronr then on he used the relay like a r.rew 1oy."'u

As an experienced B-17 pilot and the ranking officer on the filnr.
Col. deRussy personaliy led the fomration flights. group landings
and take-offs seen throughout the film. It is, in fact, deRussy's
apparently crippled bonrber, with its one engine feathered. which
is seen leading the initial landing sequence in tlie film. A parti-
cularly tigllt shot taken in close juxaposition with a jeep and
grouud offiter posir ioned in tlre forcgrouud. it worrld require
several retakes, at King's behest. before the Fortress franred itself
properly for the scene.

Ozark was also the site for the fihning of what ntust certainly be
considered the single ntost ilnportant sequence in the ntovie:
scene No. 141. Savage's clir.nactic breakdown at plane-side -- a

scene that offered actors Hugh Marlo"ve and Gregory Peck more
than their fair share of hazards shoLrld they have misjudged the
distances between the live props they had to work near in this
sequence.

One of the last scenes shot at Ozark. towards the end of the first
week in May. was also one of the rnost conflict-ridden, as well as

dramatic to appear in the filni. This was the famous B-17 belly-
landing scene skillfully tlown by the controversial Hollywood
stunt pilot Paul Mantz. Long a legend as a talented pilot and a
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shrewd bilsinessman he had earlier "nealiy caused cancellation of
production"." DeRussv continued: "Upon learrting that the Air
Force intended to provide B-17's ibr this filnr. he (\1antz)wired
USAF Headquarters ihreatening legal action because he had the
capabriitl' of supply ing the aircraij alld cre\\"s to Tu, elltieth-
CenIun' For.'u Indeed the Air Force did consider rvithdrarving
tlus support until Ihe str:dio received a quote of cost irortt 11r.

\{antz's compan}'. Based on this estimate. thev irtfornted the Air
Force that it r"'ould be rnortc'tariiv intpossible ttt corttplete the
ll1m r','ithoLrt the Air Folee air.craft. In vierv of this irlforrttatiorl.
tl're Arr Force decided to provide tire aircraft support.

"\1r. \lantz's actions in tl'ris instance did probablr'lnlluenee the
Air Force in reiirsing to allon anl USAF or USAF Rcservc pilot
to perfornr th.' be111'-landing at Ozark. l\1r. King had askr'd if I

*ould fl1 the aircrait ior this scene. Having obselved rnanl B-17
beily-landings during thc rr'ar and Itaving cortsiderable B-17 tlf ing
erperience. I had no qualnrs about doing it btrt cotrsidered it
appropriaie ti) reqLresi approval irorn Headquarters. US.{F.

"Thrs rvas denjcd velterrentlv and lequests to perlnit other cxperi-
enced Air Force pilots. including notl-active dutl reserves. *'ere
likervise refused. So. Paul Mantz gt,rt the job.""

Originalll Fox had hrred lvlantz onll' tct filrn the aiL-to-air
sequences of the tllm uith his ilrred B-15 calnera ship. The
Smasher. How'er.er. prevented b1 the Air Force ironr trsing nlilt-
tarv personnel in the scene. King called \lantz in CalifoLnia.
\lantz agreed to do the 'landurg' ior 55.000. But King thought
the propoul uas "ridicLrlous" and replied: "FIell. I'11 do tlte scerte

nrlseli 1or S1.5001" As l vete tan pilot oisorlle rerlo\\'n in his on'n
rieht. KiIrs considered the stunt to be ol'little challenge fot anl'
erpenenced pilr-it. Har rng earlier bec-n obligated to rel'trse a

nullber oiiornrer Eighrh Air Force pilots ar Eglin rvho offered to
do the scene thenrselr'es ior as lrttle rs a hundred dollars. King
could hardly lecortcile \lrrltz's demand ior S5.000. Learrlrng.ol
Kine's response \lantz replied: "Hel1. ri Flenrl' can do it ior
S:.)00. so;art I".'
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)lap b.t' Pete Xlerskt'.

The aircraft used b1' \'lantz foL the crash scelle was one of the

Bikini drones iburrd at Brookley Field. Sale for operations of
reJati', e11' short durat ions. the aircral'1 rvas deetned "erpendable"
b1' the AiL Force artd so was used iol the scene.

lvlantz planned tbr the belly-lattdirlg with great precision and took
ever)' possible precatltiotl for the saiety of the stttnt- He had his

chiei ntechanic. Bob Kirlg. Lig a rvelded lod across all fbur'
thlottles and a long-l'randled lllastef cut-off rod tor the srvitches
u'hich he could readily'reach fronl tl.re pilot's seat. Mantz would
not hare the help oi a co-piiot on this llight.

The scene ca1led for NIarltz 1o carefully set the Ftlrtress dowt't otl
its belly in tl'ie drl Alabartta field gLass. witl.rin 1l're linlited r,'iervitlg

range of threc fired and rtttntalttled catlleras, ar-rd slide throLrgl'r a

teni city' specialll prepared tirr the seqllence. Prior to take-off.
King oncr'- agaitt leviewcd rvith his lorlg tirne friend rvhat he

erpJctecl of liinr and his arrcraft itl the scene. Ktt'rgcotltinues: "l
initructed i\'lantz to erttef the traffic pattern with the group and
gave hinr a location to lal.rd oll tlle glass between the fullways.
ivith t he wl'reels up. I consideLed N{antz an excellellt precision
pilot. and he actua^I11 put the aiLplane rvithin ten feet of the

touchdowrt poit-1t."''

DeRussv continues: "He rttade at least one practice 11ight with a

lor.v approach over the clash stte. On the final flight.-he_ assuled
that on11,'barely enough fuel rvas loaded to acconlplish the flight
ancl bell1 iartding to minilttize tire danger of fire. Fire trucks and

an aurbulance wire stationed ttear the spot at which the airclall
u'as expected to coltte to rest. Horvcver. rve all nliscaiculale d horv
far the Fottress ll'ould slide on the dry grass at Ozark' Remote

cameras had also beett installed jr-rst beyond the expected
stopping point. but the aircraft slid well beyond the calneras and

elllergencV equrpnrelit. It \\ as forttttlate that the camelas were not
ntalln eo.



B-17G's of the 305th Bomb Group line up during the latter part of World War Two for an early morning take-off. lt was familiar scenes like this that be-
came the standard by which this Group's former Operations Officer, Col. John deRussy, judged the progress on the making of TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH.

Official USAF

As Operations Officer of the 305th Bomb Group
during World War Two deRussy (far left) was well
acquainted with the Group's "lron-Tailed" comman-
der, Col. Curtis LeMay (far right), whose own brand
of flamboyancy later influenced characterization of
"General Frank Savage". John H. DeRussy collection

Actor John Kellogg on the TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH
set in Florida. John H. deRussv collection

The B-17 had slid nearly 1,200 feet. Mantz had managed to steer
the giant land-bound bomber by a judicial use of the toe brakes,
for, he discovered, although the B-1 7's landing gear was letracted,
enough of the two main wheels remained exposed below the
wings to offer tl.re pilot some directional control of the skid.
According to Mantz biographer Don Dwiggins and Mantz's busi-
ness partner in later years, Frank Tallman, a metal rod, which had
inadvertently been used to support one of the tents collapsed in
the crash, and narrowly missed striking the windshield area of the
moving Fortress.lT

A completely erroneous staternent issued by the Fox publicity
department shortly after the crash claims that actor Gregory Peck
had stowed away on tl.re Mantz plane. They quoted Peck as
having commented after the crash landing: "l thought it would be
fun and certainly nothing to wrry about witl-r an experienced man
like Mantz in chalge of the controls." Both King and deRussy, as
well as Adarns, deny tlie incident ever happened. Adarns went
further by saying that Peck was in the Fort Walton Beach area of
Florida at the tinle and nowhere near the crash site.

For a film crew on location, hard work, and lots of it, is usually
the order of the day. The hours are long, and a working week
lasts six days, not five as would be the case baok at the home
studio in California. It was this tvpe of schedule that ntade the
seclusion offered at Bacon's-By-The-Sea al1 the more inviting.
There was. however, recalls Mrs. Virginia Harvey, the hotel's desk
clerk, a price to be paid. "(Tliere were) no phones in the rooms,
the plumbing didn't always work, rain (which occurred rarely)
never failed to flood the walks from the cottases to the ntain
building, and the dining room was very frequen-tly overcrowded
with local curiosity seekers trying to see or meet Gregory Peck.
They never did to my knowledge. But long distance telephone
cails were the worst. There was one phone booth in the lobby by
the desk. The door would never close. It took from 5 to 30
minutes to get 'operator'. Two or three people, at the most, could
get a call through to California in an evening."lB
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TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH principles Gregory Peck, Dean Jagger, Hugh Marlowe and Gary Merrill at Ozark Field in Alabama during the opening weeks of
the shooting schedule, April, 1949. Jagger later commented: "l liked my own role because I was able to pattern it after an Air Force Major, an aged
school teacher, I met in England during the war." lt was this man who served as the model for Jagger's characterization of the 'retread' Major Stovall. In
the scene (right) Lt. Col. Ben Gately (Hugh Marlowe) appears with his'misfit'B-17, the Leper Colony. As co-author Bernie Lay explains, Gately was
primarily the creation of Sy Bartlett. "As a civilian with no prior military experience, Bartlett had a little bit more of a civilian's resentment for what he
thought were some officers who traded on the old school tie. There were West Pointers whose father were generals. I would say he created the character
and he was a very important character, I won't say he was a false characterization but I don't think he was too typical."

This latter inconvenience was especially frustrating for Peck
whose wife, Greta, in California was expecting their third child at
the time. Peck was housed in a special sea-side cottage known as

the Eagle's Roost. It was often Mrs. Harvey's responsibility to
awaken the film star in the mornings. She remenibers Peck as a
polite and unassulrling individual who r-rsually kept to himself and
lnade no demands Lrporl the hotel staff, unlike anotller lead actor
working on the same 111m. Of all the actors staying at the hote1,
she remembers veterarl actor Dearl Jagger as having been the most
friendly and outgoing of the lot. He often "sat around by the
lobby in the evenings and talked with tl-re guests and hotel staff',
It was, however, the more reclusive Peck who invited Mrs. Harvey
and her husband out to Duke Field to view and fllm the actors
and fiirn sets located there.

It was from Eglin that tl.re alr-to-air photography flights foL the
film were staged. These flights wele perhaps the last tinte so large

a group of Air Force B-l7's would ever be seen air-bortre ovel
their native soil. Most of the footage shot during these fligl'rts
would be used in the sound stage process sequences to be filmed
later in CaliloLnia. The balance of the World Wal Trvo period
aerial combat footage was acquired at the Air Force filnl library
at Wright-Patterson AFB in Ohio. Having flown nlany hours at
the controls o1'a B-17 during the war. deRussy personally took
part iu much of the forrnation tlying seen itt the film. Of these
photographic l'lights headed by Mr. RobeLt Webb. the Second
Unit Director. deRussy recalls: "Mr. Marttz's B-15 camera aircralt
was well-equipped for air-to-air photography and he flew it
superbly to get solne great film of lolntation flying. At one tinle
he requested that '"ve f1y a forntation through the clouds rvhile he

flew ahead shooting astern to film tlie formation breaking clut of
the clouds. This rvas quitc difficult lbr us becattse bombers did
not tly formation in clouds during World War Two. The figlrters
did. but borttbers always petietrated overcasts individually arld
forn'r up on top. In addition, the pilots for thcse twelve aircraft
were selected frorrt officer volLtttteers stationed at Eglin AFB,
some with considelable B-17 flying experience and a few witli
very llttle. At any rate, we practiced until we rvere able to hold
the formation through tl-re clouds for this shot"."

Though Mantz had recLuested ntore tinte, King had allocated only
two days to get tltese arr-to-ait sequenccs 'in the can' -- atrd trvo
days it rvould be. It rvould rlot have taken long, evel1 at l94c) fuel
pLices, for the str-rdio to have golle over budget if they had had to
continue, for any length of time. to quench the thirsty appetites
of a dozen ait'borne B-17'sl
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With shooting at Ozark now completed director Henry King
pressed to finish out the balance of his location shooting schedule
at Duke Fie1d. The weathel was ger.rerally very favorable and good
progress rvas made l.rere. It was, in fact, because of such good, dry
Florida weather that cameraman Leon Shamroy often resorted to
the use of a fire hose in order to help simulate visually the co1d,
damp English climate.

What follows is a vivid. first-hand account of the actual shooting
of scene No. 98 in the film as told by the late C. E lTipj
Mathews, formerly a staff reporter for the Mobile Press Register.
Mathews was on the scene at Duke during the latter part of May,
1949.

"lt was our first time to see r.r'rovles in the makins. a-la-
Hollywood," explained Mathews. "The bright sun bori down
heavily, and the heat which rose from the runway would have
been unbearable but for that precious Gulf breeze."

"Arriving at the B-17, around which the 'shooting' was underway,
we took our place under one of the wings of the ship and kept
completely quiet, while director King gave orders to Peck on just
how he wanted the scene done.

"Here's the rvay it went: Peck's plane had rolled to a stop after a

mission (the first) over Germany. An officel comes to meet him
in a jeep. Gregory jurnps to the ground and is asked how the
mission went. Peck answered: 'Rough-they were waiting forus'.
Then he inquired about other fliglits and puffed vigorously on a

cigarette that the officer handed hirn.

"Director King was hard to satisfy on the action. While we stood
there, he had the two actors go through it at least five times. Peck
was attired in a I'reavy flying suit, wlth fur-lined boots and jacket.
He certainly nrust have been hot under the Florida sun, but you
couldn't tell it by looking at him.

"When Kir.rg ordered fetakes Peck rnoved quickly back to the
plane, reached up and swung his long frarne into the ship-a bit of
exertion which in itself rvould have lvclrn out the ordinary man
within a few minutes. At intervals, a makeup expert came out and
dried perspiration from his face."

During a later part of this sarne sequence General Savage (Peck)
disoovers a stowaway sergeant (Bob Arthur) trying to escape his



notice. Mathews continues: "Here, peck was at his best. While the
cameras.gro-u1d_ away, he called the sergeant on the mat and, with
the hardboiled look of which he is so capable, forced a confession
from the youngster and announced the-stowaway would lose his
strlpes.

"Operations of the sound and cantera equipment intriguecl us.
Here were more than a score ol technicians sitting and itanding
about the set. Some of them had colored glasses, through whicir
they constantly checked on the white clouds, while otliers kept
an ear out for such sounds as approaching pianes.

"The slightest cioud ntoving between the sun and the set had the
effeot of messiug up the lighting, so the entire crew sat patiently
and waited until tlie light was right again.

"Once during the 'shooting' a giant 8-36 roared into hearing and
the cameras stopped winding again. This big ship was irlprissive
enough to make the Hollywood crews crane their necks as it
passed over, very high, but noisily."re

Although the near isolatiou found at Eglin's Auxiliary Field No. 3

lDukg) made the site an ideal locale for the Tweniietli-Centur-y
Fox film crews to set back the clock for a few brief weeks. th-e
impermanence of events was vety much in evidence. It would
often be seen or heard intluding itself upon the tranquil skies
above Duke Field and at Eglin's main base sorne ten miles to tl-re
south where advanced armantent and avionics testing on the
nrammoth new 8-36 bomber, the medir_rn.r tange B-1i and the
F-84 figlrter proceeded at an ever quickening paie. Not cven the
aging Flying Fortresses loaned to Fox by the Air Force could be
looked upon with sound conviction that here at least is evldence
of some fixture of permanence from the recent past. No, for even
these proud machines would soon be consumed by pLogr.ess as
targets for a whole new generation of ground-to-alr-and air-to-air
missile s.

THE RETURN TO CALIFORNIA

During the third week of May, with their shooting schedule now
com^pleted, the cast and crew began packing for the return trip to
California. There they had yet anotl.rer fiveweeks of studio ivork
ahead of them before the lllm would be completed. At Duke the
final task of the Fox technicians was to 'age' the sets tbr one of
the opening scenes in thc fihn. Duling thicourse of a l'ew brief
hours. the Florida part of Archbury Field, its var.ious quouset
huts, block buildings, and control tower, were brought forward in
visual time from 1942 to the near-present, the suntnter of 1948.

Fulfilling the contract made earlier with the Air Force bv Adarr.rs.
all of the recently erected "structures" were relnovecl Uy ttre

studio with the exception of the large quonset hut constructed
thele for the Briefing Room scenes. This last Archbury buildine
would serve on with the Air Force for many rnore decades t6
come.

Upon arriving in California, from the Florida location, the film's
star, Gregory Peck, was hospitalized with an cye infection
suffered or.r the return tlip. Ptoductiorr was held up five days
because the schedule called lor Peck to work every day.

Anrong the nrost interesting scenes shot at the home studio, frotn
a technical point of view, were the "aerial" close-ups or process
shots. These are scenes which usually show closeups-of the actors
(most o11en non-pilots) at the controls of their airclaft as they
hurtle through Hollywood's flack-filled skies. Such close-ups are
actually shot on a studio sound stage specially designed to hold
valious sections of an aircraft's fuselage, in this case a genuine
B-1 7G. The aircraft is carefully positioned befole a process screen
on whicl.r motion picture backgrourrds are projected from the rear
of the screen. The projector or process camera and the regulat
studio carlera are electronically synchronized so that both
canlera shutters are open at the same instant, thereby avoiding a
TV-like flutter.

In order to enhance the realism of the process scenes in TWELVE
O'C LOCK HIGH tlie Fox te ohnicians constructed an
electric-driver.r facsimile of the Fortress's number two eneine. The
calbon-r't.touoxide exhausts from a fully operational R-1820
engine on a closed sound stage would have rnade working
conditions an impossibility. The aerial vistas and scenes of B-17
formations used in these process scenes had earlier been shot
fron Mantz's B-25 camera plane ovel Floricla and Alabama.

For deRussy. the lilni's technical advisor, one of the most trying
moments in the fihn's production carrre during the filming of one
01 tnese process sequences.

"Sy Bartlett was on location (and at the studlo) constantly,
alertly guardjng against any changes in his script. The climactic
scene over Harrrbrucken at 26,000 feet, when Savage,s wir.rg air-
craft received a direct tlak hit and Savage came apart, really was a
problem. As written in the original script, lie rentoved his oxygen
mask and took a package of cigarettes out of l.ris tunic pockei. He
removed one cigalette which was wet with perspiraiion. then
renroved another, and finally squeezcd the packige ivtrich aiippeA
perspiration. and thre w the package on the floor. No ntatter-liow
distraught hc rvas supposed to be, no knorvledgeable flier would
llave Dclrc\ed illrs scene.

"Since the B-17 was not pressurized, removing the oxygen rnask
at 16.000 feet wouid lesult in unconsciousness in a very short
time. In addition, the temperature at 26,000 feet was always far

This view of the process B-17's
tail gun section shows how care-
ful attention to markings detail
makes the sound stage Fortress
blend in with the air-to-air footage
taken earlier over Florida from
Mantz's B-25.

(Far Right) In this rather soft, but
extremely rare candid 16mm shot
of a contemplative Gregory Peck
(left, foreground) and Col, de.
Russy (right) are captured con-
ferring on a scene between takes
at Elgin's Auxiliary Field No. 3
in Florida during May of 1949.
(Photo by Mr. K. F. Harvey)
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below freezing, often as low ils -200F to -300F;so. evelt i1-rlervous
perspiiation were present it would freeze, not drip.

"Remembeling Mr. King's adntottishttrent that he was going to
depend upon me to assure that lto World War Two pilot ivould
see anything in this r.r.rovie that rvas not authentic and techr.rically
accurate, I went to hin'r and suggested that the script be changed.
He advised rne that he had already discussed it witli Sy, u,l'ro was
adamar.rtly opposed to any change. Mr. King then asked me to
advise Sy lhat I had decided the socne n'rust be changed. I did this
at iunch in the studio cafeteria the next day, trying as diplomatic-
ally as I could to convince him that a mole realistic scene would
add to rather than detract fiorn the nrovie. Agaiu Sy was
adamant, so, I told him tl'rat Mr. King had already agreed that it
would be changed. It was five years frorn that day before Sy
spoke to nre again. By that tirne. of course, the rnovie rvas a great
success and he never mentloned tlie episode again."tt

OPENING NIGHT

The fihring of TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH was completed on the
first of July, 1949. When edited the final cut of the film would
run a lean 133 tninutes. The result was a concise, sternly edited
statement of America's nteasure at one of her tnost desperate
hours, told ."vith a r.neasured authenticity seldom achieved by
other tilms of this period.

The film was first premiered at Graumatr's Chinese Theater in
Hollywood on Christmas Day, 1949. A month later, on tl.re night
of January 16. 1950, the Air Force Associatiolt presented another
"grand invitational prenier" of the film at the Roxy Theater in
New York City. The Fox publicity department was quick to
point out that the following day, January 27th, marked not only
the public opening at tlie Roxy but also the seventh anniversary
of the "firsf daylight pLecision bombing of Wilhelmshaven" and

the next day. January l8th, was noted as the eighth anniversary
of tlre Eiglith Air Force.
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Both John Adarrs and John deRussy were on hand for the earlier
Hollywood prernier. One particularly fond recollection of the
evening is offered by Adams.

"At the premier General Curtis LeMay. then Commanding
General of the Strategic Air Command, sat at the pre-showing
dinner with John (deRuss)r) and rne. He remarked to John that he
hoped al1 the 'usual' technical goofs in air pictures had been
avoided. bLrt he doubted it. John and I said that, in our opinion.
there was only one thing technically wlong but that we would bet
he would not pick r,rp. He responded (in no uncertain telms) that
lie would indeed pick it up, whatever it was, and a half a dozen
others ir.r addition.

"After the showing, we retumed to the hotel and asked the
General rvhere the technical error was. He said, "By God, there
weren't any rnistakes in the fllm, although he never would have
believed itl" We then pointed out that to increase the drantatic
elfect of air cornbat, the whining sound of attacking fighters had
been introduced into the combat scenes and that, ofcourse, you
could not hear fighters from ir.rside a bomber! Obviously, the
dramatic license had been successlul!"12

Successful indeed! The film was an immediate success with both
its audiences and the critics.

One reviewer said of the film: "Quietly powerful, TWELVE
O'CLOCK HIGH ranks among the war's top pictures."

Writing for the December 26, 1949 Los Angeles Exattriner
Louella Parsons observed: "Curiously enough, the great pictures
of the year have been war dramas, but few have been presented
with the impressive integrity of TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH or
with its technical perfection. Directorially altd technically and
from an acting standpoint, TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH is ciose to
the perf-ect production."

The faned New York Times cLitic, Bosley Crowther, observed:

\l



Opposite Page:

In one of the many beautifully chorographed and
coordinated airlground scenes found in the film a
group of '918th B.G.'B-17's break into the landing
pattern at Eglin No. 3.

Top Risht:

Following Savage's mental break.down at
plane-side, cameraman Leon Shamrey (far left)
captures the take-off roll of Fortress '23613' at
Ozark Field in Alabama. Appearing in this, one of
the first sequences shot at Ozark, former
Bikini-drone'23613' would conclude its flying
career a few short days later at the hands of skilled
Hollywood pilot Paul Mantz. Note runwav area
immediately about the Fortress has been hosed
down in an effort to simulare the damp English
climate.

(Above) "The Smasher", the B-25 camera ship
Mantz used for the air-to-air sequences featured in
TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH, is seen here some four
years later on location over the Canadian wilder-
ness for the CINERAMA world tour. The "green-
house" nose was modif ied specif ically for the
CINERAMA filming. (courtesy Don Dwiggins)

(Bottom Right) Mantz's "$2,500 belly-landing".
Director Henry King later reported the skilled
HOLLYWOOD PILOT set the Fortress down
"within 10 feet" of the designated touchdown
point,

(Below) Hollywood stunt pilot Paul Mantz, seen
here during the mid-1950's with the B-25 camera
ship he used to capture many of the spectacular
air-to-air scenes featured in TWELVE O'CLOCK
HIGH. Courtesy Don Dwiggins

"The saga of oul Air Forces and their acconrplishrnents in the
recent war already has inspired a number of pictures. . . But
theLe ]rasn't yet been one ffom Hollywood which could conlpare
in rugged realism and punch to TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH.
Except tbr a llnal situation. which appeafs both unlikely alld
contrived. the stoly has tholough integritl, all the way dowr.r the
line. "

When asked about this latter criticisnr. author Beirne Lay Ieplied:
"Not only was it not contrived. it was the basis fbr the whole
book. This (incident) happened identicalll'as yor-l saw it at the
end of the pictr-rle to a very tlrtc conrrnander who had been on
four rough nrissiorls (in a lori'). Sy and I. rvhen we were kicking
this idea of writing the novel around, jLlst couldn't really col.ne up
with rvhat we thought would be the right ending. And then I
renrembered this case and I said. "Sy. it was a heaft-rcndering
tl.ring for nre to see a guy rvho had all the coulage in the world
nln up into a situation where he broke down and 0ouldn't,
litcrally. get irl his airplane . . ." They had 1o get hinr olf the base
in lzl ]rouls so as not to have tl-re rvord gct around and huft
nrorale. And Sy said: "Well. Beilne, that's itlWe'll base the book
on that. That's our ending aud we will start fronr the begirtnirrg ttr
shorv what the forces are that can tear a strong lran apart." So it
was based on a courpletely authentic occulrence."

Author; ln other rvolds. the reviewer didn't know what he was
talking about ?

"Unless he rvas talking about sonrethirtg else. The reviewel of the
Herald Tribune observed that if Savage had had such a conrplete
breakdown then he coLlld not have cornc out of it as quickly as he
did. At the end of the picture. you know, he sat thcre in a chair
runtil the planes started conring back and then he sort of sanle out
of the thing and went to bed. He (the reviewer) said a n-ran that
had a severe bteakdown he said. cllnically, he didn't think that a

flight surgeon would believe that a guy who irad spent it all like
that could come out olit as quickly. if he ever came out of it. So
if the reviewer was making tl.rat point he would have had some-
tliing legitiniate. But its not a legitirnate point to say this bfeak-
down was contrived."4
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Based, for the most part, on liard I'ristorical facts and given that
special life and credibillty at the l.rands of trvo talented rvriters
who had-been-tliere, tlie film was nominated for four Acadernv
Awards in January of 1950. Tlie nominations included besi
picture for the year 1949. Gregory Peck for best actor, Dean
Jagger for best rnale supporting actor, and best sound recording.
There rvas, however, some disappointment voiced by a nuntber of
critics at the time, among these Edwin SchalleLt, who i-elt a fifth
nomination might have gone to Henry King for his fine dilectorial
efforts on the film.
The llnd Academy Arvards Presentations rvere staged in Holly-
wood at the Pantages Theater on the night of March 23, 1950.
little more than trvo months before the outbreak of the r.var in
Korea. TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH would receive two Oscars,
these going to actor Dean Jagger and to Thomas T. Moulton for
best sound recording.

In the years that rvere to follow. the fihr rvould be aired again
countiess times on television throushout the United States and
England. In recent years we have see-n the phenomenon of virtual
cults being drawn to it. Former Eighth Air Force veterans have
been knolvn to travel literally hundreds of rniles into neighboring
states when notice of its appearance on television l.ras appeared in
iocal newspapers.

They are, it has been said, in search of a world of knor.vn
challenges. success and intense companionships not to be found
again in their lifetime, save. perhaps, through the medium of the
motion picture.

First shown in England in 195 1 , the film was received with mixed
reactions by a populace already chafing from a number of post-
war American films "telling us", as one Engiish observer noted.
"horv the U.S. won the war." Nonetheless, the film is sti11 used in
England today by a large hotel and food group, training manage-
rial staff on over-identillcation rvitli their workers. It lias also
been rumored that the film has been used by tlte RAF as rvel1 as
other branches of the British Armed Services for similar reasons
bv its vanous olficer candidate schools.

\\hen this r.vriter asked Mr. Lay if he had ever seen the film again
afler its original sho',vins. he replied: "Yes, I didn't see it again
lbr a great man)' years, and I must say that I thought it stood up
rvell. Bud Lighton used to sa]" there's one adjective vou calt use
about a picture, that is rvhat everybody prays for, and that's
unforgettable. There are not very many motion pictures that are
untorgettable. but. he said. "if there is even one scene in this
picture that's unforgettable then we haven't wasted our time. If
rve strike one talse note an)'where in this screenplay, all 1'our
rvork is dorvn the dratn because audiences aren't stupid and
you've lost theni." l thought rvhen I sarv it again that it retained
your conlidence fi'ont beginning to end. Yor"r didn't feel that you
rvere seeing somelhing phon1."a

RE FER ENCES:
1. According to TWELVE O'CLOCK HIGH co-authorBeirne Lay, Jr., as

told to this writer during the interview of June 17, 1974.
2. Freeman, Roger A,, THE MIGHTY EIGHTH. London: Macdonald and

Company Ltd.; 1970, p9.25.
3. As an USAF Captain, Lay was one of General lra Eaker's "original

seven" who figured so prominently in the establishment of the Eighth
Air Force in England. Later Lt, Col, Lay commanded the 487th B. G.
at Lavenham from 28 Feb., 1944 till he was shot down over France.
11 May, 1944.

4. fnterview with Beirne Lay, Jr., by the author, June 17,1974.
5. In an official publicity release o{ the period (undated) Harry Brand,

Director of Publicity for Fox Studios', stated: "TWELVE O'CLOCK
HIGH, the book, published in the Fall of 1948, greatly impressed
Darryl F. Zanuck, studio production head. He thought so highly of its
oossibilities for the screen that he selected it for one of his own
personal productions and assigned Bartlett and Lay to pen the
scenario. "

6. This is, it must be reminded, only one man's opinion.
7. According to Zanuck, as later told to director Henry King,
8. This is King's recollection of the episode, as told to this writer during a

phone conversation on 20 August, 1974.
9. At the time Col. deRussy was an instructor at the Command and Staff

School at Maxwell and Chief of Division teaching new developments in
aircraft engines, missiles, etc.

10, In a release of the mid-1949 period, the Fox Publicity Department
claims King personally f lew nearly 11,000 miles scouting possible f ilm
locat rons.

11. From the correspondence of John H. deRussy,
March, 1974.

12. From the correspondence of John W. Adams, to
1974.

13. From the correspondence of Henry King, to the author, 15 July 1974.
14. As told to this author by Col. Harvey Liddon, USAF (Ret.) in a phone

conversation, 15 August, 1974.
15. From the correspondence of A, L. Haley, to the author, l2August,

1974.
16, Mantz's actions in this instance have been conJirmed by Col. Haley,

Adams and Col. Liddon.
17. Such a narrow miss was not recalled by King, deRussy or Haley - all of

whom were on the scene at the time,
18. From the correspondence of Mrs. Virginia B. Harvey, to the author, 10

February, 1974.
19. Mathews, C. E. "Hollywood On The Gulf Coast". THE MOBILE

PRESS REGISTER;22 May, 1949, section B, pg's. 1 and 9.
20. Jagger, Dean. "The Role I Liked Best...". SATURDAY EVENING

POST magazine; 11 July, 1953.
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