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Curtiss P-40F, Y20- wi t hyel | owdi anond of t he 3l 4t h Fi ght er Squadr on, buzzes Tobruk Ai rfi el d. (Photo- Howar

Sth Air Force in the Desert

By KENNC. RUST

Wien the United States Arny Mddle East Air Force
(USAMEAF) was activated on 28 June 1942 with Maj or CGen-
eral Lewis H Brereton as Conmanding Officer, there
were only two Arny Air Force units under the command
whi ch woul d, on 12 Novenber 1942, becore the 9th Air
Force. The two original units were the Hal verson De-

tachnent ( ¢ o d enamedHALPRO) andt he Brer et on Det achnent .

HALPRO had cone to the Mddle East in early June 1942 on
its way to China to undertake bonmbing of Japan with its
23 Consol i dat ed B-24D Li berators, but had been held in
the theater to help the critical situation stemming from

Ceneral Erwin Rommel's drive across Libya and Egypt to
El Alamein. HALPRO carried out its first mssion on
11/12 June, attacking the Pl oesti oil refineries. The

Brereton Detachment was nade up of 10 to 12 Boeing B-17E
Flying Fortresses fromthe 9th Bonbardnent Squadron and
the 436t h Bonbardnent Squadron (formerly the 88th Recon-
nai ssance Squadron). These units had been rushed to the
M ddl e East fromthe 7th Bomb Goup in India with Gen-
eral Brereton to help in halting theon-rushingAxis
tide. The B-17s flewtheir first mssion on 2 July
1942, attacking Tobruk.

The two detachnents were forned into the First Pro-
visional Goup, with the Hal verson and Brereton Squad-
rons, on 20 July 1942 in Palestine. As far as can "be
deternined their aircraft had the nornmal AAF finish of
olive drab with neutral grey undersurfaces and the
white star in blue circle national insignia. The B-17Es
carried an Aircraft Nunber, about 30 inches high and in
white, centered on the vertical fin and painted over

the mddle digits of the serial nunber. These nunbers
appear to have ranged from"|l" to "12" or so.

In the late Summer of 1942, AAF aircraft in the
M ddl e East began carrying what can be referred to as a
theater marking. This was an RAF fin flash, a rectangle
on the vertical fin nade up of three vertical stripes of
red, white and blue, fromfront to rear—earried on both
sides of the fins, whether single (P-40s) or twin fins
(B-24s and B-25s). Thereafter, all AAF fighters and
bormbers operating fromthe Mddl e East, with or in con-
junction with the RAF's Desert Air Force, carried the
fin flash. Thus, this becane a standard narking for
the 9th Air Force in the Desert and did not denote, as
commonly stated, that the aircraft carrying the fin
flash were reverse Lend-Lease RAF aircraft.

The first conplete groups to come to the M ddl e East
and j oi n USAMEAF were the 12th Bonbardment G oup, Medium
(with 57 North American B-25C and B-25D M tchel I s), the
57th Fighter Goup (with 72 Qurtiss P-40F Warhawks whi ch
were flown off the aircraft carrier Ranger to Accra,

Col d Coast and then ferried across Africa) and the 98th
Bonbardnent G oup, Heavy (with 35 Consolidated B-24D

Li berators). Al of these aircraft had an overall fin-
ish of Sand 49 paint—a finish that tended to reflect
the red hues of the desert and so won for the color the
name of Desert Pink. Al of the aircraft also carried
the white star on blue circle national insignia, and
the serial nunber, less the first digit, onthe tail —
on B-25s the serial nunbers were yellow on fin and
rudder, on B-24s the serial nunbers were black on the
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Consol i dat ed B-24D, 42-40664, of the 376th Bonb G oup,

ous Ploesti mission. No. 100 has Sand finish, yellow edged national insignia and fin flash.

fin, and on P-40s the serials were yellowon the fin
and rudder.

Before all of its aircraft arrived in the theater,
seven 98th Goup B-24s carried out the Goup's first
m ssion on 1 August 1942. By the 7th of August, the
345th and 4l 5th Squadrons and G oup Headquarters were
| ocated at Ramat David, Palestine, and the 343rd and
344t h Squadrons were at St. Jean d' Acre, Palestine.
Subsequently the 98th noved to the Delta area in Nov-
enber 1942 and to Libya in February 1943. Shortly af-
ter arrival inthe Mddl e East each aircraft of the
QG oup was given an individual Aircraft Letter which
appeared in various places on the vertical fin (sone-
times bel ow, sonetimes in front of, and sometines
above the fin flash), usually in red. These letters
wer e assigned by G oup Headquarters to Squadrons and
then to aircraft haphazardly, with no intent of squad-
ron identification. The aircraft were identified by
the nanes and paintings on the nose, or lack of sare,
and nost of these paintings were quite fl anboyant —
there being such aircraft as THE VULGAR VIRA N, ROSY
WRECKTOM THE SQUAW and HAI L COLUMBI A

B- 24D, 41-23705, Aircraft "S", of the 98th Bonb G oup
as seen froma sister-Liberator during a m ssion about
the begi nning of 1943. (Photo - Edward Rot hkrug)
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the Liberandos, returns to air base near Benghazi after fam

(USAF 67029AC)

(HAL COLUMBI A was the B-24D, 41-11825, flown by
Maj or John R Kane while QO of the 343rd Squadron and
bef ore he became group CO on 27 Decenber 1942. This
plane is depicted in the painting by WIliamE Warren
that appears on the back cover of this issue and shows
the pl ane while Maj or Kane was flying it with the 343rd
Squadron. At the begi nning of 1943, 825 "was renared
GRUWY with the 343rd but saw little service in the
foll owing seven nonths. Wen the Pl oesti m ssion of
1 August 1943 cane up, Colonel Kane again took comand
of 825, it was renamed HAIL COLUMBI Aw th a new pai nt -
ing on the nose that differed greatly fromthe original,
and led the 98th to Ploesti in his original aircraft.)

About the beginning of 1943, the 343rd Squadron nam
ed all of its aircraft after Snow Wiite and the Seven
Dwarfs, plus other characters such as THE W TCH and
PRINCE CHARM NG Until July 1943, all B-24s of the
Qoup carried the plain star in circle national insig-
nia and then changed it to the red outlined, star in
circle with white bars national insignia that becane
standard on 29 June 1943+ The Liberators of the Pyra-
m ders bore this insignia when they took part in the

SNOVWH TE AND THE SEVEN DWARFS  B-24D, 42-40364, "Y*
of the 343rd Squadron, 98th Bonmb_Goup. She was | ost
to eneny fighters at Pl oesti.
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Qurtiss P-40F of the 57th Fighter Goup with insignia of the 64th Fighter Sguadron during 1943. (USAF 59155AC)

Wil e armourers work, a P-40 of the 86th Squadron, 79th Fighter QG oup shows part of a/c code. (USAF 23753AQ)

Sand fini shed B-25D, 41-30123, No. 31, of the 82nd Bonb Canouf | age patterned B-25C, 42-32496, 8Uis POON TANG
Squadron, 12th Bormb G oup over Egypt. (USAF 23431AC) of 488th Squadron, 340th Bonb Group. (Q@iff Mirphey)
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famous raid on Ploesti, 1 August 1943e

Ef fective 1 Novenber 1943, the First Provisional
QG oup becane the 376th Bonbardnent Group, Heavy, with
the 512th, 513th, 5l 4th and 515th Squadrons. On 26
Novenber 1942, the B-17s (513th Squadron) flewtheir
last mssionwith the Goup and thereafter the 376th
was a conplete B-24 group. |Its Sand finished Libera-
tors were identified by Aircraft Nunbers that were
painted inwhite, originally on the nose, about 20 in-
ches high, and later added to the upper fins, about 15
inches high. A run of approximtely twenty-five nunbers
was allocated to each squadron in turn. During 1943,
the star in circle national insignia on 376th B-24s was
adorned with a yellow outer ring, and it was with this
formof nmarking that the Liberators of the 376th flew
the Pl oesti mission, 1 August 1943. The 376th G oup
received the nane, The Liberandos.

The 12t h Bonbardment G oup, Medium carried out its
first mssion on | 6 August 1942 while attaching itself
to 3 Wng, South African Air Force, a unit (equivalent
to an AAF group) which helped train the 12th in the
ways of desert warfare. Introduced to action in snall
nunbers, the 12th did not become a separate and inte-
grated group until Cctober 1942. However, fromm d-
August on, its Mtchells carried Aircraft Nunbers on
their tails. They were painted in white about 21 in-
ches high, usually on the upper part of the fin and
rudder but sonetimes with their base just bel ow the
mddle of the tail. These nunbers, which were placed
on the B-25s before the RAF fin flash which was painted
over parts of the nunbers on the original aircraft,
were allocated as follows: 1 to 25 for the 8l st Squad-
ron, 26 to 50 for the 82nd Squadron, 51 to 75 for the
83rd Squadron, and 76 to 99 for the 434th Squadron. A
few of the original B-25s with the 12th G oup had Sand
finishes with dark (olive drab?) underbellies while
nost were Sand overall. By the middle of 1943, the
G oup was operating a nunber of replacenment Mtchells
whi ch had an olive drab finish with Iight gray under-
surf aces.

On 6 April 1943, the last unit to join the 9th Air
Force, the 340th Bonbardment G oup, Medium began flying
mssions with the 12th Goup. Its Mtchells were Sand
finished and carried the star in circle national insig-
nia, ringedwth yellowand the RAF fin flash. Shortly
after begi nning operations, the Goup's B-25s began car-
rying Aircraft Codes on the tails. These consisted of
a nunber and a letter, in white and about 18 inches
hi gh. The nunber was first and was the last digit of
the squadron nunmber—6 for the 486th, 7 for the 487th,

dive drab, with light grey undersurfaces,
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B-25Cs of the 12th Bomb Group over Tuni si a.
DESERT VAGABOND JR.  Note that the RAF fin flash has been painted over part of serial
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8 for the 488th, and 9 for the 489th--and was fol | owed
by a letter denoting the individual aircraft. At |east
some of the early aircraft of the 340th received a cam
oufl age shadow finishwith olive drab (?) patches being
pai nted over the Sand finish all over the fusel age,
wings and tail. It is believed that during August 1943
at least some of the 340th's Mtchells al so bore the
new white bars and red outline national insignia, al-
though this may not have appeared until Septenber.

During August 1942, the 57th Fighter Goup and its
three squadrons began training for Desert operations
and the 66th Fighter Squadron flewits first nission on
31 August. Aircraft Nunmbers were allocated to the War-
hawks as follows: 01 to 09 for Goup Headquarters, 10
to 39 for the | ow nunbered squadron (the 64th), 40 to
69 for the niddl e squadron (the 65th), and 70 to 99 for
t he hi gh nunbered squadron (the 66th). The nunbers were
painted in white with one digit on either side of the
star in circle national insignia and were sonetines out-
lined in black. At least the 65th Squadron, for a short
time following its arrival in the Desert, carriedits
Aircraft Nunbers on the forward cowing al so. After
begi nning operations the P-40s acquired the RAF fin
flash, and red spinners were predoninant. By the Bat-
tle of EL Al anein, the 64th and 65th Squadrons had
acquired distinctive squadron insignia and before |ong
these appeared on the cowing sides of all squadron
aircraft. The 64th Squadron insignia was a Bl ack Scor-
pi on on various shaped backgrounds, sonetimes a bl ue
background wi th red border at the circunference of the
insignia circle. The 65th Squadron insignia was a red
Fi ghting Cock, sonetimes in awhite circlewith a green
border at the circunference.

Until the end of Novenber 1942, the 66th Fighter
Squadron had no nane or insignia. Then, war correspon-
dent Leland Stowe referred to the unit in his dispatches
as "Squadron X', and in a short tine the 66th took hold
of thisappellationand becane the Extermnators. Their
insignia was a pugilistic rooster wearing boxing gl oves
on a white background conmposed of a shield and a | arge
letter "X'.

The second fighter group to join the 9th Air Force
was the 79th. Its pilots picked up P-40Fs at Accra,
CGol d Coast and flewthemto Egypt where the first pi-
lots of the Goup were initiated into battle with the
57th Fighter Goup during early Novenber 1942. The
first Goup mssionwas flown on | 4 March 1943 agai nst
eneny positions in Tunisia. The Sand colored P-40s of
the 79th were nunbered in the sane sequence and sane
manner as the aircraft of the 57th Group, with one digit

No. 75, 41-13195, is naned
nunber . ( Phot o- USAF 2361 4A0)
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in front of and one behind the star in circle national
insignia. However, to easily differentiate the aircraft
of the two groups, the letter "X' was placed in front of
the Aircraft Number on 79th P-40s. . It was painted in
white, as were the nunbers, but measured 8 inches short-
er than the approximately 30 inch high nunbers. Both
the letter and nunbers were sonetines outlined in black.

In some cases the squadron insignia were carried
on the cowing sides of the 79th's aircraft. These
were the Flying Skull insignia of the 85th Squadron
(which seened to be carried on nost squadron aircraft),
the Comanches insignia of the 86th Squadron and the
Skeeters insignia of the 87th Squadron. As a further
marki ng, the rudders of many of the 85th Squadron's
War hawks, and sone of the 86th Squadron, were adorned
wi th paintings of shapely pin-up girls (see the JOURNAL
Pal | 1963, Vol 8, No 3. pages 218-220).

During Decenber 1942, the 324th Fighter Goup arriv-
ed in Egypt and two of its squadrons noved forward to
Libya to gain battle experience, the 314th joining the
57th Fighter Goup and the 316th joining the 79th Fight-

er Goup. The P-40s of the Goup carried the usual Sand
finish and the star in circle insignia. Arcraft num
bers were used as in the 57th and 79th G oups, and the

two digit nunbers were preceded by the letter "Y' which
had a hei ght about 8 inches |ess than the nunbers. The
Qoup's squadrons had nanes and insignias; the 314th be-
ing the Hawks, the 315th the Crusaders and the 3I6th the
Hell's Belles, but the insignias were not carried on the
aircraft. Instead, a diamond 24 inches long cane to be
pai nted on each side of the cowing and filled inwth
a squadron color--yellow for the 314th, red for the
315th and blue for the 316th. The 324th Goup and its
squadrons cane together as a single unit on 22 May 1943,
noved to El Haouraia, Tunisiain June, carried out es-
cort and patrol mssions until the invasion of Sicily,
10 July 1943, and then reverted to a training status.

(Representative nmarkings for the 57th, 79th and
324th Fighter Goups appear above and at right in the
detail ed drawi ngs prepared by Walter M Jefferies, Jr.
of the P-40F and | ater nodels that served with the 9th
Air Force in the desert.)

One other group was part of the 9th Air Force in
the desert, and that was the 3l 6th Troop Carrier G oup
which arrived in Egypt during the latter part of Novem
ber 1942. So far, no information or photos have cone
to light regarding the G47s of this G oup.

By the end of the North African canpaign on 13 May
1943, all groups of the 9th Air Force had been in ac-

tion. These sane groups then joined in the air bl ock-

ade of Pantelleria, beginning 14 May 1943, then support-
ed preparations for the invasion of Sicily. The bonbers
were busy in direct and long range support of the battle
for Sicily, but the fighters only participated directly
toward the end of that battle. The heavy bombers, join-
ed by three groups of B-24s fromthe 8th Air Force in

Engl and, then carried out the 1 August 1943 attack on

Pl oesti, and the fighters prepared to support operations
agai nst ltaly proper whi ch woul d be invaded on 27 August
1943« Two days earlier, however, all groups of the 9th

Air Force (with the apparent exception of the 98th and
376t h whi ch remai ned for several nore weeks under |X
Bonber Command) were transferred to the 12th Air Force,
and Headquarters 9th Air Force and other key sections
under Ceneral Brereton began noving to Engl and where
the 9th was reestablished on 16 Cctober 1943.

AUTHOR S NOTE: The operational story of the 9th Air
Force in the desert, plus the operational and markings
stories of the 9th Air Force in England and on the
Continent, are now in preparation and wi || appear about
the end of 1965. They will appear, with the nmarkings
story of the 9th in the desert, in a single book which
will be the first in a series of--Arerican Aviation H s-
torical Society Studies. The Hstory of the 9th Air
Force, and other books to followin the series, will

be aut hored by Menbers of the Society and supported by
the research experience of the Society. It is ny be-
lief and hope that they will add greatly to the history
of Anerican aviation.
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