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Small octavo. Green cloth with “The Standard Diary for Any Year” stamped in gilt on front
board. Owner’s name inside front board, dampstaining (on the boards only), internally
very good or better. Diary of Lt. William H. Thomas, of the 865th Bomber Squadron (H),
494th Bomber Group (H) between January 10 and June 10, 1945, while stationed both
stateside, and in the Pacific in the closing days of WWII. approximately 150 pages are used,
with some 22,000 words in a neat and readable hand on lined diary leaves.
Accompanied by two additional pieces: 1. a pink silk scarf (9" x 9") embroidered with a bomber insignia (wings with a propeller through the center) and
the words “Mother / U.S.A.” and 2. a large printed directive (12½" x 15") from the Air Intelligence Group, Division of Naval Intelligence, Office of
the Chief of Naval Operations entitled *The Use of Cloth Survival Charts in the Navigation of Rubber Rafts” printed on silk, detailing instructions for
ditching, how to rig a drogue, and how to calculate for drift given wind velocity and sea currents, with three tables and a sample map.

From context, it seems Thomas was from Massachusetts (probably Cambridge), was Catholic and attended B.C. High School. Lt. Thomas’s diary tells
a compelling story. Thomas begins recording his army air force life on January 10, 1945, commencing with his departure from Muroc Air Force Base
(now Edwards) in Southern California where he had trained for nearly two years, to Hamilton Field near San Francisco to await overseas orders. He
reports that the war news is good: “Russians are storming forward to the gates of Germany, we are marching practically unopposed to the liberation
of Manila and our land and sea power is ranging at will over all the Pacific.” He mentions that when he joined the service in 1942, that he thought it
would be all over by 1945. He next heads to Seattle where he is issued a steel combat helmet and gas mask, to go with a .45 caliber automatic pistol
which flying officers were issued. He mentions the funds he is having his sister save for him, and looks forward to attending college at the Army’s
expense. Thomas and his crew arrive in Hawaii in February, where he celebrates his 21st birthday stationed on the island of Kauai, where he spends his
leisure time swimming, horseback riding and sliding down the dunes known as the “Barking Sands.” On February 26th, he receives orders to join the
aerial search for the missing General Millard Fillmore Harmon: “We were to circle the field once, get into line of ships 10 abreast of each other and five
miles apart and head southwest, flying at a 500 foot altitude and carefully watching the ocean for any signed of a life raft or signals.” With no luck, and
after 14 miles of flying they return to base - Harmon’s plane and all aboard were never found.
Thomas’ next assignment was to the small island of Anguarr in the Palau Islands, home of the 494th. He notes that he will probably be targeting
Japanese-held islands in the Philippines, then move up to Okinawa for the final push into China and Japan. “they are trying to make us the first B-24
Group to bomb the mainland of Japan (doubtful distinction).” On Anguarr he receives his first combat mission to count towards the 40 he will need in
order to go home. He records several more missions over Koror and Arakabesan, all of which wear him and his crew to exhaustion. These missions are
punctuated by drowsy inaction in the stultifying heat of the island where he practices his swimming and poker-playing while awaiting the next mission.
He gives an excellent picture of the boredom and inactivity giving way to intense moments of terror: “As a rule the squadron only averages about seven
missions per month due to weather or enemy action and as we have nothing to do between flights, it’s a bit hard to keep happy and contented.” He
further comments on the beauty of being a combat pilot: “They want you to have plenty of rest, not to worry about a thing and do what you feel like.
I’m ideally suited for the life!”
On his third mission, however, he watches another of the B-24s in his group explode in m id-air. He records the loss of a friend and fellow pilot and
the damage to another friend’s plane. He flies some reconnaissance
and mapping missions over some of the more remote islands, and
records the death of FDR. He begins to display the pressures of
the War. Finally on June 9, 1945, just before his group is about to
depart for Okinawa, he stops recording his activities. He says that
he flew a mission on a B-24 on June 9th, and all was fine. The
next day he watches the same plane with a different crew taxi down
the runway - it never got airborne and crashed into some trees at
120 mph, leaving dead and dying all over the field. Other than a
final entry at the end of the book noting one friend wounded, and
another missing in action, the diary ends here.
A compelling record of a bomber pilot in the Pacific in the waning
days of the War. [BTC#400339]

