"Claeys is Available" read the signs which mysteriously appeared in Capt.
George DeVack's 368th room soon after the 27 July 44 arriv/ait Thurleigh of Lt.
Richard H. Claeys.

And Claeys was ready to back up such efforts anytime he could get a seat
in the cockpjt of a 306th B-17.

Once he began flying he jusr didn't quit, and by the time the war was over
in April for th§306th, he had a total of 71 missions. This brought him the Air Medal
with nine oak leaf clusters, quite a collection for a bomber pilot. His mission total
was exceeded but only by a very few men. The late Immanuel Klette, 369th pilot, flew
more than 90 missions with the 306th and the 91st Bomb Groups, where he was a squadron
commander.

Brig. Gen William S. Raper flew a tour with the 306th as a 368th pilot,
367th Squadron CO, and Deputy Group Commander, until he moved to the 303rd Bomb Group
as C.0. 30 October 1944. His mission total was also over 90, in all.

"Claeys thrived on combat,"

says DeVack, "and it appeared to have no adverse
effects on him. I thought he had a personal grudge against the Germans, which he handled
in this way."

Claeys was never far from the base, and spent most of his waking hours at
Squadron Operations if he wasn't flying. He was always on hand to take someone's place,
to slow fly a plane, and would do anything to get his hands on the wheel and his fee on
the rudder pedals.

In 1941 he tried to get into the U. S. Aviation Cadet program, but was judged
too old. (At the moment the editor can not find a birthdate for him). Anyway, he made
his way to Toronto, Ontario, and enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force for pilot
training 28 Nov 41. He completed his training 21 Nov 42 and was sent to England to join

the Royal Air Force.

He became a sergeant pilot for the RAF,



12 January 1995
Dear Roger:

I am in the midst of writing a story, and have stopped to writer you a letter. I'd
like to impose on you, if I can, to get me some information if possible on a 306th
pilot who flew for the RAF for a bit.

H.
He was Richard/Claeys, who joined the RAF after completing flight training with the
RCAF 21 Now 1942, when he became a sergeant pilot. He was discharged 24 May 1943,
and was assigned to the 806th 18 July 1944. He later flew 71 missions for the 306th.

I do not know his serial (?) number with the RAF, but his American serial # was
0-2045262.

1'd like to know how many combat missions he may have flown with the RAF, in what
type aircraft, and what his rating was when he left the RAF.

1 assume that you know where to write for such information, and perhas even have a
contact who can speed along the request for any hard data.

Incidentally, Claeys was killed 19 August 46 when shot down £lying a C-47 which
wandered in to Yugoslavian air space. He was a captain at that time.

Anything you can come up with will be greatly appreciated.

Al]l the best,



ek

12 January 1995

Student Personnel Records
St. Charles Public Schools
St. Charles, IL 60174

Dear Sir:

I am seeking two items of information concerning the late
Capt. Richard Henry Claeys, who was killed while flying a
US Army Air Force plane over Yugosdavia in 1946.

T would like to ascertain his birth date and his date of
high school graduation.

I am presently preparing an article to appear in the newspaper
of the 306th Bomb Group, as he had a remarkable combat record
while flying 71 combat missions over Germany and Occupied
Europe during the last nine months of WWII.

A stamped, addressed envelope is enclosed for your convenience.

Let me extend to you my personal thanks for any assistance you
can give me on this data.

Sincerely yours,



P09/ 74{—5370



SUBJECT: FILE#1325-500/S |pATE

RE: RICHARD H. CLAEYS INg#  89/747 31 October 1989
T0; Mr. Russel A. Strong FROM: Directorate of History

5323 Cheval Place ‘ National Defence Headquarters

Charlotte, NC 101 Colonel By Drive

USA 28205 Ottawa, Canada

K1A OK2

1. Information requested is attached cannot be provided
X x] ]

2. Photocopying costs: $ . Make cheque or money order payable to "The Receiver
General for Canada," and return to the Directorate of History.

3. The information you request requires research beyond that which current budget and
staffing constraints allow us to provide. Should you choose to do your own research
here, however, we would be pleased to assist you. Or, if you prefer, we can provide
a list of private researchers, familiar with our resources, who would be willing to
perform the services you require for a fee.

4. Budget and staffing constraints prevent us from responding at this time. A reply
will be forthcoming as soon as possible, but experience with the current backlog
indicates that this will be at least several months.

5. The information you request is not held here. Your request has been forwarded to
another agency (address given below) for action.

6. Forwarded to you for appropriate action and direct reply to the inquirer, who (has)
(has not) been notified of this referral.

7. Suggest you write to the addresses given below.

- 8. Access to personnel files may be gained by writing directly to: Personnel Records,

Centre, National Archives of Canada, 395 Wellington Street, Ottawa, Ont., K1A ON3.

9. Photographs may be ordered directly from; Canadian Forces Photographic Unit,
Canadian Forces Base Ottawa (North), Ottawa, Canada, KI1A OK4.

10. Consult the reference works referred to in the attached photocopies.

11. COMMENTS:-

According to our record on microfilm, Claeys enlisted on 28 November
1941 at No. 1 Manning Depot in Toronto, Ont. He completed his training
at No. 3 Initial Training School, Victoriaville, Quebec, No. 21
Elementary Flying Training School, Chatham, New Brunswick, and No. 2
Service Flying Training School, Ottawa, Oontario before being sent oversea
to join the Royal Air Force on 21 November 1942. He was discharged
24 May 1943. Further information may be available from the Personel
Records Centre (No. 8 above).

NAME AND TITLE SIGNATURE

Do a2

Ann Martin, Research Assistant
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Taken from letter by Reginald Thayer of 5 July 85
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-:: 367th, 388th, 369th, 423 d Squadrons, and service organizations
Thar leigh, Bedfordshire, England — September 1842-April 1545

306TH BGHHA_I;IDHEHT GROUP ASSOCIATION

Balph E. Bordrier
131 E. Avdurmn Lame
Easi Peorla, IL 81611

Dear Russ:
I have dug up some material that I started to get on Rich Claeys

some years ago. After you look it over you can contact me on 1t and I
will be glad to help on getting more in on Rich.

As you kknow I attended Norhern Ill Univ before World wWar II and
had many friends from the St. Charles IL area. Rich and I talked about
our mutual friends while I was at Thurleigh. Rich lived in the 3 man
room next to Don Ross room and my room . George DeVak lived down the
hall from us. I know Leon Bisk lived with Rich while I was there.

As you will note I got some of material from the 5t. Charles I1
iibrary. I alse got a lot info from Karl Madsen,l visited Bt.Charles
and visited Karl and he and I went to the St. Charles Library and got
the info on Bich. Karl was a high school class mate of Rich and told
of many of Rich's antiecss at St. Charles.,like buzzing the high school
and nearly lost his flying license.

As you will note Karl and Rich wvisited one another while at
Thruleigh. Karl has made a few of the reunions. He is a retired fireman
at St. Charlezs IL. I know he would be glad to tell you more abouk
Rich Cleays. I will be glad to contact him for you.

Fugs I had the Chicago Tribune article on Bich dated in early Aug
1945, I understand he and 4 other were flving a C-47 to Greece and the
Yugslavias came up and shot them down. They are buried in a group
grave at Arlington Cementary. Nell and I wisted the grave and I have
picture of th grave .1 will 1look for it. A or the incident not much
was made of 1t because I think the U.S5. did not want to make to much
of it then.

I never flew a mission with Rich but made a lot of local flight
with him. Rich was a AFN music fan and listen to it while flying.and
some times on a mission he would listen to it and let the Co-pilot
listen to command channel. Well,flak hit the oxygen tank back of the
pilot and cut the radio cord and Rich could not hear the music. I was
not there but the fellows told us aboub it.

As I said earlier he lived in a 3 man room next to me and we use
to visit. I smoked then and he traded cigaretts for my candy. Leon
Eisk was his room mate and could give you some stories. George DeVak
was OP Officer and use to put up with him begging to fly. He would not
go on leave but would hang out in ops to fly. As I said earlier Karl
Madsen went to high school with him and they were good friends.

— L WAYE FIRS T a— | RST OVER GERMANY —




I think Reg Thayer flew some missions with Rich. Also D@n Ross
lived in our barracks but I think he found a room in the,367th area
after he became Gp Bomb and did not have contact iwth the guys in the
0ld barracks.

The last story I heard on Rich that he was a personel pllot of a
General after the war and was in the London area with him for a
meeting . While Rcich had some free time and was offered a chance to
fly down to Greece. Well as they passed near Yugoslavia their pilots
came up and shot down the plane and killed all five people. And they
are buried in a mass grave at Arlington. The only thing I know for
sure of that story was they were shot down near Yugoslavia and. Were
buried in Arlington Cementary. Enough on Cleays. A

I am including a check for 3 Sgdn Histories. I think I paid for~
one. Sorry I am late with the money. I am also sending some magazines
in another envelope.

We are heading for Nell's home town tomorrow for a family reunion

~--and -will be back-here around the 2lst. R

I am sorry I do not have the Tribune article on R1ch ‘death but as
you will note you can get it from the Chicago Tribune. I forgot when
you said when you would be gome but I will get in touch sometime
afteer I get back.
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Closter Road
Palisades,New York 1096l

June 20,1973

. Mr., Edward Jablonski
¢/o0 Doubleday & Company,Inc.
Garden City,New York 11530

Dear Mr. Jablonski:

I have read your bOOXS, Flying Fortress, Terror From The

o Sky, Tragic Victories, Outragzed oiios,and wings of Mire.
T was fascinated by all five of the books, bui most especially
Flying Fortress. Having flown seventy~nire bombing missions
over kurope as a B=-17 bombardier in World War II, I read
Flying Fortress with a critical eye. I was tremendously
impressed with the way you accurately captured and portrayed
the flavor o¢f that airplane, its era, and the men who flew it.

Regding these books prompted me to dig into my old files,
photo albums and mementoes and "compare notes" with you.

I find that I have one of the original prints of the photo
on page 232 of Flying Fortress, showing a B-17 going down
over Naples alter losing a wing. It happened on August 1,
1943, a day I will never forget, as I was scheduled to fly
in that plane on that mission! I was with the 97th Bomb
Group at the time, statiomed in North Africa. After attend-
ing the prec-mission briefing I was replaced at the last minute
by a fellow bombardier named Frank bigelow, as I had a bad
case of dysentery from over-ripe watermelons bought from
the local Arabs. The photo in your book was ltaken by pure
chance when one of the other planes in the formation turned
on its camera to photograph the bomb strike after releasing
its pombs. No one even knew the f£alling plane had been
photographed until the bomb strike photos were developed
that evening. Later in the war we learned that Frank
Bigelow, the bombardier who had taken my place that day, .
snd several others including the pilot (named Rast) and

the co-pilot (named Alexander Alvarado) had safely bailed
out and were prisoness of war. . '

7
.o®




2=

In September 19,5, when I was being mustered out, I ran

into Frank Bigelow at Fort Dix, N. J. It was an interesting
reunicn! He was so glad to be back in the States after almost
two years as a prisoner of war that he didn't even complain
about the quirk of fate that put him in my place on that
nission! -

I flew fifty bombiné missions with the 97th Bomb Group from
June 1943 to December 1943, while based in North Africa.
During .that period we bombed Sicily, Sardinia, Italy, Greece,

. France, Germany and Austria.

Our Group led the first bombing raid on Rome (July 19,1943),
and Jimmy Doolitile flew in the lead plane as mission commander
that day. I still have the target map and target photos I
carried on that mission. The photos have the Vatican and.
other church buildings outlined in bold white lines and
labelled with the warning "MUST ON NO ACCOUNT BE BOMBED".
The warning must have been heeded because it was later
announced that only one bomb had gone astray and slightly
damaged one of the "off limits" buildings. All the other
bombs had landed in the assigned target areas. (ours was
a-railroad marshalling yard).. A few days after that mission
we learned that Mussolini had been deposed in the furor
following the bombing.

Our Group, the 97th, also led the first air raid on France
by American bombers based in Africa, and I have a photo of
the first bomb dropping from my plane which led that raid.
My recollection is that we also participated in (and perhaps
led) the first raid on Germany by African based bombers,

a raid in the Augsburg area. ‘

During most of my time with the 97th the Grogp Cgmgander

was Colonel. Leroy Raney, an outstanding and 1nsp1r1ng.combat
leader. While he might not have invented the tacpics (poyhaps
Lemay did) Col. Raney introduced us to the following tactics

which were remarkably successful:

(1.) Taking off three at a time (in a
shallow "VEE") instead of one at
a time. This cut down on the time
it took the entire formation to
form up, thereby saving fuel as well
as time. .

Ve M :U»J_)\M“a ,C»n vvco.\,) . Q ,@e.o./klb\;o LLD N\nM/
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(2.) Elimination of' evasive action on the
Tlight path and (b) zig—zagging merely
brolonged the time undep Lire in the

¢ target area,

(3.) Establishment of a very Shallow "yggn
formation in combat,
s

instead of this

The shalioyw "VER" Tormation enabled g
to bring mope 8uns to begp on enemy
fighters attacking US head on op from
the reap, Also, it Presented them with
a far mope difficult target when they
attacked yus from the side,.

(4.) “The Practice

- e ——
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His rank at that time was Flight Officer. He rapidly established
himself as an outstanding bomber pilot and was promoted to

sacond lieutenant, rirst lieutenant and captain in a few months.
He tried to fly on every mission. When his regular crew had a

day ol he always wvoluntcered to fly with another crowW, arnnd a8

a result he managed to complete seventy-one missions by the

tims the war in Burope ended. (At that time a normal Lour

for B-17's baszed in England was thirty missiona for members

of lead crews and thirty-five for others).

good bomber pilet who loved o 1y and wanted to Ily bombing
missions as long a3 there was & nead for bombing missions.

I flew with him on a number of missionz and it never cceurred
to him that he might not return from the mission. His calm
confidence usuaslly instilled confidence in those who Tlew
with ua, although oncoe in & while someone volced the old
theory "Their number is coming up soon'!

Dick Cleeys was not a fanatic or a nut. He was just a dammed \) -

as commander in the lead plans of the lead group when the
Eighth Air Porce sent its bombers over Eurcpe in World War
I1 on a maximum effort rald of a thousand or more bombers.
My recollection iz that Lick Clasya commanded the lead plane
of the lead group at least once as a Captain and once as a
First Lieutenant.

Tt was customary for a Colonel or Erigadier General to Ily H)

Anotle r event which stands out in my memory was a mission

I flew in the lead plane of a maximum effort raid over the
Ruhr Vglley in the waning days of the Europesan war. As
usual we were briefed [or a primary target with alternative
targets to consider, depending on weather and visibility.
The primary target was cbscured by clouds. In such cases
the standerd procedure was for the pllot, navigator and
bombardier ir the lead plane to have a quick conference
over the inter-phones, choose one of the alternate targels
and then head for it,with no inter-plane discussion. The
other planes would then follow. Un this particular occasion, i
the pilot Dick Claeys calmly snnounced over the air to the
rest of the formation, (in the clear, not in code) that
inaamuch a3 we couldn't see our primary target (which he
nam@d} we were going to go clobber the secondary target
(which he alsc named). We then wheeled around, followed
by a thousand or so bombers and hit the secondary target.
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fﬁwn encountered flak but didn't see a single enomy Fighter
plane. The significance of the event didn't hit me at the
tie, but it should have. From the day I first stopped
into a4 B-17,.back in late 1942 I had been told "Don't break
radic silence over cnemy territory, or the Cighters and
flak will get you". Here we were over the Ruhp Valley,
Germany's indusirial heartland, calmly announcing to the
world what target we were going to bomb, end we bombed it
and got back safely. It was "airpower'in the true sense
of the word, and was cuite a contrast with some of the
missions I had flown earlier in the wan,

Dick Claeys,who was invincible in World Wap 11, was killed
after the war in August 1946 (in"peacetima") while piloting
an unarmed transport pleone whleh ha inadvertently flew over
Yugoslavia. His plane was shot down by a ¥Yugoalavian Cighter
plane and it touched of'f a brief international erisis which
made the headlines for several days and wns then lorgotten.

There is a momment in Arlington Haticnal Cometery honoring
Dick Claeys and the other four Amsricans who died with him,

I have a news clipping from the fugust 19, 1950 issue of

the Hew York Herald Tribune stating that whon the monument
was dedicated that day to the live flyeora, the Alr Force

at the request of the State Depariment, refused to prnvi&ﬂ
an honor guard because “the inecident was closed in the light
of better relations with the Tito government", It was an
ironic and sad ending to the atory of a gallant combat Llyar.

I have read many aviation books in the past twenty-five yeara
and have enjoyed yours the most. I have also enjoyed reminisc-
ing in this letter and would like to mest you. The jackets

of your books say that you live in New York City. My office

iz in the city in the Hockel'eller Center ares, Could we

get together some day at your convenience for lunch or a
cocktail? ~

.

W Sincerely,
M_QN Teg Thap

LLH: Reginald H.Thayer, Jr.

U{BMJ




EDWARD JABLOMSK]
181 WEST THrn STREET
SHEW YORK, H.¥. 10023

29 June 19713

Mr Heglnald H, Thayer, Jr., - _
Closter noad, g s Lo =1 )
Palisades, Yew Yorlk 1094l / S

Dear Mr Thayer, /

Doubleday has forwarded your faselnating letter; ons,
I mist say, that made me feel pood, I am grateful for all
the good material you furnished and, ol course, the good
words about my efforts which atfempt to tell just how much
was contributed by air power td ending thelecond World War--
and aigeniallg how much 1t should contribute to deterring
g Third, ;

Thare ars two extraordinary polnta that I noted 1n
your letter that pertain especially to a couple of my own
projects, On page 2 you mentien the first bombing of Rome
and in your Combat Hecord with the 97th Group thls mission ¢
13 noted with the added, pencilled, notation "Gan'l, Doolittls)
It so happens that, in collaboration with Towell Thomas, I
am working on a blography of Jimmy Doolittle. Have been now
for several monthsa Hie ia, by the way, gqulte a man.

The (pther EDiHﬁ]I shall tell you about when we meet; I
think it wi surprl se you,

Cne day next week perhaps(while the Watergate Follles
ara off the alr) we mipght pget together(towards the end of
the wesl--or else sometjfime the week after that--whatever ls
bast for you)., I have your HY number and wlll call pou, or

you might oall me(TR 3-751lL).

Thanks apaln for a most interesting letter: look forward
to meeting with you, -

All best wishes,

" b

1<\ 7

X ;hﬁmhﬂ-rl 3ncaraly,
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Re: Richard L. Claeys

I knew Claeys real well, having being in the 368th Bomb

Sqd. He was a great pilot and was respected by all of the

men who knew him. I remember him coming into the Officers Club
many times with his hat on the back of his head, and his gloves
stuck in his back pocket. The Colonel would stop him and tell
him to fix his hat and take the gloves out of his pocket and

try to look 1ike anofficer. Claeys would immediately do what he
ask, and as soon as he was out of sight, the hat would go back
as it was, and gloves back into his pockets.

My twin brother, a co-pilot in the 388th Bomb Group, came over
to visit me one day, and we flew with Claeys on an engine sliow
time. I don't believe we got over a few feet off the ground the
whole time. The tower kept asking the plane flying so low to
get up where they could see it. Claeys would acknowlege them,
but would never fly higher. On most of his missions, when we
would come back, he would always pay his respects to the tower
by a "buzz job". The brass finally gave up on trying to get him
to do right.

It was a real pleasure to have known this man. All he ever wanted
to do was fly.

you
Please let me know if/need anything else.

James H. Butler
Pilot
368 Bomb Sqd.
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From: Tom Watson <claeysearch@hotmail.com>

To: russell.a.strong306@worldnet.att.net <russell.a.strong306@worldnet.att.net>
Date: Wednesday, January 10, 2001 5:17 PM

Subject: Captain Richard Claeys

Dear Mr. Strong,

| ran across your website while doing research on my brother's namesake,
Captain Richard Henry Claeys. Captain Claeys was one of my father's boyhood
friends, and when my brother was born shortly after Captain Claeys' death

after the war, he was named Richard Claey Watson. | am trying to put

together as much history as | can of Captain Claeys, to present to my

brother as an honor for both of them.

| have tracked down that Captain Claeys reportedly joined the RCAF early in
the war, probably flew fighters or reconnaissance until 1943, when he joined
the USAAF. He flew transports for several years. By early 1945, he had
transferred to the 368th squadron, 306th bomb group, where one source said
he flew over 60 missions. After VE day, we know from correspondence that he
had rotated back to the states to train on B-29's, but apparently was not
shipped to the Pacific. He later returned to flying transports in Europe,

where he was killed on August 19, 1946 when his plane "strayed" over
Yugoslavia. | can send you copies of the sources of the above if you are

interested.

If you have any specifics, or recollections of Captain Claeys, | would
appreciate hearing from you. | would also like to get your advice on which
of your publications | should start with. It looks like you have an
incredible amount of information to review.

| thank you in advance for your time, and for the honor that you have
maintained for people like Captain Claeys.

Respectfully yours,
Tom (not the golfer) Watson

1/10/01



