August 7, 2000

Russell Strong
5323 Cheval Place
Charlotte, NC 28205

Mr. Strong:

Sorry it has taken me so long to get back to you. Enclosed is a check for $45.00 for the
combat missions of my Grandfather, F/O Howard E. LeCompte. I wanted to thank you
again for all the information you have been giving me. I did contact Mr. Grunska,
although he did not have a lot of info on my Grandfather, he did give me some personal
aspects that I would have never been able to get from a book, THANK YOU.

I was also wondering if there is a way and at what cost it would take to have an article
placed in your newsletter “ECHOES”? Robert Vieille’s niece and her husband, Sandy,
have combined forces with me in order to locate the families of the crew of “Combined
Operations™ and find out exactly what happened on that fateful day, there are A LOT of
unanswered questions. Sandy has actually made a trip to the Isle of Man and is in
coordination with the historian there trying to get a memorial plaque placed at the crash
site. We would love to find these families so that we can pass on the information we
have found and coordinate with them to have a memorial placed where it belongs.

Thank you again for all of your help.

Sigce e}ym

/ V7ir ¢ mcw
Kim Sumek

12080-146 Calle de Medio
El Cajon, CA 92019
619-670-4818

e-mail: LENCO1KS@aol.com
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November 295, 1949

Dear Siri

-
&

-
v
M

> I wish to make this letter as informal as poasible because actually

writing 1t is not "1ine of duty."” I xaoew and liked your son Robert very well

' -and was in command of the Squadron when the unfortunate accident occurred.

“Robert had been doing a good job and d@served a rest so I let him have a
B<17 to go to North Ireland for a week-end pass with his orew, my operations

officer, Capt. Butterfield, my Executive officer Capt. Cubderly, two of my

itép guotery Sgtae and g Red Croes girl Emile fes. 1 had flown {u that direction

aoveral times in B-17's, C=64's, P=47's and F-51's and knew the dangers of navi-
eation 80 I peroonally briefed Capt. Butterfield about the Isle of Man. It has
an altitudo ot over 2000 feet tapering off on the Southern end to approx. 500 fi.
'i'ye aeather wﬁ;g -good above 5000 tegt and the eireraft was cleared at 6000 from
here and was t; siay at that altitude until it reached Langford Lodge, Ireland.
Tne;‘ aimraﬁ: wa seen before 1t hit the uill on the southern end of the Isle of
Man end ;11 four enginqa wo‘re golng 811 right. The aircraft was about four
miles sorth of gourse and much lower than it ehould have beeg- 'It was apparent
that even ‘I".hrougﬁ thp poor visibility at the eltitude where 1t struck that the
alrereft was climbing end turniag at tae time of impsct. he alrcfaft skipped end
went fato a stone walle I flew over myself, immediately upon 'hearing the news,
to Aomldsway Alr Base which is just eix mlles from where the crash occurred.

A very good friend of mine, Com. Rylaunce of the British Haiy wae one of the' first

people On the scenee It was impossitle to tell who was piloting the airplans -

All belies were tdentified and were flomn back to England for burlal as I have .
srittm you before, or rather to Robert's wife. _',J.A -

It was by far the most heartfelt accident this group has ever hade I ixéve

flowa two full combat tours and have seen five B-17's going down in flame at the

at tue time of the crash. The wmhole affair from start to finish wes instanfaneous:'
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same time dut never have I felt so badly about eny misfortune as I felt about
your son's an¢ the other of my friends'.

I am sorry 1t took 80 long to answer your letter but such information is

clasa}fiqd and during and for some time after the war was not to be divulged
to anyone. Army regords do not tell the whole siory.

You have my deepest sympathy and assurance that 1if I can be of any further

aid as a source of informatfon conceraing your son I shall willingly esse your
mind on any point that 1 can.

Sincerely yours,

(Signed) ~ Earl %W. Kesling
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11 December 2000

Dear Kim:

Included in this mailing are all the Mission Reports I can find
for your grandfather. While my record card has a notation that
he flew26 missions, I think 18 or 19 is much more likely. I have
found 17 for you.

there are several missions for which I do not have detailed crew
listings. He arrived on or about 26 Dec 44 and déd not fly his
first mission until 10 Jan 45, which is a verk normal preparation
as there was much to learn about navigation in England and over
the Continent. Additionally, the pilot of the crew usually got a
mission or two as copilot for another crew as a part of his orien-
tation to combat flying.

In my own case there was an eight-day gap between arrival and my
first combat mission.

There are some gaps in LeCompte's combat record that I cannot account
for. Was he sick, or given some other duty? He flew most of his mis-
sions with Walter Brasch, but Brashh fdew several missions with a
different navigator, and LeCompte was not to be found with another
pilot, except until almost the end. Records just do not exist for all
the vagagies of the combat experience.

I am sorry I cannot £1i1l in these gaps, but if letters exist to his
family you might find some £lues.

Just a few notes: chaff was strips of foilbacked paper which was ac-
tually tuned to the radar being used by the Germans. Packets were
thrown out of American planes to jam the German raider.

: A.A is antiaircradt fire, usually by 88mm artillery, the best such
piece of hardware built by anyone during WWII.

The formation sheets with a lot of scribbling aneare notes made by the
air commander of the formation about what was happening during the
mission.
On the track maps, arrows will show you in vhich direction the
planes were flying to and from target.
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Judge Donald R. Ross November 25, 2000
Senior United States Circuit Judge
United States Court of Appeals
PO Box 307
" Omaha, Nebmaska 68101

Dear Judge Ross:

To reiatroduce ourselves — we were the couple seated to your right at the 306™ Banquet
in San Diego on September 9, 2000. My wife is the niece of Lt. Robert Vieille, the pilot
of the B-17G “Combined Operations” that crashed on the 1sle of Man, April 14, 1943,
You may remember that we are attempting to reconstruct the event so that the Vieille
family might finally achieve some closure,

First off, we want to thank you for the kindness you showed us that evening. You and
your wife Janice made us feel very comfortable at what was a banquet table of strangers,
and throughout the cvening we got the distinet feeling that you shared with us the sense
of tragedy that surrounds the crash on Apnl 24, 1945.

You may remember that, at the time we spoke, we had received only censored documents
from the Air Force regarding the crash. Since then, our argument that the event was
extremely important to the family convinced the Air Force to release the documents. We
have enclosed a copy of the file 50 that you can see the official record. From our reading
of the documents, it appears that Robert Vieille was flying well below the altitude he was
instructed to maintain, and was off course just enough to the northeast that he hit the
island.

We have also enclosed an overview summary of the event as we have reconstructed it
from records as well as wartime correspondence and discussions with you and a number
of other 306> veterans in San Diego last September. We would appreciate any comments,
comections or additions to it.

We are writing to you now to bring you up-to-date on what we know about the crash, and
ask you to consider several questions:

1) Can you tell us more about Ear] Kesling? You indicated at the reunion table that
evening that he was 2 “good man.” We certainly get the feeling from the crash
report and the letter ho sent to Robert Vieille's father after the war (enclosed), that
he was deeply affected by the crash. We have the sense from his letter that he was
saddened by the event not only because of the loss of 8o many friends, but because
the purpose of the trip to Jreland was so light-hearted -R & R and a trip to get
whiskey.

2) Can you place a primary purpose for the mission? That is, do you think/remember
that the “whiskey run” came first and then the ferrying of passengers to Ireland, or
the reverse?

3) How would such a “whiskey run” work? That is, who paid forit? Was a hat
passed around? Was there a sush fund for such purposes? ’
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4) After the banguet that evening, Mr. Thayer introduced us to George DeVack. He
described the usual route taken from Thurleigh to Langford Lodge—confirmed by
the flight plan that we later received from the Air Force. However, he also said
that it was not that unusual for pilots crossing the Irish Sea to fly beneath the
weather. He said that it was not unusual for a B-17 to be flying at 350 feet as
“Combined Operations” was doing that efternoon of the weather warranted it. Does
this square with your recollection?

5) The feel of the regular daytime briefing. How might the decision to take the trip
have been made in context of the daily midday bricfing? Whose idea might it have
been?

6) What do you remember of Captains Butterfield and Cubberly? We are attempting
to locate their descendants in order to get photographs of them to include in our
documents. Any further thoughts on Emily Rea?

7) Why would the Air Corps and later the Air Force classify the crash report
“Confidential"? Was it standard procedure for all such reports?

We have communicated with Russell Strong about the crash, and we spoke with him
briefly in San Diego, but, he seems not to be interested. It might be that it was a non-
combat accident. This is understandable, but, as we noted to you that evening, we
believe that the remarkable careers of the folks aboard that plane deserve better treatment
than they bave received so far. Indeed, it was an accident based on a mistake in
judgment. They were flying lower than instructed and off course. But that in no way
diminishes the prior accomplishments of any of them.

To that end, we are working with some friends in the government of the Isle of Man to
place a commemorative marker on or near the site of the crash. We are going to take
some family members to the Isle of Man and the Memorial Day ceremonies at Madingly
in May of 2001, but we are targeting the placement of the marker for May, 2002, at
which time we hope to assemble as many descendants as possible. We are also trying to
coordinate the placement with the opening of the rouseum at Thurleigh that we heard
about at the reunion. We presently have located descendants of F/O Howard LeCompte
and Lt. Collins Liersch, and we are continuing to track other descendants.

Finally, we appreciate your taking time with us on September 9. You and your wife
Janice made what could have been an uncomfortable evening very pleasant. And we hope
you will forgive this intrusion into your busy life about an event so long ago and far
away. However, we would appreciate any thoughts or suggestions you might have,

Please give our regards to Mrs. Ross and we hope you have a Happy Holidays.
Yours truly,

Sandy Lydon and Ann Vieille Lydon

2255 Redwood Drive

Aptos, CA 95003
831-688-2374; e-mail: salydon@aol.com
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The Last Flight of Combined Operations, Saturday, April 14, 1945

By Sandy Lydon
Note: This account has been put together using official Army Air Corps
documents, cemetery records, personal letters, interviews, and published books.

The Flight- At 3:00 PM, Saturday, April 14, 1945, a B-17G named “Combined
Operations” (serial number 42-37840) took off from Thurleigh Field, England destined
for Langford Lodge, near Belfast, Ireland. The aircraft had a crew of five: pilot was First
Lieutenant Robert A. Vieille with his co-pilot being Second Lieutenant Collins Liersch,
Navigator was Howard LeCompte, Engineer was Technical Sergeant E. E. Gallion, Radio
Operator was Staff Sergeant C.F. Smalczewski.

The plane also carried six passengers, including the squadron’s operations officer,
Captain Butterfield, the squadron’s executive officer, Captain Cubberly, two of the
squadron’s gunnery sergeants, two other air corps personnel, and a Red Cross nurse.
Prior to the aircraft taking off, the squadron Flight Surgeon, Dr. McClung unsuccessfully
attempted to catch the airplane by chasing it down the runway in a jeep. Disappointed,
Dr. McClung went into London for the remainder of the weekend.

The unit commander, Major Earl Kesling, later recalled briefing the crew
regarding the importance of avoiding the Isle of Man, and instructing them to remain at
an altitude of 6,000 feet where the weather was clear. Lt. Vieille signed a flight plan
acknowledging that he would encounter weather over the Irish Sea and would fly at 5,000
feet from Thurleigh to Rhyl on the English coast, and then pass just to the southwest of
the Calf of Man (a small island off the island’s southwestern tip), cross over to Ardglass,
Ireland and then hug the coast of Ireland to Langford Lodge. With the plane cruising at
160 miles per hour, the flight was scheduled to take two hours.

The Weather — According to a report later filed by the weather station at
Ronaldsway Airfield on the southeastern coast of the Isle of Man, at 4:00 PM there was a
southerly wind gusting to 31 miles per hour, it was raining lightly, and visibility over
land at sea level was 2000 yards. The cloud layer was dense above 300 feet.

The Crash — At 4:10 PM, several miles off course and at 350 feet above sea
level, Lt. Vieille saw land where he didn’t expect it, attempted to pull the aircraft up and
to the left to miss the hill, but struck the ground. The plane had been seen “flying at low
altitude under the overcast just prior to crash.” All four engines were running at the
moment of impact. The plane skidded thirty-five yards, slammed into a stone wall and
burst into flame. Hearing the crash, local residents ran to the field, but were afraid to
approach too closely because the plane’s ammunition was exploding in the fire. At 6:15
PM Thurleigh field was notified by Langford Lodge that the aircraft was overdue, and at
6:20 they received a telephone call that the plane had crashed on the Isle of Man. All
eleven people aboard the plane perished in the crash.

The Aftermath — The following afternoon Major Earl Kesling flew to the Isle of
Man to personally investigate the crash, and on Monday, April 16, 1945, Lt. Claeys flew
over to the Isle of Man, retrieved the bodies, and brought them back to Thurleigh Field.
All eleven were buried at the U.S. military cemetery outside Cambridge at one of the
largest and most moving funerals the unit had ever seen.

The War Ends — The 306" Bomb Group flew its last combat mission over
Germany April 19, 1945, and the European war ended on V-E Day, May 8, 1945.



The Airplane — B-17G serial number 42-37840 was named “Combined
Operations” because it had been recycled using the front half of a Douglas-manufactured
B-17 and the back half of a Boeing built plane. The Army Air Corps had officially taken
the official or front half into service in September 1943. From interviews with Air Corps
veterans and historians, this type of salvaging was quite common, and though the aircraft
had a wry somewhat sarcastic name because of its hybrid origins, that would not make it
any less airworthy. An interview with three of its surviving regular crewmembers
confirmed the soundness of the airplane. It may have been careworn and shabby, they
agreed, but the airplane was sound and running well when it took off on April 14. Since
the crew flying to Ireland was a pick-up crew assembled of those wishing to go to
Ireland, none of the airplane’s regular crew was aboard when it crashed.

The Mission of Combined Operations on April 14 — The mission stated on the
crash report was “to fly practice navigation and discharge passengers at Station 597
[Langford Lodge, Ireland].” That was also the reason given to the next of kin of Howard
LeCompte and Robert Vieille. Ferrying passengers for an R & R stay in Ireland was a
plausible reason for the flight, but the “practice navigation” part of the mission did not
make much sense. Robert Vieille, Collins Liersch and Howard LeCompte all had many
combat missions to their credit. Lt. Vieille had flown a combat mission the day before,
and his father, Dr. Albert Vieille wrote a letter to Major Kesling asking for an
explanation: “How did it happen that he was on the Isle of Man? Was the accident a
collision in foggy weather of just what happened? Was it his fault or was something
wrong mechanically with the plane?” Later in 1945 Earl Kesling wrote Dr. Vieille a long
letter trying to explain the reasons for the crash, but he stopped short of telling the entire
story, concluding with the cryptic: “Army records do not tell the whole story.”

This past September we had an opportunity to interview not only members of the
regular crew of “Combined Operations” but also several of the men who were squadron-
level officers in April of 1945. To a man, when we asked about the reasons for the flight,
they answered without hesitation: “Whisky run.” We asked each of them independently
of the other, and the answers were all the same. Apparently, possibly in anticipation of
the coming end of the war, the officers of the squadron had decided to bring a load of
Irish whisky to Thurleigh. The usual practice on such excursions was to give the flight
some kind of official cover - in this case, practicing navigation. Interviews with veterans
of the Army Air Corps and Air Force confirmed this practice.

From all that we can reconstruct, a group of the unit’s officers decided—perhaps
on the spur of the moment? (it was a Saturday afternoon) to fly over to Ireland, drop off
four passengers so they could enjoy some R & R, pick up some whisky and fly back.
They grabbed an available, fueled airplane and headed off for Saturday night in Belfast.
One of the ironies in this tragic story is that Robert Vieille was a devout Christian
Scientist, and as such did not drink alcohol.

Kesling’s Feelings About the Crash — Given the nature of the flight that he had
approved, Earl Kesling was obviously quite affected by the crash, and one gets that
feeling in the letter he wrote to Albert Vieille later in 1945. Further his allusions to
“more to the story” give a hint of the nature of the trip, and the fact that he couldn’t really
tell this father that his son had died in a flight to get whiskey in Ireland. For Kesling it
was a greater tragedy than any combat deaths he had witnessed (and he said so in his
letter). It was a tragedy because it was a bunch of his friends flying over to spend



Saturday night in Ireland and bring back some whiskey. It was a plane on its way to a
party.

Red Cross Nurse Emily Rea — A native of Indiana, Emily Rea graduated from
Hanover College in Hanover, Indiana and joined the Red Cross in early 1943. According
to the officers we spoke with who were at Thurleigh Field in 1945, Emily Rea was in
charge of the officers club at Bedford, and was well-liked by everyone that knew her.
The outpouring of affection toward her can be seen in the flower-draped caskets,
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F/O Howard E. LeCompte and wife Sibyl LeCompte — 1944



These are the photographs
taken by Howard’s best
friend Sgt. Robert L. Jones
during the actual military
funeral at the Madingly
Cemetary near Cambridge.

In a letter he says that
Howard’s casket is the to
the left of the one with
all the flowers.
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CONFIDENTIAL

- STATION WEATHER® OFMICE Taget 4
AAR STATTON 111 .
APO 557, U, S, ARML

27 April, 1945
S_ﬁEJfEGT: Vesther Stat_itm Hourly Weather Reports, Ronaldsway,

70 1 Commanding Officer, 306th Bombardment Group (H), AAF Station
111, AY0 557, U. S. Army. .

: 1« In CO"lella.nce with ’colcpho*ze request this date from Group
Operations Office, the following repott is submitted concerning the
weather at Ronaldsway, Isle of Man, for 1500, 1600 and 1700 hours,
DBST, on 14 April, 1945. These reports were received from the Ron-
~aldsway VWeather Station (Station No. 281) via teletype cireuit for
1500 and 1700 hours, and from Lt. Buchanan, Assistant One, H0-11, E“A,
~for 1600 hours, ; T
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__.Amaunt of lowest cloud L=6/10 S b=6/10° o he6/10
‘Base of‘ next lowest cloud 1a,yer‘ 1000 feet 1000 feet 1000 feet

. Amount "M WES DRV 40740 10/10 . 10/10
'I‘ e of low cloud ; Ja o stratus stratus . stra‘i:ua
'Ty'pe of middle cloud 2 fanknown unknown - un

i _.-_.-_weather (at time of obfaerv&tion) e Confinu— e

:  mittant rain ous'rain
‘d mection S VWY E : Pl
: - 26-31 wph, gusty 26- 31 zrq:h.. guﬁuy'_;' 25...__
40740 5k OO
._29.83 dn. 29687 m,
OO u.. _}umm
1at _L.*}' St o e :

Stalf We.xbher Off‘:.oer
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TO&""i'bu" Mgl GROUL \.’i)
offlce of tle Flying control of ficer

Jl-a C.J..t{

crash of Alrcra“* 4 ;go;y;; P4 AR Tz 906 S

cowmunuiu: officer, 3C6%h momb. utou, (H), station Y11, £P0 0575

(=]

(Attn; Captain Kbnneth shermen, guverations officnr)

T 1o At the rcqaest of captaln Sher“an, group operations, the foll owing“r“ﬁér;.,.
. of #%he purtlculura of and subseguant: action following the flight of mircraft et
-:ﬂumbmr L0~y which cruuhed nB&;_HUH&ld%W&y on the Isle of *an on l& hpril l
subnitted. *ttached isla” pho etic copy of the clearance, obtazned by 'tn&
‘Lt vieille for thu intanded £ ght to Lﬁn@fora Lodga. :

- By The autuchad cluuran'_ \ yoed in bha S67th ;quadron Op&rutlonﬁ
brouLht to the Control Tower uijt yzeille. Here the route was cheoknd, Wee
‘and colors of the period 4dded, and clearance was obtuined from lst pivisio
i ontrol. rhe flight wes authorlzed Y cagoain Nicklehoff of Group operat c'

- 3. ‘TbAs: to be noticad thut}she ent;re route wasg to be flown at‘J.Gcﬁhxeet.:-ﬂ-”r
This was. s@ghaalsed by the weathar offlcar. Also the brlbed routa wouln not: tak

"he alrcraft over the Isle of?

W ALE i ,.‘,l,,_,,.‘ el

T e e

b et <mipe b aslons: g

dga Flying control reported the ﬁircraf ‘had n¢

L. &t 1615 hours Langibr& L
s called &% 1818 hours and GLO Was. re;

?anded. 1st Division Elylng control
to them asg overdue.




o ‘ ie e CONEIDR CIRT . o

- 3056TH nUMEADMENL GRGUL (H) EwK-12
“—office of the Flying Control pfficer
- 4P C 557 S

26 April 1945

SUBJECTY grash of Adreraft BLO-y {;{;“%JLﬂﬁ

10 i gommanding officer, 300th Homb. Group (H), “tatlon 111 LE0 j;{
(Abbn. captﬁin'xenneth sherman, o;urut;an OIf1CLr)

ol ld&S hours “onalusway Flying Cuntrol was called for further informastion
ruguruinr accident of aireraflt U40-y. Flying gontrol repornea thab crash acourred
approximately five. miles south of ponaldsway towards the calz of “EL 4% 1630 hourtia
Aircraft was obaerved flgln at low eltitude under the overcast just prlor to cresh.
Tmmedietely on 1oc&t1ng"po¢1tlon Flying contrel dispatched crash trucks and ambulinces
to scene. There was a delay reaching crash due to the difficult terraing At the tims
cell was: made only four bodies. had been removed. Rongelasway 1uiorﬂed us ﬁh,ra were -
no survivors and they were. tu:1n~ complete charge for the removal of the Lodies. Fly-
ing control placed: guard on crash and would kesp it there Lntli ue centacuud thcﬂ._
Above information pasased gn “to lst nomb, Division .:ﬁ cruh czuﬂ ttf

S haion s }s
Lr gelet h_td.thﬂ LI b

items iound wera g casgse wlth the "E“L'Juhn c. bimona u“d
vad hame erluon. e g :

5. at 1905 houra'ibnglold 10&50 Wea cnllnd to inf ormfp"12 3g£t§n"o£”crash,

.“Jnl,.u 10 nm_:,. :
‘St It“ﬁ illCo Z







306mn~n ¢$HHM£NT unour Ln)
fice of the Flying control officer
& A Po J)? 7. :

SUBJECTi'cleerﬁhég'df_ﬁ

: CQmmauaﬁnb onlcer 2
1At$n. gepLal Ynnn'th 5nerman. opurationa OffICG

tien to Ronéldsway
BL0.

“ 3mﬁulﬁnc§s3m
' hosp;tal. e
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FIRST POINT or-' IMPAGT M’PROX 35705 T0 TmL. ~ PROPELLER MARKING ON GROUND INDIGATE | ;
i THAT ALL ENGINES WERE FUNGTIONING. |
A;Lenouc DROPPED oFF. AT FIRST IMPACT. G . _ G
= ! NoSE SECTION BROKE UP AND WAS SHED.
AT =R “‘\rﬁh3;sol FLIGHT
SRS ‘/ ‘\\rﬁue.
o P ! - g
- SteEmaE s ee “2, 7 PROPS DUG IN. R
© . RIGHT OUTBOARD » ' - S~ s
e - ; . DIP GUT BY WING > - ROADWAY
| WING PAREL - <~ - /_/
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: ; WR A 4 : #
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.'l‘ ek 2
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| GRASH HEADING 225° |
Gm.os TO WEST 30° 70 35° |
J

M" WP e

!’n"- I g

(e ety

2 i } 1

¥
V

F

]
¥
















b A Y b




Page 1 of 1

From: LENCO1KS@aol.com <LENCO1KS@aol.com>
To: russell.a.strong306@worldnet.att.net <russell.a.strong306@worldnet.att.net>
Date: = Wednesday, April 18, 2001 7:18 PM
Subject: ORDER

| was just checking in on an order | placed in February for the 367th Diary
and the "Men of the 306th". If you could please let me know your time frame
on the delivery, | would greatly appreciate it.

THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR YOUR TIME!

-Kim Sumek

Granddaughter of F/O Howard "Frenchy" LeCompte

306th BG - 367th BS - died April 14, 1945

4/18/01
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