MEET THE THORPES

Walter Thorpe was never one to tell war stories. Not that he didn’t have plenty to tell. A World War I Yankee Division artilleryman, he’d been through some of the fiercest fighting and most grueling conditions in France. There was Verdun and the Ardennes, epic battles where many of his friends were killed and wounded. Horses literally burst their hearts straining to pull the guns (until Walter and his battery mates stole sturdier mules from the French). There was always the filth and mud and terrible food.

“He never really said much about any of this,” son Gill recalls now, some 90 years after his dad returned in the same woolen uniform he’d worn going overseas 20 months earlier, a uniform he’d had to line with newspapers against the cold for two winters. “What he did tell us about was getting months of back pay just before boarding the ship and gambling all the way across. At one point in the crossing he was very wealthy. When they got to New York, someone else was.”

Walter never gambled again. Even had he been so inclined, there really wasn’t time. Within the next three years, he’d met and married Nora, completed training as a pharmacist and opened Thorp’s Pharmacy in his hometown of Cranston, Rhode Island on the shores of Narragansett Bay. 

The Pharmacy was the kind of quasi community center that thrived in so many towns in the years before the big national chains drove them out of business. There was the pharmaceutical area in the rear, counters for sundries in the center and a 10-stool soda fountain up front where locals gathered to exchange their views on the great issues and events of the day. By the late 1930s, these had transitioned from the economic hardships of the Great Depression to the clashes in Europe and Asia that were to lead up to World War II.

Walter, whether filling a prescription or making up one of his renowned coffee cabinets, made his views perfectly clear. He was adamantly opposed to the country entering another war.  He’d seen enough in France, and now he suffered the awful anxiety of a parent of a military aged son.

Bob, born in 1923, was actually the Thorps’ second child.  Richard, born in 1920, was a thriving three-year old when an untended moving van rolled down a hill and crushed him to death in his playpen in the family’s front yard. It was the kind of tragedy that no family ever really recovers from, and for Walter and Nora the thought of losing Bob as well was more than they could bear. But, by 1940, Bob was a bright, adventuresome 17-year old, and they must have realized that if the country did go to war, the duty, challenge and excitement of military service would be more than their son could resist.

Bob was an indifferent high school student. No one questioned his intelligence, but neither could anyone engage his interest in the subjects he was expected to study. He excelled, however in anything that did interest him—mostly high activity pursuits like sailboat racing, fishing and outdoor adventures with his Boy Scout troop. Scouting also seemed to bring out a commitment to civic responsibility. He spent time helping build camps, grading open space and once disappeared from the family entirely for three days while fighting forest fires in western Rhode Island.

“He was a sight when he got home,” says his brother Gill, who was eight years younger. “He was always skinny, but in his bedraggled clothes and covered with soot, he looked like a scarecrow.

Gill remembers Bob as a kind and caring older brother. “I think I was six when a got a Lionel train set for Christmas,” he says. “I had no idea of how to set it up. So he did the whole thing for me, and then he let me run it first.”

Another time when Gill was having trouble flying kites, he remembers the special pains Bob took to help him. “He’d bought some special material for making the frames. He glued on newspaper and attached the necessary string for the bow and bridle and showed me how to make the adjustments for the tail. That kite was the best. Every kid in the neighborhood wanted one. It lasted the whole season.”

Bob’s interests didn’t extend, however, to working at the Pharmacy—much to his father’s disappointment. It was very much a family operation, with Bob, sister Nancy, who was four years younger, and Gill helping out. Sweeping out in the evening was Gill’s favorite chore since he was allowed to keep any change he found.

Walter had hoped that Bob would follow in his footsteps, becoming a pharmacist and eventually taking over the business. But Bob had no intention of doing so, and he worked there part-time only reluctantly. Walter suggested that if Bob found the pharmacy so boring, perhaps he should try working in his uncle’s machine shop. That lasted one day, and Bob was back sweeping out the Pharmacy.

The interests of father and son finally merged when Walter bought a pickup truck for making deliveries. In driving, Bob had found the combination of work and recreation that completely appealed to him. 

“You wouldn’t believe how small that truck was,” says Gill. “Two adults could just barely fit in the front. We kids would pile in the back. It was really cold in the winter.”

Bob’s range with the truck soon extended well beyond the Thorpe Pharmacy delivery area. By this time he’d discovered girls, and he regularly visited someone up in southern Massachusetts. Also, often accompanied by a girl friend, he would drive over to Hillsgrove airfield.

By the late 1930s U.S. military authorities had realized they did not have a fighter plane capable to taking on the fighters of our likely enemies then lighting up the skies over Europe and China. The P-44 Rocket the U.S. then had under development was clearly not in a class with the German Messerschmitt and the Japanese Mitsubishi.  Something bigger, faster and far better armed would be needed. In the inimitable American way, what designers at Republic Aviation came up with was in a class of its own. The P-47 Thunderbolt was the biggest, most powerful and most heavily armed and armored fighter plane in the world. 

What Bob Thorpe was watching at Hillsgrove were Thunderbolts being flown in and out on training missions from Republic’s fields on Long Island. In this day of jumbo jets, it’s hard to imagine the impression these planes must have made on him.  A Thunderbolt weighed over 12,000 pounds, 4,000 pounds heavier than any existing single engine fighter. To achieve the required speed and climbing performance, the designers used a 2,000 horsepower, 18 cylinder radial engine. Since the conventional three-bladed propeller couldn’t utilize all this power, a four-bladed propeller 12 feet in diameter was needed. Early models were to achieve speeds of 412 miles an hour and later models over 470.

What Bob couldn’t understand or appreciate gazing through the chain link fence was the extraordinary engineering that had gone into the plane’s development. For the powerful engine to operate efficiently, a super-charged duct system was needed to provide the least interrupted airflow. This supercharger was built into the rear fuselage, with a big intake for the air mounted under the engine together with the oil coolers. Exhaust gases were piped separately to the turbine and expelled through a waste gate in the bottom of the fuselage. Ducted air was fed to the centrifugal impeller and returned to the engine under pressure.

All of this precise and complex design, moreover, was to prove extremely rugged. Although Bob was to be a tragic exception, Thunderbolt pilots grew accustomed to returning home in badly shot up airplanes. Self-sealing fuel tanks kept the fuel from burning and exploding when hit—a notorious weakness of the vaunted Japanese Zero. The cockpit was heavily armored to protect the pilot from all directions. The massive engine could keep turning even when cylinders had been shot off. One Thunderbolt survived after losing a four-foot section off one wing.

Watching these marvels roar in and out over Narragansett Bay, Bob recognized his calling if not his destiny. Graduating from high school in June 1942, he went on a crash course to gain the weight he’d need to enlist in the U.S. Army AAF (Tactical Air Crew). “He only weighed 125 pounds when he graduated, and he had to gain 10 pounds to be inducted,” says Gill. “He drank dad’s coffee cabinets with malted milk powder and ate bananas every day. He also wore heavy clothing to the weigh in. And he made it.”

After basic training at Fort Devens, Mass., Bob was sent for air cadet training at Dorr Field in Florida. Many of the elderly residents of sprawling Lehigh acres, just east of Fort Meyers, are no doubt his contemporaries. Some of them have probably come down from the Providence, RI area to escape New England winters. But few likely realize that the land under their homes and roads were the site of a significant part of their country’s crash effort to catch up our World War II enemies’ military aviator skills. 

Dorr was one of five separate training fields supporting flight training at Carlstrom Field, where the Embry Riddle Academy operated a contract flight training school. Named for Stephen Dorr, a pilot killed in a midair collision in 1917, Dorr had been used to train World War I pilots, then closed down until 1941. In 1941, as in 1917, with a 5,300 foot runway and the nearly perfect flying weather in the Southwest Florida area made it an ideal training facility.

Bob described his training in great detail in his weekly letters to his mother, which unfortunately have been lost. But we get a vivid picture of what the air cadets went through from the letters, diaries and even some published works by fellow trainees. Flight training progressed through the three phases of Primary, Basic and Advanced.

Primary was clearly intended to weed out those cadets who had been selected for flight training but who had no chance of completing it. William Rogers, who went through training at about the same time and Bob and who wound up in the same squadron in the Pacific Theatre, recalls that in the first two flights on the Steadman biplane trainers, the instructor flew and the cadet went along for the ride. 

The first flight on the Stearman PT-17 was fun. This primary trainer had 250 hp, a low-wing biplane with fixed landing gear. With the blue-green waters of the Gulf of Mexico stretching out to the west and the lush semitropical Florida interior to the east, it was a short and easy orientation for the majority who had never been off the ground before. 

The second flight was altogether different. “That one separated the men from the boys,” Rogers recalls. “The instructor wrings out the plane in acrobatics with the poor student hanging on for dear life. He gets sick and messes up the side of the plane.  Now I know why the student gets the back seat.”

Rogers’ descriptions evoke the mindset of the instructors. All were civilians, although one of them, an instructor by the name of Litchfield, had flown with the Eagle Squadron in the Battle of Britain. There was another instructor by the name of Reilly who was quite good, according to Fred Tobi, who went through flight training with Thorpe and was later stationed with him at Gusap Air Force Base in New Guinea. 
The instructors had a few months to turn complete novices into fighter pilots capable of surviving and winning air battles against German and Japanese pilots, many with years of combat experience. Any slacking off in demanding the highest standards of performance would be no kindness. It could be a death sentence.

“It was a rude awakening to discover that it took tedious practice to learn to do even the simplest maneuvers,” Rogers found when he got to take the controls. And it was all with the instructor’s “malevolent voice” constantly “beating on my ears” in the one-way gossport, a rubber tube fitted to the trainees helmet that the instructor spoke, or yelled into: “Take your goddam foot off that rudder! Keep your fucking nose up! Quit beating the stick. Let the damn thing fly itself! It can fly itself better than you can!”

On average, more than half of the class would “wash out” during Primary and Advance training. Jack Frost, another fellow trainee, remembers a lot of good natured harassment by instructors. “In general, if the trainee wasn’t going to make it, he’d get a lot of sympathetic treatment preparing him for other duties,” Frost says. 

“On the other hand,” Frost continues, “if the trainee was a hot shot, he might be visited with a variety of harassments, such as the instructor overriding the controls to see how he’d react. Some were treated with the ‘gossport dosage”. That is, the instructor would stick his end of the funnel into the wind stream. That blast was sure to get the trainee’s attention.”

Tobi recalls that the grueling routine left little time for socializing. “Everyone was too busy to worry about morale,” Fred says. “But the facilities at Dorr were pretty good. It was more like a motel than a barracks. There were six cadets in double bunker beds, laid out nicely, a swimming pool and a PX. The town of Arcadia wasn’t much, but we didn’t have time to go there anyway.”

On May 2, Bob and Fred’s class of cadets was transferred to Bainbridge (GA) Air Force Base, where they find a radical change in military atmosphere. “We arrived by train in the middle of the night,” says Fred, “and it was like being back in the service again.” The commanding officer was known as the “whip.”

   Under the whip’s strict regimentation, they had intense instruction—learning, for example, how weather conditions affected flying (something that would become especially crucial when they reached New Guinea)--and they advanced to flight training with the AT-6 (Advanced Trainer).  With retractable gear—the Stearman had fixed gear—and a 450 horsepower engine, this was the most maneuverable airplane that the cadets had as yet flown. Although they weren’t allowed to fly them, cadets also sat in the P-39 and the P-47.  

Tobi liked the P-39 because of its looks but in fact it was one of the worst planes during WWII. “The Russians liked it because it had a cannon that could knock out German tanks,” he says, “but there were lots of mechanical problems. As for the P-47, he thought it was too big and heavy. Bob, however, loved the P-47 because of his early days watching it take off and land in RI. ” 
Minus the 20% of the cadets who had washed out at Bainbridge, the class moved on to the Marianna (FL) Air Force Base on July 2, where they entered the Advance Phase of their training. Here they continued to fly the AT-6 as they learned techniques of strafing, bombing and dog fighting. 
 It was at Marianna that they were asked to list their choices of flight assignments: transports, fighters or bombers. Fred listed his selection just that order, but Bob made fighters his first choice. Both were selected for fighters, and while they waited to be sent to the Venice (FL) Air Force Base for P-47 training, they caught up on some other skills that the rushed pilot training schedule hadn’t left much time for. One was mastering the 45 caliber pistol, the pilot’s personal sidearm. Fred qualified as a marksman, but Bob achieved sharpshooter status. “That was so typical,” Fred recalls, “Bob was a quiet, reserved New Englander, but he worked with total determination at everything he did. He became one of the best pilots in the class.” 
As he advanced through flight training to the P-47, Bob was constantly building up his physical strength as well as the knowledge and skills. There was good reason for the size and weight requirements the Army had for its pilots. The force required to operate the mechanical controls of the fighter planes of the period was substantial. The P-47, particularly, could demand the strength of a wrestler. The big engine and enormous propeller exerted so much torque that an airplane could flip over on takeoff if the pilot didn’t have the arm strength to hold it back. Many didn’t, and they were killed. Bob did special exercises all thorough flight training to build up his arms and wrists.

On August 30, 1943, Bob graduated from flight training and was commissioned a second lieutenant with his mother having come to Florida to attend the ceremony. “Tobi recalls meeting Bob’s mother and watching as she proudly pinned the wings on her son’s uniform. “Bob wanted to fly a fighter, he wanted that fighter to be a P-47 and he wanted to fly it in the Pacific theater,” Tobi said.  
 In September of 1943, Bob and Fred were granted a 10-day leave to await assignment overseas. When he got home on leave, he found his parents were delighted with his accomplishment. For Walter, Bob winning his wings was the kind of career achievement he’d always had in mind for his eldest son. But he suggested that Bob go to Europe,” and fly a P-51.”

“No, dad,” Bob replied. “The war in Europe will be over soon. I’m going to the Pacific.”

Young Gill was most impressed with Bob’s dress uniform. “Gabardine trousers, shiny brown shoes, starched khaki shirt with a brown olive tie and his officer bars,” Gill remembers. “Wow, my big brother.”
There were visits with family and friends at home and at the Pharmacy, and soon the leave was over. Gill went with Bob to the train station’

“I have vivid memories of that,” Gill says. “It was a beautiful day. Bob and I were standing outside, and some soldiers came by and saluted him. He returned the salutes, but then he took me to a less exposed area, and the saluting stopped.”

The train arrived. Bob boarded and waved goodbye. Gill would never see him again.
 

