


     For Armacost, it was 
hardly worth remarking 
when his crew deplaned from 
a flak-holed sieve of a 
bomber.  The Japanese gun-
ners were good, and Arma-
cost’s squadron, the 866th, 
often attacked from low alti-
tudes to ensure accurate 
bombing.  Once, landing at 
Guam after a bombing mis-
sion with the right main gear 
badly damaged, the young 
pilot from had to touch 
down on the left main and 
use opposite rudder to try to 
keep it on the runway.  Still, 
it skidded badly to the right 
when the flat tires on the 
right side finally came down, 
and the big bird came to rest 
sideways in the center of the 
runway. 
     “You need to move that 
aircraft immediately, we 
have a plane waiting to take 
off,” he was told over the 
headset from the tower.  Ar-
macost shook his head, roll-
ing his eyes at his co-pilot.  
“Tell them to shut their en-
gines off.  They’re going to 
be a while.”  While Arma-
cost’s bomber was being re-
paired so it could be moved, 
he learned that the plane 
waiting to depart contained 
Gen. Curtis LeMay, head of 
the XX Bomber Command 
and architect of the fire-
bombing campaign against 
Japan’s cities. 
     Despite his experience 
with aerial emergencies, 
however, on this September 
day the usual drill for deal-
ing with a damaged aircraft 
was not working.  After 
climbing to 10,000 feet after 
leaving Okinawa and setting 
a course for Manila, Arma-
cost turned on the autopilot.  

Robert Armacost, Jr. 
1st Lt., USAAF 

464th  BG, 866th BS 

 

     It was September 10, 
1945, and the long, brutal 
war against Japan was fi-
nally over.  1st Lt. Robert 
Armacost, Jr., and his crew 
had been assigned a “mercy 
shuttle,” carrying 20 British 
ex-Prisoners of War from 
Okinawa to Manila for final 
shipping home to England.   
He was not excited by the 
idea of stuffing the bomb 
bay of his B-24J, Les Miser-
ables, with a human cargo, 
many of whom were frail and 
debilitated after up to five 
years as POWs, and flying 
over hundreds of miles of 
empty Pacific Ocean.  But 
those were his orders. 
     Armacost, from Kansas 
City, Missouri, sitting in the 
left seat of the four engine 
bomber, had flown many 
bombing missions in which 
he had returned on three 
engines.  Flying with the 
464th Bomb Group, Kelly’s 
Kobras, out of Palau and 
later Okinawa, Armacost 
had flown 17 missions 
against heavily defended 
Japanese targets across the 
South Pacific, including five 
missions to the Japanese 
home islands.   One plane 
from his squadron was shot 
down over Kure harbor, and 
some of its crew were in Hi-
roshima for interrogation 
when the atomic bomb was 
dropped.  A front-page story 
in The Kansas City Star fea-
tured the search by a Japa-
nese historian for informa-
tion concerning Robert 
Johnston, the bombardier of 
that airplane, who was from 
Kansas City, Kansas. 

“Watch things for a while, 
I’m going to rest my eyes,” 
he told this co-pilot.  He no 
sooner had settled down in 
his seat when the co-pilot 
reported that the number 
one engine had a problem: 
the oil pressure was low and 
oil temp was high.  Reduce 
the power and monitor it, 
Armacost advised.  It 
seemed to work: the temp 
and pressure gradually went 
back into the green.  But 
after a half-hour or so, the 
engine began to overheat 
again, and Armacost set out 
to shut down the engine and 
feather the prop.  Before the 
pilots could effect a shut-
down and feathering, how-
ever, the prop suddenly “ran 
away.”  They were able to 
lean the mixture and starve 
the engine of fuel, but they 
were not able to feather the 
prop.   
     “With those big blades up 
there flat against the wind, 
it was like holding up a sheet 
of plywood out on the end of 
the wing,” Armacost said 
many years later.  The ’24 
was a difficult plane to fly 
(continued on page 5)

A Story About Robert Armacost, Jr., told by Dennis Okerstrom 
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1st Lt. Robert Armacost, Jr.  

 
WANTED:  CREW CHIEF      

      

     The PT-13 Stearman is up 
and running. Per our new op-
erations guidelines, we need to 
have aircraft crews assigned 
to each aircraft.    Each of our 
two aircraft will have a crew 
chief and an aircraft crew. 
     Jack McCale is the crew 
chief on the PT-19 and he 
needs a crew of 4 or more to 
take care of the PT-19. 
     The PT-13 is currently an 
orphan and needs a crew chief 
and aircraft crew. 
     The duties of the crew chief 
and his crew are: 
 

1. Be on site for flyovers, air 
shows, open house and other 
activities where the aircraft 
are involved. 
2. Assist the pilot in keeping 
the A/C clean. The A/C must 
be clean at the end of operation.
3. Provide visitor tours of 
the A/C during events. Be 
familiar with the data and 
history of the aircraft. 
4. Provide security for the 
A/C during events. 
5. Keep the oil level within 1 
qt of full at all times. 
6. Provide help to the pilot 
during operations including 
briefing passengers, strapping 
them in, and fire watch during 
starting. 
     The crew chief will organ-
ize the crew and make sure 
the operations are covered      
with the required number of 
trained crew members. Not all 
of the A/C crew needs to be 
involved with every opera-
tion.  Some will only require 1 
member and some all of the 
members.  If you have an in-
terest is serving as an aircraft 
crew member, please notify 
Jim Boughan, Unit leader. 
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It has been a busy spring 
and summer for our wing! 
Here are pictures from the 
various events and activi-
ties. Clockwise from top 
left: Our tent at the Bran-
son Air Show in May; our 
May general membership 
meeting featured John 
Davis, former Navy flight 
engineer, who shared his 
aircraft carrier knowledge 
and experience; the Vet-
eran’s Day celebration at 
Liberty Memorial gave us 
an opportunity to set up 
our tent and display the 
crash vehicle alongside 
military vehicles belonging 
to MVPA members; later 
in May, our hangar was 
the destination venue for a 
motorcycle ride. Bike ride 
participants enjoyed tour-
ing our hangar and veter-
ans among the group 
signed our Veteran’s 
panel. All photos by Beth 
McCale. 
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Clockwise from top left: Marvin Andrews shared his WWII experiences with us at our June general 
membership meeting; the museum committee worked hard to finish exhibits before the Open House; 
using member Tim Reed’s scout car as an attraction, the HOA Wing participated in the Johnson 
County Fair parade; Jack McCale and Dan Hauser went along for the ride; our booth at  Old Set-
tlers Days  was a big hit. We sold lots of dog tags and made some good connections with the commu-
nity.  All photos by Beth McCale. 

Heart of America Wing  Spring and Summer 2009 Activities, continued 



anyway, and this made it a  
handful.  They were losing 
altitude, using up fuel, and it 
looked like they weren’t go-
ing to make it either back to 
Formosa or on to the Philip-
pines. 
     As if that were not bad 
enough, the gods of weather 
now decided to throw in a 
typhoon.  They were on the 
edge of a monster storm that 
was kicking up 20-foot waves 
below them in the Formosa 
Strait.  Unable to maintain 
altitude, Armacost was able 
to radio a nearby British 
destroyer and advise that 
they were going to have to 
abandon Les Miserables.  
The  bomb bay doors on a  
B-24 are flimsy at best, and 
ditching one was almost cer-
tain to mean death for the 
British passengers as the sea 
would rip off the doors and 
break the fuselage at the 
bulkhead. 
     “Take the POWs to the 
rear of the plane, brief them 
again on the ‘chutes, and 
have them go out the rear 
hatch where they won’t hit 
any part of the airplane,” 
Armacost told his engineer.  
Some resisted, not wanting 
to leave the aircraft, and the 
engineer had to forcibly as-
sist some in exiting.   Three 
of the nervous Brits inadver-
tently tripped their ‘chutes 
inside the bomber, and the 
engineer gathered the silk 
canopies and threw them as 
the men jumped.  Each of 
those three deployed. 
     However, whether their 
‘chutes malfunctioned or 
whether they were too terri-
fied to pull the rip cords, 
several of the canopies of the 
POWs failed to deploy.  Ar-

macost said it was a trau-
matic experience for his 
young engineer,  who 
watched them plummet from 
2000 feet into the angry seas 
below. 
     Finally, Armacost sent 
his co-pilot to check that 
everyone was out of the air-
c r a f t  e x c e p t  t h e m .  
“Everybody’s out but us,” 
he reported. 
     “Okay, clip on one of 
those life rafts and let’s get 
out of here,” Armacost or-
dered.  The co-pilot acceded, 
then turned to his aircraft 
commander.  “I feel kinda 
chicken----, using this raft 
when everyone else just has 
a life jacket.” 
     “Fine, leave it.  But let’s 
get out of here.”  The two 
pilots bailed out, and Arma-
cost was able to see the Brit-
ish destroyer a few miles 
away as he came down in the 
heavy seas.  The swells were 
so high that he rarely could 
see the ship, but after about 
45 minutes he was picked up, 
along with the other four 
men of his crew and eight of 
the 20 ex-POWs. 
     Twelve men, some of 
whom had spent three, four, 
five years as underfed and 
maltreated prisoners of the 
Japanese, were lost at sea. 
     Bob Armacost was a big 
man at 6’3” and 220 pounds 
while in the Air Corps, and 
he had played football at 
Notre Dame his freshman 
year.  He had been selected 
to fly the P-38 fighter, but 
declined.  “It was too small.  
I needed a bigger cockpit.  I 
don’t think they were very 
happy with me about my 
decision, but I wanted in 
bombers anyway.”   

     After the war, Armacost 
declined an offer to fly in the 
reserves, and returned to 
Kansas City where he and 
his father, operated a Stude-
baker dealership.  Later, he 
was a Pontiac dealer, and 
after selling the dealership in 
the 1960s became a well-

known cattle rancher. 
     “You know, I try not to 
think about that flight, but I 
can’t help it.  I always won-
der if there was something 
else I could have done that 
would have had a different 
outcome.”  
     Bob Armacost was a 
friend of the Heart of Amer-
ica Wing.  He donated his 
dress uniform complete with 
his wings and ribbons to the 
museum, and his wife Mary-
lyn donated her Red Cross 
volunteer’s uniform, which 
graces our meeting room. He 
also contributed generously 
to the elevator fund. 
     Bob went west 8 May 
2009.  He was 87 years old. 
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Jim Boughan, Unit Leader 

816-822-7171 / jboughan@kc.rr.com 

Jon Miller, Executive Officer 

913-634-0788 / jmiller@birch.net 

Darrell Werner, Finance Officer 

913-685-8864 / dewerner@kc.rr.com 

Karl Hines, Maintenance Officer 

816-589-8028 

 airbikeflyer@embarqmail.com 

Dave Swartzbaugh, Adjutant Officer 

816-561-1221 

davidswartzbaugh@yahoo.com  

Phil Pardon, Operations Officer 

913-432-0868 / philpardon@kc.rr.com 

Steve Zimmerman, Safety Officer 

913-302-4452 / swzaviator@sbcglobal.net 

Jack McCale, PX Officer 

913-638-6392 / jackmccale@hotmail.com 

Beth McCale, Development Officer 

913-706-8986  

 elizabethmccale@hotmail.com 

Kim Pardon, Public Information Officer 

913-432-0868 / pardon@kc.rr.com 

John McCullagh, Membership Chairman 

913-544-9315 

Mike Batliner, Hangar Manager 

816-746-9335 / LBATS@sbcglobal.net 

 
Hangar Dance  

 
The last hangar dance of 
the season will be held 
Saturday, September 19. 
The Moonlight Serenad-
ers will play. Tickets are 
$20 per person and ta-
bles will seat 10. All 
seats are reserved. Con-
tact Ray Gentile at 913-
897-3422 for tickets. 

Armacost in later years.  



Commemorative Air Force 
Heart of America Wing 
6 Aero Plaza 
New Century KS 66031 

Phone: 913-907-7902 
www.kcghostsquadron.org 

SAT Sep. 19, 10 a.m. – General Membership Meeting 

SAT Sep. 19, 7 p.m. -  Hangar Dance 
 

THU Oct. 1, 7 p.m. – Executive Staff Meeting 

OCT. 9 thru 11 – AIR SHO, Midland, TX 

SAT Oct. 17, 10 a.m. – General Membership Meeting (Elections) 
 

THU Nov. 5, 7 p.m. – Executive Staff Meeting 

SAT Nov. 21, 10 a.m. – General Membership Meeting 
 

THU Dec. 4, 6:30 p.m. – Christmas Party 

No General Membership Meeting in December 

Calendar of Events for 2009 

Honoring American Military Aviation 

 

 

 

 




