






One member of the group painted
"Confederate Air Force" on one of their

airplanes. This was not a political state­
ment but rather a lighthearted attempt
to poke fun at the group's humble
beginnings. The appellation stuck, and
in 1961 the group chartered the CAF
as a nonprofit Texas corporation. By
2001, however, the organization's name
aroused dissenting chords of political
incorrectness. The CAF became the
Commemorative Air Force, a name that
better reflected its purpose.

The CAF is dedicated to the acquisi­
tion, restoration, and preservation in
flying condition of World War II aircraft
flown by all U.S. military services-and
some flown by other countries-to
"honor American military aviation
through flight, exhibition, and remem­
brance." The CAF has the world's largest
fleet of flyable World War II aircraft. Thus
far it has 156 warbirds representing 60
types. They range from liaison aircraft
and trainers to the mammoth Boe­

ing B-29, FIFI, the world's only flying
Superfortress. The CAFhas saved several
aircraft models from extinction, the rar­
est being the Curtiss SB2C Helldiver, a
restoration that took six years and tens
of thousands of man-hours. It is the only
flying I-Ielldiver in the world.

The CAF also has a number of

museums scattered about the country,
including the Airpower Museum at the
Midland (Texas) International Airport,
where its headquarters is located. The
CAFregularly flies its aircraft to airshows
all over the country where they make
fly-bys and are put on display.

CAF Hangar 57

with a group of
CAF "Colonels"

(left). Hangar 57
pilots travel to
major aviation
events in the
United States

spreading the
word of the CAF.

CAF members who staff displayed
aircraft tell poignant stories about visi­
tors drawn to make close inspections
of their aircraft. One, for example, tells
of when he was "babysitting" a North
American B-25 Mitchell at an airshow.

He noticed an elderly man approach­
ing slowly and with the help of a walker.
He looked into the visitor's rheumy eyes
and saw tears beginning to form rivu­
lets on his cheeks. The man said that he
had been a B-25 tail gunner and had
not been near "an army bomber" for 60
years. The man cried unabashedly as he
told of how he was wounded during his
twenty-fourth mission, but he was the
lucky one-the only one to bailout of
the stricken airplane, the only survivor.
Emotion poured from the man like water
from a faucet. After gaining his compo­
sure, he laid a bony, weathered hand on
a bomb-bay door and uttered a barely
audible prayer for his fallen comrades.

The CAF has grown into an interna­
tional organization with almost 9,000
members-all are assigned the rank of
colonel-dedicated to the preserva­
tion of World War II aviation history. All
members who work on and fly the CAF's
airplanes are volunteers and the only
payment they receive is the pride and
gratification associated with keeping
these historic icons in the air. They regard
themselves as stewards of the aircraft.

The CAFhas 74 units known as wings,
squadrons, and detachments that carry
out the organization's objectives. There
are 70 in the United States, including
one in Alaska, and one each in Australia,
France, New Zealand, and Switzerland.

Flyinga 8-24
MYGOOD FRIEND,Tom Travis, a retired
airline captain and member of the Texas­
based B-29/B-24 Squadron, called last
year to ask an absurd question, "Hey,
Barry. I hear you're going to write an arti­
cle about the CAE How would you like to
fly and include a write-up about Ol' 927,
our B-24A?" A reply was unnecessary,
and I had made airline reservations to

Dallas on my computer before the con­
versation had ended.

More than 18,000 Consolidated B-24
Liberators were manufactured during
the war, more than any other American
warbird, but only two remain airwor­
thy: 0l'927and Witchcraft, a B-24J that
belongs to the Collings Foundation of
Stow, Massachusetts.

Singing spokesman
Country music singer Aaron Tippin, a commercial multi­

engine instrument-rated pilot and ATP, will serve as the

2010 Commemorative Air Force celebrity spokesman,

appearing at special events for the CAF and recording

public service announcements honoring American mili­

tary aviation.

Tippin soloed on his sixteenth birthday and earned his

ratings by the time he was 18. He is also rated in heli­

copters and owns a 1941 Stearman, a 1946 J-3 Cub, and

1959 Helio Courier, all of which he flies. He has performed

for U.S. troops in Iraq and Afghanistan during the Thanks­

giving holiday for the past six years.

"As the son of a pilot, a pilot myself, and a patriot, the

mission of the CAF is especially important to me," said 8
Tippin. "Acknowledging the history of this great nation .~
and the servicemen and women who make our freedoms ~

possible is stellar and I'm happy to champion the organi- ~
zation's efforts." ;;

For more information about Tippin, visit the Web site ~I
(www.aarontippin.com). ~
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The distinctive nose section of the 8-24 housed the Norden

bombsight-the bombardier sat here (right) and operated one of
the most closely guarded secrets of World War II.

Consolidated chose to use a high wing on its "heavy
bombardment airplane" because of its experience building
high-wing PBY Catalinas. There is a strong family resem­
blance between the Liberator and its four-engine sibling,
the PB2YCoronado, a flying boat used as a patrol bomber.

The B-24 squats close to the ground, causing some
to describe it as somewhat of an ugly duckling. Its long,
slender, high-aspect-ratio wings, though, give it a look of
capability. It was the first bomber that could carry 8,000
pounds of bombs, have a range of 3,000 miles, or cruise
at 300 mph. Because of its long legs, it prowled the mid­
Atlantic to protect convoys against the German wolf packs
(submarines). Eventually, the B-24 spread its wings over
every theater of the war.

Walking toward the airplane, however, evokes more emo­
tion than appraisal. I was awed by thoughts of those who
flew this instrument of war to battle tyranny and defend
freedom. Just running one's fingertips along the skin of this
historic aircraft is a privilege, an honor, a gesture of respect
for those who sacrificed all to defeat an earlier Axis of Evil.

Ol'9271eft the production line in May 1941 and was used
by TWA to train Royal Air Force pilots to fly four-engine
airplanes and as a corporate transport by Consolidated. It
was never called upon to drop a bomb. Following the war
it was used as a corporate aircraft by the Continental Can
Corporation. The CAFacquired the aircraft in May 1968 and
embarked on an ambitious program to restore the airplane
to its original configuration. Today it is displayed at various



airshows; rides are sold to help defray
the cost of keeping this piece of flying
history in airworthy condition.

Each 1,200-horsepower, 14-cylin­
der Pratt and Whitney R-1830 94 radial
engine is supplied by a 68-gallon oil
tank. The oil tanks on 01' 927 still bear

the signatures of many who built the
aircraft in San Diego. The aircraft also is
equipped with what was one of the war's
most closely guarded secret weapons, a
Norden bombsight.

After crawling aboard the aircraft, my
instructor, BillGoeken, motioned for me
to take the left seat. I did so with excite­

ment and hesitation. I initially felt as
though I were trespassing on hallowed
ground, that the seat belonged only to
those who had earned the right under
fire to be there.

The most difficult part of flying a
B-24 is taxiing the 58,000-pound beast.
It does not have nosewheel steering, and
directional control is maintained using
asymmetric power and differential brak­
ing. This is no big deal on other aircraft,
but it is on the Liberator. The brakes are

so extremely sensitive that it is initially
difficult not to overcontrol and cause the
aircraft to lurch right and left down the
taxiway, the telltale sign of a new Libera­
tor pilot. It takes a pair of well-practiced
feet to keep the aircraft heading in one
direction, especially in a crosswind when
the aircraft wants to weathervane. The
ultimate embarrassment is causing the
nosewheel to caster 90 degrees right or

The B-24 Liberator
still holds the record

for the most-produced
American military
aircraft. It earned

its nickname "Flying
Boxcar" because of

its slab-sided fuselage
and its other

more disparaging

nickname "Flying
Coffin" because of
the narrow catwalk

between the flight
deck and the rear of

the aircraft (right)
where the tail gunner
sat in a sling-crew

members wearing
parachutes could
barely fit through the
narrow passageway.
The B-24's cockpit

(above), however, was
somewhat roomy and

was designed to be
job-specific.
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left. There is no way to recover from the
cockpit; crewmembers must exit the air­
plane, attach a tow bar, and muscle the
nosewheel back into position.

As I taxied onto the runway, I could
only imagine what it was like for a 200­
hour, 21-year-old command pilot and
his young crew to be embarking on a
bombing mission over enemy territory.
I could only imagine the anxiety they felt
in anticipation of encountering Me-l 09s
and intense antiaircraft fire focused on

their demise. I could only imagine what
it was like to penetrate hostile airspace
and make a low-level bombing run at
night over heavily defeJ;lded Ploesti,
Romania, in an attempt to destroy one

of the "Hun's" primary oil sources. I was
reminded of the advice given to bomber
pilots: "If you get shot up, fly the largest
piece home."

The initial takeoff roll is made using
asymmetric power to prevent straying off
the runway as the throttles are advanced
to 45 inches of manifold pressure and
2,700 rpm. The rudder becomes effective
at 60 knots. There is no formal VI speed;
you play by ear the decision to abort or
continue in the event of an engine fail­
ure. You then apply gentle backpressure
on the control wheel at 80 knots so that

the "Lib" unsticks in only a slightly nose­
high attitude at 100 to 110knots. Youthen
accelerate to the 140-knot climb speed.

The CAF cruises its B-24A conserva­

tively, using only 30 inches and 2,000
rpm, which result in a true airspeed of
165 knots. The airplane can go much
faster but the engines then have a vora­
cious thirst for fuel.

The B-24 has very heavy flight controls
that could never be described as harmo­

nized. Rolling and pitching the bomber
take great effort. The ailerons generate
substantial adverse yaw and require lots
of countering rudder input. The rudder
pedals have tremendous travel and when
flying in turbulence, you feel as though
your legs are powering an exercise
machine. In other words, the Liberator
is a truck, albeit a very good truck.

The airplane has a narrow center-of­
gravity envelope (only 11 inches) and
exhibits an annoying instability in pitch;
you are constantly engaged in a battle to
maintain altitude.

Watch out for "aileron snatch" during
a stall. This is when the ailerons sud­

denly and rapidly move on their own so
as to cause a strong-willed roll one way



or the other. Flying a Liberator is work­
intensive, and those who flew them did
not need to work out in a gym. Muscling
the aircraft in turbulence is more than

enough exercise to remain fit.
You cross the threshold for landing

at 95 knots and gradually retard power
to idle. I tried to land with my left hand
on the control wheel and my right on the
throttles, but I was not strong enough to
make a one-handed flare. The flare for

a proper nose-high touchdown on the
mains requires both hands pulling on
the control wheel. The most difficult part
of landing, though, is when the Libera­
tor slows below 60 knots, and the rudder
loses effectiveness. You then return to the
dreaded chore of differential braking to
stay on the runway, and this might be the
most challenging part of flying a peace­
time Liberator.

I was invited to sit in the tail gunner's
position during our return flight to Addi­
son Airport in Dallas. The seat-if you can
call it that-is a canvas sling suspended
from the ceiling that moves pendulously
in response to every aircraft movement.
You have to hang onto the .50-caliber
machine gun handles just to keep from
being flung into the aluminum sidewalls
of the tail structure. Sitting there you feel
isolated, vulnerable to an attacking Mess­
erschmitt. This is where the expression,
"don't get your ass in a sling," originated.

Uving symbols
"The CAr's historic warbirds are more
than rare aircraft," states the CAF's
monthly magazine, The Dispatch. "They
are living symbols of what the United
States and its allies accomplished during
World War II. They are indelible remind­
ers that America must never again be
unprepared, a lesson that seemingly
must be relearned by every generation."

According to its president, Stephan
C. Brown, "The CAF is all about honor­
ing military aviation by continuing to fly
and display the aircraft that demonstrate
what we accomplished as a nation. These
aircraft help us to remember the lessons
of World War II and how we became such

a powerful world leader. It also is about
honoring the Greatest Generation and
ensuring that their sacrifices will never
be forgotten." /alA

The author is a member ofCAF's South­
ern California Wing in Camarillo (WWw.

banyschiffcom). Learn more about the
Commemorative Air Forceonline (www.

commemorativeairforce.org).


