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 B-29 OPERATIONS & FLIGHT CONDITIONS FROM INDIA AND CHINA BASES 
By Dr. Yates C. Smith 

 
On July 4th 1944 (Tuesday), Gen. K. B. Wolfe, Commanding General of the 58th “Test 
Wing” returned to Washington, D.C.  General "Blondie" Saunders took over until his 
accident.  The accident occurred when General Saunders was returning from one of the 
other B-29 bases to Kharagpur (B-1 or Camp Salua) in a B-25 at night.  They crashed on 
takeoff.  In addition to General Saunders, Lt. Hofstetter, US Army Nurse, and two 
Sergeants, one a radio operator and one the engineer were aboard.  All were given 
emergency first aid treatment at the scene of the wreck, but the Nurse was pronounced 
dead before being removed from the ship.  General Saunders was taken to the hospital at 
Piardoba and given immediate treatment for his injuries which consisted of a compound 
fracture of the left ankle, fractured left foot, fractured elbow of one arm, a serious scalp 
laceration with possible concussion, and light bruises.  General Saunders eventually lost 
his left leg.  He received the Distinguish Service Cross while he was recovering in the 
Base Hospital.  When he was able, he was returned to the States.   (Source: Diary of Theodore 
E. Brockmeier, aide to General LeMay. 

 

 
National Archives photo 

General LeMay with Blondie Saunders 

 
Col. Ted S. Faulkner, Vice Group Commander was made Commander of the 468th Bomb 
Group.  Lt. Col. Jim Edmundson, 792nd Bomb Squadron Commander was made Vice 
Commander of the 468th Bomb Group.  Col. Faulkner was later killed on a Singapore raid 
in November 1944.  At that time, Lt. Col. Jim Edmundson was made 468th Bomb Group 
Commander, and promoted to full Colonel.  “Colonel Jim” remained Commander of the 
468th Bomb Group until the end of the war.   
 
On August 29th, 1944 (Tuesday), Major General Curtis E. LeMay, took command of the 58th 
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Bomb Wing.  
 
It was decided by 468th Bomb Group that the official markings for our group would be a 
star on each side of the nose with approximate 6 inch wide streamers.  The name of the 
airplane was painted between the streamers.  The colors for the star and streamers were 
white for 792nd Squadron, red for 793rd, blue for 794th, and yellow for 795th.  There were 2 
large diagonal stripes of the same color scheme on the vertical stabilizer.  Our crew 
decided to name 42-6284, "The Challenger".  Someone, probably in Bomber Command, 
decided we should paint a small camel for each "Hump" round trip and a vertical black 
bomb for each bombing mission.  Those would be painted on the Pilot’s side of the 
airplane nose starting at the edge of the Bombardier's window. 
 

 
 

  
 

Photos by Dr. Yates C. Smith 
 
 

February 19th 1945 (Monday) – This was the day of the Kuala Lumpur raid.  Soon after 
that raid, Major George was made Squadron Operations officer.  Harry Olsen was made 
our Pilot for our crew and promoted to Captain.  Our new Co-pilot, Russ Markstrom, a 
1st. Lt. from Eureka, CA was liked by everyone on the crew from the very beginning.  
Russ had come to our outfit as a replacement Pilot.   
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Harry Olsen 
Photo by Dr. Yates C. Smith 

 
It was our duty to keep our 45 automatics cleaned, and carry them on each mission.  
Some of us had little things we carried on each mission.  The 45 automatic was carried in 
a shoulder holster.  We wore an ammunition belt that was about 3 inches wide.  On this 
belt was a holder with two extra clips for the 45 automatic, our canteen with water, and a 
scabbard with a 6" knife.  Before each mission we would be issued a canvas money belt 
with money for that area, and escape maps made of sharkskin and silk.  They were in 
color and I still have six of mine.  We were also issued a compass.  The compass was 
approximately 1/4 inch in diameter.  It was enclosed in a plastic cover.  It was called an 
“a**hole compass”.  In case of a bailout, we knew where it was to be kept.  If we were 
captured, it would be the very thing the Japs would not want us to have.     
 

 
The “compass” 

 
Elliott, our Central Fire Control Gunner, wore the same pair of blue jeans on every 
mission for his entire tour of duty.  I can't say it was his lucky charm to wear those pants, 
because he did get hit with some flak in his foot.  He was awarded the Purple Heart.  I 
wore my A-2 leather flight jacket on each mission with a baseball cap that had been 
issued.  Still have them both with a 1st Lt. bar on the cap.  In one pocket of the A-2 jacket, 
I had a box of 50 rounds of 45 ammunition.  In the other pocket, I had a small leather kit 
with chess, checkers, and a set of dice.  I thought if we had to bail out someone needed 
to bring along the entertainment.  In the same pocket was a tooth brush.  I couldn't stand 
the thought of not being able to brush my teeth. On my dog tag chain around my neck 
was my dog tags and the small can opener that had been issued to us.  I needed the can 
opener if we were going to open any of the K-rations.   
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Harold Elliot, CFC (left) 
Paul Gains, Tail Gunner (right) 

From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith 

 
My parachute was a 24 foot chest pack.  All I wore on the plane was the parachute 
harness.  In case of a bail out, I would pick up the parachute, and snap it on to two big 
rings on the front of the harness.  The snaps were on the back side of the parachute. I felt 
much safer with this type of parachute.  If anything should go wrong, I had the chute 
right in front to work on.  The 24 foot chute was a smaller diameter, and meant we would 
come down a lot faster.  On the sides of the harness at our hip joints were two additional 
rings.  The seat pack snapped on to those two rings.  The seat pack included a one-man 
life raft, and all of the equipment included with the raft.   
 
Each B-29 had two 10-man life rafts stored on top of the airplane in compartments.  It 
was the duty of the Radio Operator to pull two release handles in case of ditching.  Those 
two red handles were located on each side of the tunnel entrance to the Gunner 
compartment.  In case Poindexter was unable to do it, then it was the duty of the 
Navigator to pull those handles.  When those handles were pulled, the doors would open 
on top of the airplane, and the rafts would automatically inflate.  The rafts were tied to the 
airplane until someone could release them from the plane.  It eliminated the possibility of 
them being inflated and floating away.  Stored at the rear of the airplane near the 
putt-putt (small auxiliary engine), was a small water-tight radio, with a hand crank 
generator built in.  This radio-generator was called a "Gibson Girl" due to its shape.  The 
radio antenna was a box kite that could be sent aloft by a fine steel wire. When we 
cranked the portable generator, it would send out a coded signal that would enable 
ground radio stations to take radio bearings on our position.  If two stations picked up 
our signal, they could triangulate on the point where those two bearing lines crossed to 
determine our location. 
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Gibson Girl radio transmitter 

  
Each flight crew member was issued a "Mae West".  A Mae West was a yellow life vest 
with a hole that allowed our heads through.  It came down the front to about the waist.  
There was a strap that hooked around our waist, and another strap from the back that 
came up the crotch to the front.  There were 2 carbon dioxide cartridges holders with 
small release cords.  If we pulled those, they would inflate the Mae West, and we would 
have a life preserver that would keep us afloat.  There were also two tubes long enough 
to inflate by mouth in case there were slight leaks.  Where the tubes entered the vest 
were small valves that could be opened or closed.  The Mae West was named for the 
movie star who was heavily endowed in the chest area.     
 

         
 

Mae West life vest vs. Mae West actress 

 
Each flight crew member was issued a small mirror about 4 X 5 inches.  In the center of 
the mirror was a very small cross about ½ inch long etched in the mirror.  If we were lost, 
and the sun was shining, and we heard a plane come over, it was possible to point the 
mirror toward the plane, and reflect the sunlight.  It would place a very sharp light on the 
plane, and it was possible we would be seen.  Many people used these very successfully, 
and were saved.     
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WWII Signaling Mirror 

 
For those Hump trips to China, we were issued a Chinese flag with a message in Chinese 
at the bottom. It said we were American flyers, should be protected, and returned safely.   
A rough translation of the Chinese characters on the blood chit are: 
 
"This foreign person has come to China to help in the war effort. Soldiers and civilians, 
one and all, should rescue and protect him.” 
 
(For a complete history of the blood chit, visit: CBI Theater) 
 

 
 

Blood Chit 
From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith 

(Not actual size – actual size was much larger) 
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Overall, we had quite a bit of escape and rescue equipment at our disposal to use in case 
of an emergency.  It might be crude by today’s standards, but it was the best we had.     
 
The B-29 was an all-electric airplane.  This included the gun turrets, gun computers, all 
instruments, gasoline transfer pumps, cowl flaps, wing flaps, landing gear, all radio and 
radar equipment, and the turbo-supercharger amplifiers.  This all-electrical system 
required a large amount of current.  Engines number 1 and 4 each had two 300 amp, 24 
volt generators.  Engines number 2 and 3 each had one 300 amp, 24 volt generator. 
Hydraulic power was only used for landing brakes. 
 
The main hydraulic pump was behind the Navigator position with an alternate pump 
including a manual lever at the Co-Pilot’s position. 
 
On most of our missions we flew at pretty low altitude after takeoff, usually below 10,000 
feet unless there was a mountain range.  We tried to stay at the lower altitude as long as 
possible in order to have a lower gross weight when we started to climb to bombing 
altitude.  Most all of our missions were above 20,000 feet with the exception of the mine 
laying operations at Singapore and Cam Ran Bay, French Indo-China.  (If I remember 
correctly, those were 3,000 feet at night.) 
 
On most of the return flights from a bombing mission, Harry Olsen and Winston Fisher 
would try to get the B-29 on "the step".  It was a maneuver where the plane was in just a 
very slight nose down attitude; however, it was not losing altitude.  You can get extra 
speed at a normally lower power setting.  The long range power setting was usually 31 
inches of mercury, 2100 RPM, and automatic lean on the fuel mixture.  On the return, 
everything possible was done to conserve fuel.  Fisher (Engineer) would transfer fuel 
from the bomb bay tanks to the wing tanks as soon as space was available in the wing 
tanks.  There were cases where the fuel transfer pumps went out.  There would be plenty 
of fuel in the bomb bay, and center wing section and it could not be transferred to the 
wing tanks.  Engines could only be fed from fuel in the wing tanks.  One of Fisher's main 
jobs was to keep up with the fuel consumption.  The loss of gross weight due to the 
consumption of fuel required a change in the power settings and the trim tabs to get 
maximum performance of the aircraft. 
 

 
Olsen, Smith and Fisher – morning shave 

From the Dr. Yates C. Smith collection 
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The fuel consumption on takeoff was tremendous.  Normally we would be pulling 45 to 47 
inches of mercury, 2500 to 2550 prop RPM's, fuel mixture on automatic rich, and the 
turbo-supercharger on position 8.  That meant the waist gate on the exhaust manifold 
was 80% closed.  You only pulled that kind of power setting for about 60 to 90 seconds to 
get off the ground and get the gear up.  Takeoff power setting would be using 3,000 
gallons of gasoline per hour for 4 engines.  This would be using 12.5 gallons of gas per 
engine per minute.  With the high atmospheric temperatures in India, it was all those 
engines could do to get us off the ground.  The maximum power setting was 51 inches, 
2800 RPM, and super chargers set on position 10.  If that power setting was used over 2 
minutes, all 4 engines would have to be examined when we landed.  
 

 
 

Fuel consumption chart – every Flight Engineer used this set of curves to calibrate fuel consumption 
From the collection of Dr. Yates C. Smith 

Courtesy of Winston Fisher 
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Power settings for climbing were 37 to 39 inches of mercury, 2300 RPM for the props.  At 
level flight, with that power setting, we could indicate 270 airspeed.  The long range 
cruise power setting was 31 inches of mercury, 2100 prop RPM, and fuel mixture on 
automatic lean.  We could indicate 190 MPH with this setting.  
 
If the bombing mission was a daytime operation, we would usually be in a formation of 3 
aircraft.  We would have a definite time to be at the IP (Initial Point) to assemble the 
formation.  If it was a night mission, it would not be in a 3 plane formation.  It did mean 
you had to hit your IP right on schedule so as not to be in the way of another plane.  
Each plane had a time at IP, altitude, and airspeed from there to the aiming point of the 
target. 
 
Most of our missions were extremely long, and lasted over 12 hours.  We had on board 
an electrically heated food box.  The box was about 2 feet high, 6 inches deep and 18 
inches long.  It had a door on the front with individual trays on the inside.  The mess hall 
would prepare us some kind of sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs, and coffee.  Mess Sgt. 
Reilly would make turkey, ham, chicken, or roast beef sandwiches.  He would have to go 
to Kalaikunda to get the meat.  He reported it was packed in 5 pound boxes.  As soon as 
we came off the target, and were in a safe zone, one of the crew members would plug in 
the food box.  In about 30 minutes, we each had a short snack and coffee to tide us over.  
 
Upon our return from a mission, everything had to be stored away, such as parachutes, 
oxygen masks, binoculars, and other equipment.  A small truck would meet us at the 
plane for a trip to the Operations office.  At the office, we were met by two men.  One was 
usually the Chaplain and the other was Dr. Rounsaville, the Flight Surgeon.  They would 
pour us a drink.  If someone took fruit juice, the Chaplain would say, "That's my man".  If 
he wanted a mug of Scotch Whiskey, then John would say, "That's my man".  Having 
returned from those flights, and being so tense, I would drink ½ mug of straight Scotch 
whiskey, and not even know what I had done.  Those were the extremely long missions 
with heavy flak and fighters. 
 

 
 

John Rounsaville, Flight Surgeon, 794
th

 Bomb Squadron 
Photo by Dr. Yates C. Smith 
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If the mission ended back in China, we would be permitted to sleep overnight before 
flying back to India.  The only danger was an attack on our airfield from the Japanese 
fighters.  On one such occasion, I had been awake the night before I left India 
supervising the bomb loading.  When the loading was completed, we flew to China.  We 
were briefed and immediately took off for our mission.  By the time we got back to China 
(A-7) from the mission, I had been awake for the best parts of 2 days.  My eyes burned 
from being awake so long, and it was difficult to close them.  I asked John Rounsaville if 
he had anything that would put me to sleep.  He gave me a red capsule that he had 
punctured at each end.  John told me to go to my tent, and go to bed.  I was looking at an 
old Life magazine.  He told me the second time, "You had better get in the sack".  I told 
him, "I would".  John said, "You had better go now, or you won't make it". The last thing I 
remembered was pulling back the tent flap.  I do not remember getting in the sack or 
anything.  I was told the next day that a hot poker game had taken place in the tent while I 
was asleep.  I didn't hear a thing as I was dead away. 
 
Col. Victor Agather, Mexico City, was able to secure a B-29 from the China Lake Naval Air 
Station, CA about 1970.  He had his own personnel refurbish a B-29 that had been at the 
desert station for about 25 years.  It took his crew about 6 weeks to complete the job.  He 
flew the plane to Harlingen, Texas, and donated it to the Confederate Air Force. Col.  
Agaither was stationed at Kharagpur (Camp Salua) the same time I was.  He was in 
charge of the maintenance and modifications of the B-29 to correct aircraft operating 
problems we were encountering.  He has supplied me with some of the technical data in 
this report.  We were having so many problems with the overheating of the exhaust 
valves.  Some of this was corrected by changing the oil crossover lines to permit the 
cool oil to go to the exhaust valves first before going to the intake valves.  Additional 
cooling of the exhaust valves was accomplished by redirecting the air ducts to go 
directly to the exhaust valve’s side of the pistons.  Other problems were carburetors, 
prop governors, and gasoline transfer pumps. 
 
On the night of the 8th (Tuesday), we were directed to load bombs.  We had been told the 
number of bombs, sizes, and type of fuses to be used, whether the fuses would be 
instantaneous or a .1 second delay.  The instantaneous fuses would cause the bomb to 
go off as soon as the bomb struck anything.  The .1 second delay would go into a target 
before exploding.  I have seen 500 lb. General Purpose bombs delivered by truck from 
the ammo dump to the airplane.  When the truck would arrive, they would drop the tail 
gate.  The truck would start in reverse, and the driver would apply the brakes quickly.  
The bombs would all roll out the back and fall on the ground.  There was no chance for 
an explosion, as they had not been fused.  The bombs would be rolled under the bomb 
bay.  With a cable hoist, they were lifted to the proper position, bomb shackles would be 
placed on the bomb racks.  After all bombs were in, it was my duty to assist and 
supervise the installation of the fuses.  On most missions, there would be both a nose 
and tail fuse.  The fuses were delivered to the plane in wooden boxes with each fuse 
packed in a small metal can.  There was a plug at both ends of the bomb that had to be 
removed.  After the fuses were screwed in, a safety wire for the fuse was attached to the 
bomb rack.  
 
When the bomb was released, the wire would stay with the shackle and the bomb would 
fall and free the safety wire.  The fuse had a small 2 or 3 inch fan.  The safety wire did not 
permit the fan to rotate.  After the bomb left the plane, and the fan on the fuse had turned 
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about 50 revolutions, the fan would fall off, and the bomb was armed.  Each fuse also had 
a safety pin that had to be removed after take-off.  On each of the missions, I saved a 
bomb fuse tag, and wrote all of the pertinent information about that mission.  The 
information recorded included size of bomb load, how fused, target, altitude, airspeed 
and other data.  After the bombs were loaded, and fused, we were through with our job 
until after take-off.  It was usually late at night before all of the bombs were loaded.  A lot 
of our work had to be done late in the afternoon because of the excessive heat during the 
day. 
 

 
 

From “The Story of the Billy Mitchell Group” 

 
While the bombs were being loaded, the Gunners and ground armament personnel would 
be loading all the gun turrets with ammo.  The first production B-29's had 2 50-caliber 
machine guns in each turret.  There was a top front and aft; a lower front and aft; and a 
tail turret.  The tail turret also had a 20 MM cannon.  After a few missions, the 20 MM 
cannon was removed for weight conservation, and due to the fact that the trajectory of 
the 50 caliber machine guns and the 20 MM cannon were different.  Since the tail turret 
was computer controlled, the computer could only be effective for one type of gun.  Due 
to the number of frontal attacks, the second generation B-29's top front turret was 
increased to 4 50 caliber guns.  The gun turrets were all remote controlled.  The 
Bombardier normally had primary control over the top and lower front turrets.  The 
Senior Gunner had primary control over the top aft, and secondary control over the top 
front.  The Tail Gunner had primary control over the tail turret, and secondary control 
over the lower aft.  Normally the outside Gunner in formation flight had primary control 
over the lower aft and secondary control over the lower front.  The inside Gunner on a 
formation flight usually did not have control over a turret.  The control over those turrets 
could be released from one person to another by simply flipping a control switch.  
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Armorers at work 
National Archives photo 

 
There was a cam in each turret to automatically raise and lower the guns.  It kept the 
guns from being fired into propellers.  There was also a limit switch that prevented the 
top turrets from firing into the vertical stabilizer.  Cams prevented the lower turrets from 
firing into the propellers, bomb bay doors, and radar turret.  Each of us had a gun sight.  
You dialed in the wing span of a fighter.  There was a lighted circle in the gun-sight you 
could adjust.  You would put the center dot on the plane, adjust the lighted circle till you 
had his wing span, and push the trigger.  The computer calculated the distance the plane 
was from the B-29, his speed in comparison to yours, the lead and drop of the 50 caliber 
bullets we were firing.  If everything went correctly, you could nail him.  The Gunnery 
computer system was under the floor in the Gunner’s compartment.  Its weight was 
approximately 600 lbs.  A computer of today that would do the same job would probably 
weigh about 5 lbs. 

 
 

From the Russell Stacy collection at the New England Air Museum 
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The radar system was the latest for the times.  The  radar room was located behind the 
Gunner’s compartment.  The Radar Operator had a tab le on the left hand side of the 
plane.  His scope was connected to a radar dish on the lower side of the plane between 
the front and rear bomb bays.  Wilfinger had the ca pability of making a bomb run and 
dropping bombs from his position.  It was normally done if the cloud undercast was 
such, or it was inadvisable for me to make a bomb r un from the front of the airplane.  
(Charles Brooks, Kingsville, Md. 21087 told me at t he 1990 Omaha Reunion that some the 
B-29's that were painted black on the bottom was to  reflect ground radar.  However it was 
probably used to reflect ground searchlights.) 
 
There were missions where we carried a Radar Counte rmeasure Operator.  He had his 
equipment in the same room with the Radar Operator.   His purpose was to scan enemy 
radar frequencies, and jam the Japanese radar.  Som e of these Radar Countermeasure 
Operators were Navaho Indians.  They would talk to other Navaho operators in other 
planes.  The Navaho language could not be translate d by the Japanese. 
 
There were also 2 bunks on the right hand side of t he radar room and a toilet.  The toilet 
had heavy paper bags that were placed inside.  Thos e paper bags were reinforced with 
tar like material to make them waterproof.  It was the duty of who ever used it to clean it 
up. 
 

 
 

B-29 Toilet 
From the Glen Myrtle Collection 

Courtesy of the New England Air Museum 
 
Before takeoff, Major George would have us line up for inspection.  It was usually Olsen, 
Fisher, Watkins, Smith, Wilfinger, Poindexter, Elli ott, Ode, Stanisich, and Gains. Major 
George would check to see if each of us had all of our equipment.  Then we would pull 
the engines through.  It meant turning backward eac h propeller 4 revolutions (16 blades). 
On a reciprocating engine, oil would seep past the rings on the lower cylinders.  If you 


