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guns were
always a prob-
lem.

“It sounded
like metal hail
hitting the
plane,” says
Arola. “I used to
put an extra flak
vest under my
seat, just to be
safe. We also had
good fighter
escorts most of
the time, some-
times from the
Tuskegee airmen
in their red-nosed
P-51 planes. One
of our ships was attacked by the first

jet plane I ever saw, a
German Me-262.”

On one occasion,
Arola recalls, someone
stole the parachutes
from a bomber, proba-
bly intending to sell the
silk on the black mar-

ket. To hide the theft,
the thief stuffed the
packs with newspapers.
When the plane was
later shot down, the
crewmen fell to their
deaths,

followed by a
stream of floating
paper.

Arola was never
shot down, but he
was injured after the
war ended. Invited
to observe a check-
ride by a new pilot

When Sulo Arola, Freeport,
Ill., was drafted in July, 1943, his
induction officer gave him some-
thing few others received: a choice.
Arola chose the Army Air Corps, and
by the time he was commissioned in
August, 1944, he had become a
trained bombardier in B-17s, using
the secret Norden bombsite.

In March of 1945, Arola was
deployed to Foggia, Italy, as part of
the 429th Squadron, 2nd bomb

Group, 15th Air Force. From Foggia,
he flew frequent missions over
northern Italy, bombing communica-
tions lines, supply depots, railroad
marshalling yards and bridges. His
plane dropped mostly thousand-
pound HE bombs from about 27,000
to 30,000 feet up, and flew in forma-
tions with hundreds of other aircraft.
“Sitting in that Plexiglas nose, I had
the best view in the airplane,” he
recalls.

Because it was late in the war,
Arola’s bomber was seldom attacked
by fighters, although anti-aircraft

Arola was injured after 
the war when a student 
pilot crash-landed 
their aircraft.

in a B-17, Arola wrenched his back
while crawling out of the wreckage
after the would-be pilot pancaked
the landing and crushed the landing
gear.

Arola was released from active
duty on Jan.1, 1946, but he stayed in
the inactive reserves for eight more
years. A few years ago, the
Commemorative Air Force (CAF)
flew a restored B-17 into Albertus
Field in Freeport, and Arola went out
to take a look at the old bird and to
show it to his youngest son, Gary.

“I was surprised at how small the
plane was,” he says.

Arola (R-standing) and his flight crew pose in front of their
B-17G at Foggia in Italy.

Sulo Arola served with the 15th
Air Force in Italy as a bombardier

in B-17s. (Jon McGinty photo)
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R i c h a r d
Hughes, Rockford, Ill.,

enlisted in the Navy in
February, 1944, and trained to
become a quartermaster for LSTs
(Landing Ship, Tank). The LST was a
big, flat-bottomed ship designed to
transport vehicles and troops across
long ocean distances and then land
them directly onto a beach.

Hughes left the United States via
New Orleans later that year with a
small flotilla of other ships. They
refueled in Cuba, transited the
Panama Canal, and joined the 7th
Fleet in the New Hebrides 31 days
later.

Hughes was involved in several
major invasions in the Pacific,
including New Guinea and the
Philippines. During these inva-
sions, his assault ship transported
Marines, soldiers, tanks, jeeps,
weapons carriers, surveillance air-
planes and other landing craft.

The invasion of Biak off the
northern coast of New Guinea was
the first time Hughes was under
enemy fire. The invasion was
intended to destroy anti-aircraft
guns which the Japanese hid deep
in large caves.

“The Marines were using flame
throwers to get at the enemy in
those caves,” he recalls. “We could
see burning Japanese soldiers run-
ning about. I was worried my family
might never see me again.”

An intelligence officer told Hughes
they discovered a cave on Biak that
was filled with ice skates. When
asked why they had ice skates in the
South Pacific near the equator, the
Japanese claimed they had been told
they were on an island off the coast
of California. The skates would be
useful after the invasion of the
United States later that year.

On Oct. 22, 1944, General Douglas
“I shall return” MacArthur and the
Sixth Army invaded Leyte in the
Philippines, and Hughes’ ship was
there, unloading Marines. The land-
ing fleet was attacked by bombers
and, for the first time, by Kamikaze
suicide planes. Hughes saw several
ships blow up, although his escaped
damage.

The second invasion of the
Philippines took place at Luzon on
Jan. 9, 1945, and Hughes was there as
well. He remembers unloading sev-
eral DUKWs, those amphibious
trucks now used to transport tourists
around the Wisconsin Dells. These
“ducks” were off-loaded at night,
and went on a mission to rescue
POWs from the Japanese camps.

“When the DUKWs hit the water
on their return trip, the POWs
became frightened they were being
drowned,” says Hughes. “Several
weaker ones died of heart attacks as
a result.”
In April, Hughes was on his way

to join the invasion of Okinawa
when his flotilla was hit by a
typhoon. Several ships were sunk,
and his LST was damaged and
forced to return to Subic Bay in the
Philippines for repairs.
After the war, Hughes’ ship trans-

ported personnel and supplies to
the occupation forces in Japan.
Once while on shore leave, he visit-
ed Nagasaki, site of the last atomic
bomb explosion in the war.
“The devastation was unbeliev-

able,” remembers Hughes. “There
were wounded people all over. I
never saw anything like it.” �

Richard Hughes was a Navy quartermaster aboard an LST
during several Pacific invasions.

Hughes’ ship transported troops and supplies while
under attack by Kamikazes.
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