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“bomber camp” The 
Collings Foundation’s B-24J 
Witchcraft drops dummy 
bombs near Stockton, Calif., 
during a recent warbird 
training exercise.
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UNLOVED  
 LIBERATOR

THE B-24 WAS PRODUCED IN GREATER  
NUMBERS, CARRIED A BIGGER BOMBLOAD  
AND FLEW FARTHER THAN THE B-17, SO WHY  
DOESN’T IT GET THE SAME RESPECT? BY ROBERT F. DORR
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They built them deliberately, and they built them fast. The 
Liberator was the American military’s huge margin.

It’s a shame that just two of them are airworthy now (see 
sidebar, P. 29 ). Postwar America wasn’t interested in preserv-

apart, pushed overboard or crushed into scrap. Some veterans 
believe that the B-24 was singled out for the junkman because 
it never projected much glamour and lacked a constituency. 
The B-24, they’ll say, was always a bridesmaid. “It didn’t get no 
respect,” said Sergeant Vincent Re, a former engineer-gunner 
with the 467th Bombardment Group, doing his best Rodney 

mostly ignored when the history books were written.”
“We never got the recognition we deserved,” said 2nd Lt. 

Group who was shot down on his 35th mission. “The plane to 

over Berlin, which was a nightmare, and it brought me home. 

 

The B-24 fought in every theater. It was above all an 
instrument for high-altitude precision daylight bomb-
ing of military and industrial targets, but it also took 
crews on exhausting low-level anti-submarine patrols 

(story, P. 32). The B-24 performed brilliantly in most ways, 
though not if the pilot had to ditch in the ocean. It could even 
be considered handsome—if you ignore protruding bumps  
and bulges and focus on the grace of its thick, short-chord, 

high-aspect-ratio, 110-foot 
Davis wing.

The B-24 deserves its own 
place in history. Yet it’s almost 
never allowed to stand alone 
on its laurels because it’s 
doomed to be constantly com-
pared to the better-loved,  
better-looking Boeing B-17. 
The B-17 had an extra crew 
position for a publicity agent, 
B-24 veterans tell you. “They 
always ribbed us about the 
B-24 being ‘the box the B-17 
came in,’” said 1st Lt. Ralph 
Davis, a pilot with the 467th 
Group. “We were always 
being told that the other air-
plane was the swan and we 
were the ugly duckling.”

Never mind that American 
industry manufactured 19,526 
B-24 variants (including 774 
single-tail PB4Y-2 Priva teers) 
as compared to 12,731 B-17s. 
Never mind that the B-24 was 
so much faster that a Libera-
tor flying on three engines 
could overtake and pass a 
B-17 chugging along on all 
four. Never mind that the 

a heavier bombload (although 
the B-17 had a higher ceiling 
and was easier to handle).

More variants were pro-
duced of the B-24. The C-87 
Liberator Express was a ro bust 
cargo hauler, one of which 
was modified as an execu-
tive transport for Franklin D. 
Roosevelt. Though the 32nd 

aboard that aircraft, First 
Lady Eleanor Roosevelt put it 
to good use. The C-109 ver-
sion was perhaps aviation’s 
most uneconomical tanker. 

Only two Consolidated B-24s  
fly today. There should be more, 
given the number of Liberators 
that trundled out of factories in 
five locations during World War II. 

slow starter The XB-24 
originally had a maximum 
speed of just 273 mph. A 
redesign that incorporated 
turbo supercharged engines 
raised its speed to 311 mph. 
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Commando

 

I

Seattle 
Times

liberator lineup B-24s 
on the assembly line at Ford’s 
Willow Run plant in Michigan, 
one of five factories that 
cranked out the bombers. 
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 FABRIC- 
COVERED 
RUDDER

RUDDER  
TRIM TAB

LEADING  
EDGE DE-ICING 

BOOT

 FABRIC- 
COVERED 
ELEVATOR

TAIL GUNNER
CONSOLIDATED  

OR MOTOR  
PRODUCTS MPC 

A-6B ELECTRICALLY 
OPERATED TAIL 

TURRET

WAIST GUNNERS
.50-CALIBER MANUALLY  
OPERATED WAIST GUNS

DIRECTION 
FINDER 
LOOP 

HOUSING

HAMILTON 
STANDARD 

HYDROMATIC 
CONSTANT-SPEED 

PROPELLER

AILERON

REAR WING 
SPAR

WING RIBS 
(PRESSED AND 

BUILT-UP FORMER)

TECH NOTES B-24J LIBERATOR

 BALL TURRET GUNNER
BRIGGS-SPERRY ELECTRICALLY 

OPERATED BALL TURRET

AFT FUSELAGE  
K 7-C CAMERA

ELEVATOR 
TRIM TAB

ENGINES 
Four 1,200-hp Pratt & 
Whitney R-1830-65 Twin 
Wasp radials

WINGSPAN 
110 feet 

LENGTH 
67 feet 8 inches

HEIGHT 
18 feet 

WEIGHT
38,000 pounds (empty) 
56,000 pounds (combat) 
71,200 pounds (maximum)

SPEED 
290 mph at 25,000 feet 
(maximum)

SERVICE CEILING 
28,000 feet

COMBAT RANGE  
1,700 miles with  
5,000 pounds of bombs

FERRY RANGE   
3,300 miles

ARMAMENT 
10 M2 .50-caliber  
machine guns

Up to 8,000-pound internal 
bombload

SPECIFICATIONS 
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BOMB  
RACKS

5-MAN 
INFLATABLE 
DINGHIES

PRATT & WHITNEY 
R-1830-65  

TWIN WASP
14-CYLINDER 
TWIN-ROW 

RADIAL ENGINE

WING 
CENTER 
SECTION  
CARRY- 

THROUGH

SELF-SEALING 
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CELLS
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TRIM TAB WING LEADING 

EDGE DE-ICING 
BOOT

SUPER-
CHARGED 
NACELLE 
CHEEK 
PLATES

MUDGUARD

OPTICALLY FLAT 
BOMB AIMING PANEL

COPILOT’S 
SEAT

PITOT HEAD

ASTRODOME

NOSE 
GUNNER

RADIO 
OPERATOR’S 

POSITION

CONSOLIDATED OR 
EMERSON ELECTRICALLY 
OPERATED NOSE TURRET

NAVIGATOR’S 
POSITION

PILOT’S  
SEAT

BOMBARDIER’S 
POSITION

(NOT VISIBLE)

FLIGHT ENGINEER
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TURRET
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B-24. Aeronautical engineer Harold Andrews, who was famil-
iar with both bombers, said, “There was a general feeling that 
the B-24 was one of those few warplanes that was absolutely 
right from the start.” In March 1939, the Army ordered seven 
YB-24 service test planes with 1,200-hp R-1830-41s equipped 
with General Electric B-2 turbosuperchargers for high-alti-

The B-24D version, which lacked a turret in the nose,was  
for many months the best-known Liberator. A B-24D named 
Teggie Ann
over occupied Europe—to the Fives-Lille steelworks on Octo-

 
“Jolly Rogers” set up shop at Iron Ridge, Australia, in Novem-
ber 1942. They soon moved to Guadalcanal, and began the 
island-hopping campaign toward Japan.

The B-24 Hot Stuff completed 25 combat missions over 
Europe on February 7, 1943, fully 3½ months ahead of the 
celebrated B-17E Memphis Belle. was on its way home 
for a war bond tour when it crashed in Iceland, killing Lt. Gen. 
Frank Andrews, commander of all U.S. forces in Europe. That 
crash was determined to be the result of human error. In some 
alternate universe Andrews would have pinned on a fourth star 
and become supreme Allied commander in Europe, while Hot 

 could have become the fount of movies, legend and lore.

carried out by 179 Liberators in four bombardment groups 

41 B-24Ds downed in battle and 12 more lost to other causes. 

awarded—marked the beginning of a ceaseless and only partly 

about Ploesti, that mission will 
always be synonymous with 
the B-24. But Liberator crews 
often point out that while the 
B-17 starred in one celluloid 
drama after another, includ-
ing Command Decision (1948) 
and Twelve O’clock High (1949), 
Hollywood has all but ignored 
the B-24, notwithstand-
ing the 2014 film Unbroken. 
John Hersey’s The War Lover 
(1965), a clumsy B-17 story 

was a runaway best  seller 

while Goodbye to Some (1965), 
by Gordon Forbes, a searing, 
brilliant novel about PB4Y-1 

went unnoticed when it came 
out and is forgotten today. 
The original Memphis Belle 
(1944) and the later com-

(1989) celebrate a B-17 mile-
stone that was actually first 
accomplished by a B-24.

As B-24 development con-
tinued, important models 
included the nose turret–
equipped B-24H, built by 
Ford, which first appeared 
on June 30, 1943. Soon after 
came the B-24J, which had 
full gun armament. Con-
solidated’s second plant at 
Fort Worth, Texas, began 
producing the B-24J on 
September 26, 1943. In the 
end, Fleet’s bombers poured 
from factories belonging to 
Consolidated at Forth Worth 
and San Diego; Ford in 
Willow Run, Mich.; Douglas 
in Tulsa, Okla.; and North 
American in Dallas, Texas.

LIBERATORS FLEW 
THEIR MOST  
FAMOUS MISSION 
ON AUGUST 1, 1943, 
AGAINST AXIS  
OIL REFINERIES IN 
PLOESTI, ROMANIA, 
A LOW-LEVEL RAID 
CARRIED OUT BY  
179 B-24S.

fatal strike The B-24M 
Red Bow, of the 448th Bomb 
Group, goes down over  
Germany after being blown 
in two by an Me-262 in 1945.

ploesti raider The Sand-
man, a B-24D of the 98th 
Bomb Group, flies over the  
the burning Astra Romana 
refinery on August 1, 1943.
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I
t’s perhaps providential 
that the two flying 
survivors highlight the 
differences between the 
first and last versions of 

the B-24 Liberator. Togeth-
er they illustrate the way 
the Liberator evolved.

Diamond Lil, operated 
by the Commemorative 
Air Force, is configured as 
an early B-24A, with clean, 
unbroken lines and a slight-
ly shorter fuselage than 
Liberators that followed. Lil 
was the 25th Liberator off 
the line but is little different 
from the first. In service 
it wore the British serial 
AM927, and later, as a war-
bird, was dubbed Ol’ 927. It 
now performs as B-24A 40-
2366, representing a model 
that lacked the armor, 
armament and turbocharg-
ers of later Liberators.

“Takeoff roll in the air- 
 plane is somewhat com-
plicated,” said Al Benzing, 
pilot of Diamond Lil. “You’re 
very careful to make sure the 
nosewheel is straight ahead. 
When you add power, the 
aircraft will tend to the left, 
so you steer with the throttle 
until you reach the point 
where the rudder is effec-
tive. The amount of rudder 
pedal movement is quite 
large: You can have your 
leg almost fully ex      tended 
and back, so you need to 
make sure you maintain 
leverage—a technique you 

couldn’t think about on 
another aircraft.

“Raising the landing 
gear is a challenge to the 
low-pressure hydraulic 
system. There is a restric-
tion that no turns be made 
dur  ing gear operation 
because the main gear re-
tract out       ward and G forces 
can easily overwhelm the 
system. In addition, flaps 
cannot be selected during 
gear operation, due to in-
sufficient hydraulic pressure 
to operate both systems.”

Witchcraft, operated by 
the Collings Foundation, 
is a B-24J-85-CF (serial 
no. 44-44052) painted to 
represent a slightly earlier  
B-24H-15-FO (42-52534) 
of the 467th Bombard-
ment Group that flew 130 
combat sorties. Witchcraft’s 
contours are cluttered with 
antennas and gun turrets. 

Witchcraft has a longer 
fuselage (67 feet 8 inch-
es) and is equipped with 
superchargers for better 
high-altitude performance. 
Since Collings restored this 
B-24J, it has been painted 
to represent three wartime 
aircraft: All American (1989-
1998), a Fifteenth Air Force 
craft based in Italy; The 
Dragon and Its Tail (1998-
2005), a Fifth Air Force Pa-
cific Liberator adorned with 
extraordinary art; and now 
Witchcraft (since 2005).

                              R.F.D.

LAST FLYING LIBERATORS

A -

-
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CONSOLIDATED B-24D LIBERATOR COCKPIT

1.    Propeller feathering push 
buttons

2.   Clock
3.   Automatic direction finder
4.   Compass
5.   Destruction switches
6.  Defrosting tubes
7.   Pilot direction indicator
8.   Turn indicator
9.   Artificial horizon
10.   Radio compass
11.   Manifold pressure gauges

12.   Tachometers
13.   Fuel pressure gauges
14.    Cylinder head temperature 

gauges
15.  Ventilator control
16.   Altimeter
17.   Airspeed indicator
18.   Turn and bank indicator
19.   Rate of climb indicator
20.    Active flow control box
21.   Flap position gauge
22.   Free air temperature gauge

23.   Oil pressure gauges
24.   Oil temperature gauges
25.  Control wheel
26.   Indicator lights
27.   Supercharger controls
28.   Throttles
29.   Mixture controls
30.    Booster pump switches, 

primer switches
31.    Starter switches, oil dilution 

switches
32.   Recognition light switch 

box

33.   Intercooler switches
34.   Cowl flap switches
35.   Elevator trim tab wheel
36.    AC switches, passing light 

switch, alarm bell, horn 
interruption switch

37.  Rudder trim tab knob
38.   Landing light switches
39.   Aileron trim tab wheel
40.   Landing gear handle
41.   Radio control

34
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THE B-24  
VIRTUALLY  
DISAPPEARED  
THE MOMENT  
THE JAPANESE  
SURRENDER  
WAS INKED.

would be 40 degrees colder. 
We had two types of flying 
clothing: sheepskin-lined 
leather pants and jacket and 
fur-lined boots, and electri-
cally heated suit and shoes. 
The electrical heating wires in 
the suit were hooked in series. 
If one wire broke in that suit, 
the suit would not work. It got 
darned cold the rest of the 
trip. The wires usually broke 
on the inside of the elbow, 

that would have to be slapped 
at a few times to extinguish. 
I looked up one day to see 
the nose gunner’s door come 
open. He was beating out a 

don’t know what would hap-
pen if a wire shorted out in the 
crotch area.”

B-24 and B-17 crews were 
the only Americans to receive 
the Purple Heart when they 

indescribable how cold they 
were. Liberator copilot 2nd 
Lt. Robert Durrell recalled 
that his airplane commander, 

forbade the crew to carry 
drinking water: “It froze and 
became useless and was dead 
weight.” Crewmen also wor-
ried constantly about midair 
collisions. “We thought about 
the cold and the crowd in the 
sky around us a lot more than 
we thought about flak and 

Sometimes a Liberator 
came back with its insides 
smeared with vomit and 
blood. Those who didn’t 
need to be scraped out of the 
aircraft or rushed to a burn 
unit were allotted grapefruit 
juice, hard candy and whis-
key. Alcohol flowed freely 
at the officers’ club. At one 
station, whenever a man got 
drunk he was hoisted from 
his chair, his shoe bottoms 
were painted black, and he 
was turned upside-down and 
raised so that his footprints 
would be planted on the white 
ceiling. By the time the thou-

sand-day war in the skies of 
Nazi Germany ended, that 
ceiling was black. 

 

It was both good and bad 
that the B-24 was harder 

Liberator was the wrong 
aircraft for an earnest young 
man struggling to do his best, 
but it was spot-on right for the 
natural aviator gifted with an 
inbred “feel” that no one can 

Al Benzing, who now pilots 
the Commemorative Air 
Force’s B-24A Diamond Lil, 
said: “It’s an unusual handling 
aircraft. It has unassisted con-
trols, which makes it heavy to 
handle. It requires constant 
attention. You need to watch 
its narrow c.g. [center of grav-
ity] range. It’s big, designed 
for 65,000 pounds of weight, 
yet when you have a person 
stand up and walk from front 
to rear you im  mediately feel a 
change in pitch. For an air-
craft that is bulky and has a 
clumsy look to it, if you are at 
all ham-handed it will make 
you look bad in a hurry. Con-

points you can make this thing 
behave very well.”

It was an awful war, and the 
B-24 was always in the middle 
of it. But at least in retrospect 
the whole thing seems brief. 
Service life of the average 

B-24 was less than two years. 
-

sions early in the war, or 35 
missions late in the war, then 
they went home. 

Unlike the B-17, which 
soldiered on—the Korean 

by an SB-17G modified for 
air rescue—the B-24 virtu-
ally disappeared the moment 
the Japanese surrender was 
inked. The only exception 
was the PB4Y-2 Privateer 
variant, which did Cold War 
reconnaissance.

The last active-duty Libera-
tor was an all-silver, Ford-
built EZB-24M-21-FO (serial 
no. 44-51228) used for ice 
research into the 1950s. In 
1956 that airplane was put on 

display at Lack land Air Force 
Base in San Antonio, Texas. 
During my basic training at 
Lackland as a 17-year-old  
airman in 1957, I remember 
sitting on the grass next to 
44-51228.

That airplane was trans-
ferred to the Duxford museum 
in Britain in 1999 and is now 
painted to represent Dugan, a 
Liberator based with the 
392nd Bombardment Group 
at Wendling, Norfolk (it was 
replaced at Lackland by a 

Air Force Museum got a 

but in my opinion Americans 
were cheated. Our last opera-
tional B-24 should have 
remained on U.S. soil. To me, 
the swap was one more exam-
ple of the Liberator not get-
ting the respect it’s due. �

Air Force veteran and retired U.S. 
diplomat Robert F. Dorr’s latest 
book is Air Power Aban-
doned. He recommends for  
further reading: The B-24 
Liberator, by Allan G. Blue; 
Liberator: America’s Global 
Bomber, by Alwyn T. Lloyd; 
and Masters of the Air, by 
Donald L. Miller.

final task EZB-24M-21-FO 44-51228 was 
the last Liberator to serve in the U.S. Air Force.
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sub hunters 
A U.S. Navy PB4Y-1 
patrols the Bay of Biscay 
in the summer of 1943. 
On October 8 of that 
same year, U-643 goes 
down (opposite) after 
being depth-charged  
by RAF Liberators.



‘FLYING DEATH’
 OVER THE ATLANTIC

VERY LONG RANGE LIBERATORS TURNED  
OUT TO BE WORLD WAR II’S MOST EFFECTIVE  
AERIAL U-BOAT KILLERS  BY DAVID SEARS
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ADVANTAGE SEESAWED 
IN WORLD WAR II’S EPIC 
BATTLE  OF THE ATLANTIC

lision of the warm Gulf Stream and the cold 
Labrador Current. The expanse was usually fog-
bound and cluttered with icebergs, hazardous for 
merchants, surface warships and escort aircraft. 
This was the Air Gap or Greenland Gap or Black 

endless days, the typical convoy and its surface 
escorts ran a U-boat gantlet without any air cover.

World War II submarines could not submerge 
for long and were especially vulnerable to air 
attack when surfaced. To cover the Air Gap, the 
Allies desperately needed very long range (VLR) 
aircraft, capable of remaining four hours on sta-
tion 1,000 miles from base. As it turned out, by 

be B-24 Liberators.

Often compared with the better-known 
Boeing B-17, Consolidated’s B-24 was 
lighter, faster and boasted a longer range 
than the Flying Fortress. In addition, the 

“Flying Boxcar’s” spacious, slab-sided fuselage 
contained a central bomb bay that could hold four 
tons of munitions.

Despite these advantages, however, the B-24 

of many, not nearly as rugged as the B-17. Its only 
entry and exit point was in the stern, making it dif-

escape quickly. Capacious fuselage-mounted fuel 

as Germany introduced  new weapons or tactics 
and the Allies countered. It was a struggle “of 
groping and drowning, of ambuscade and strata-
gem, of science and seamanship,” wrote British 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill. 

At the beginning of 1943, even as the Germans 
were struggling to hold the overall strategic initia-
tive in Europe, the Allies had not yet solved the 
U-boat problem. Between November 1, 1942, and 
March 31, 1943, the Allies lost an unprec edented 
350,000 tons of merchant shipping. The Germans 
seemed poised to sever the vital ocean supply lines 
between America and Britain.

Eastbound from Canadian waters, North 
Atlantic convoys entered the shallow waters of 
the Grand Banks. For the next thousand miles, 
weather conditions were dominated by the col-

deep trouble 
Armorers load depth 
charges aboard a 
Liberator GR Mk. Va 
of RAF Coastal 
Command in Cornwall.
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tanks made the aircraft vulnerable to explosion 

 

(U-597 U-514

With the situation improved in the 

“HAWKEYE” 
BULLOCH HAD 
REMARKABLE 
EYESIGHT THAT 
ENABLED HIM 
TO DETECT 
SUBMARINES 
WHERE OTHERS 
SAW JUST 
SWIRLS OF 
WATER.

NEAR MISS U-243 is crippled by a depth 
charge dropped by a Short Sunderland. The 
U-boat sank after being targeted by a second 
Sunderland and a U.S. Navy PB4Y-1 Liberator.
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Arnold and Admiral Ernest King. Slessor’s pleas 
for American VLR Liberators were instrumental 
in resolving the long-simmering ASW disputes 
between the Army and Navy. In brief, the Army 

increased allotment of new production B-24s. 
Moreover, King, an Anglophobe, agreed to tem-

In July and August, while U-boats received lit-

superb for all ASW aircraft, including the VLR 

in the early weeks of July. Then, between July 28 

nine more, three of them on July 30. But Slessor 
-

port, then authorized his skippers to trespass into 
neutral Spain’s coastal waters whenever feasible. 

Germany had previously experimented with 

gun. Now U-boats armed with dismountable sin-

out when surprised on the surface. The stage was 
set for pitched air/surface battles.

 

Perhaps the most intense of these show-
downs began before dawn on November 

Vickers Wellington bomber detected a 

addition to the RAF Wellington, three U.S. Navy 

hour battle.
A diary entry from the U.S. Navy’s Fleet Air 

-

blows: “10 November 1943/Time 0910/U-boat 

VB-105, and VB-110. Flak from U-boat was 
in tense. One Liberator hit and returning to 
Dunkes well Air Base with one engine out. U-boat 

The submarine was U-966, a 712-ton Type 

and commanded by Lt. j.g. Ekkehard Wolf, not 
yet 25. Wolf and his 50-man crew had survived 
a British destroyer depth-charge attack but lost 

-
nicate, Wolf aborted the patrol and made a run 
for western France. U-966 surfaced in the Bay of 
Biscay and was changing its deck watch when the 

Gunn doused his Leigh Light, instead exploiting 
bright moonlight and a telltale phosphorescent 

When the charges exploded, remembered Her-
bert Komer, U-966’s chief engineer, “It was as if 

soon as wounded sailors were brought below, Wolf 
ordered an emergency dive to 150 meters. Making 

plunged, U-966
240 meters before stabilizing. The German crew 
rallied to patch and repair. Finally, at 9 a.m., its 
battery power exhausted, U-966 surfaced in bright 
sunlight and fair seas only to be spotted again, now 
by a PB4Y-1 Liberator from VB-105.

Lieutenant Leonard Harmon attacked out of 

Harmon executed three strafing runs, using 

navalized Liberator’s bow turret. Having sus-
tained heavy damage and low on fuel, Harmon 

-
ments. Shortly before noon VB-103 PB4Y-1 pilot 

Afterward, Wright reported the U-boat was 

U-966 survivors 

deadly defense 
An armorer cleans the 
.303-inch gun barrels 
of a Liberator Mk. III’s 
rear turret in 1943.
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U.S. Navy veteran David Sears is an author and his-
torian. His most recent book is . Suggested 
reading: 

, by Clay Blair; and 

, 
by Samuel Eliot Morison.

WHEN  
THE CHARGES 
EXPLODED,   
“IT WAS AS IF 
AN INVISIBLE 
HAND GRABBED 
AND SHOOK THE 
BOAT.”

prickly target 
U-966’s crew depended 
on its “Wintergarten” of 
flak guns to fend off Allied 
attackers before the sub 
finally ran aground on 
November 10, 1943.


