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Sweeney and Ashworth now decided they’d have to set
aside their “optical release only” orders from Maj. Gen. Leslie
Groves, the Manlhiattan Project’s director, and make a radar-
directed bomb run. It would have been inconceivable to fail to
drop the nation’s most destructive weapon on an enemy target
and then have to jettison it into the ocean. There was also a very
real personal dimension: Everyone on the flight deck knew that
if they did not get rid of that 5-ton bomb within the next few
minutes, they would likely not survive. Better to drop by radar
and hope for the best.

Bocksear crossed the IP on the bomb run heading, with the
engines set for maximum fuel economy. Beahan input his
ballistic data into the Norden sight and configured his equip-
ment for a radar drop. The radar operator, Sergeant Edward
Buckley, had his APQ-13 radar in a 360-degree scan sweep
mode when he identified the aiming point, Nagasaki’s eastside
shipping docks. He lined up the scope’s bearing marker and
radioed the heading to Sweeney, who turned to it. Buckley
and navigator Van Pelt continued to radio drift changes to
Beahan, who entered them into the Norden.

Nagasaki’s docks offered the very best type of scope presenta-
ton—land/water contrast. Along with minor heading changes

e S e R B A S R R R e e e e i e SR e e e ]

seprennen 205 (@) 29

to Sweeney, Buckley also gave
Beahan periodic range calls
to the target. With each call,
Beahan entered that range
data into the Norden, which
replaced the visual sighting
angle information normally
rovided by the optical instru-
ent’s rate and displacement
nob—i.e., the horizontal
crosshair. The bomb would
automatically release when
the observed sighting angle
matched the pre-computed
drop angle.

At 25 seconds to go, Beahan
announced over the inter-
com that he had a visual on
the target. His debrief report
read, “Spotted large hole
in clouds—picked out race
track—good to syn[chronize
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“BOMB AWAY!" As the

mushroom cloud rose over

Nagasaki, assistant flight

engineer Gallagher shouted
that it was rapidly overtaking
the B-29. Sweeney made a
sharp turn and poured on
the coal to escape the blast.
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DEATH VALLEY The hills
surrounding the Urakami
Valley kept casualties lower in
Nagasaki than at Hiroshima,
even though Fat Man was
more powerful than “Little
Boy,” dropped on August 6 in
the first atomic bomb mission.

the Norden crosshairs] on.” Clearly this was not the shipping
dock, the briefed aiming point. But he did have a main part of
the city in hisbombsightand had decided that was close enough.
As Beahan understood perfectly, this offered the opportunity to
bomb visually and avoid contravening Groves’ directive.

Radio operator Corporal Abe Spitzer flipped on the ship-
to-ship radio tone to alert The Great Artiste, just off their wing,
that the release was imminent. When the tone stopped at zero
seconds to go, Bock’s bombardier was to drop the parachute-
retarded “bang meters.” Beahan clutched in the Norden
release system, taking automatic control of the ship’s heading.
The seconds ticked down.

“Bomb away!” came at 11:01 a.m. Tinian time, August 9.
Fat Man would explode nearly two miles from the briefed
aiming point.
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; or security reasons,

weeney executed the violent breakaway turn maneuver, | B-29 Victor No. 7 had
S and three-quarters of a minute later the weapon deto- | its number changed to

A 77, its vertical stabilizer
i marked with the letter N
! in a triangle (the 444th
i Bomb Group’s tail marking)
! and flew without nose art on
i August 9. The Bockscar art,
| representing the bomber’s
i trip from Utah to Nagasaki,
! plus mission markings for
i four practice missions (black)
i and the “real thing” (red),
i was applied after its most
! famous mission.
]
1

nated. The first and largest shock wave arrived several
seconds later, followed by four smaller ones that bounced off
the ground and the sides of hills. The crew circled the rapidly
growing mushroom cloud, inadvertently getting dangerously
close at one point. When Staff Sgt. Raymond Gallagher
shouted that the cloud was rapidly overtaking them, Sweeney
made a sharp turn and poured the cob to the engines.
Sweeney then pointed Bockscar toward the closest emer-
gency airfield and instructed radio operator Spitzer to dotty-
dit the bomb damage assessment report back to Tinian:
“Nagasaki bombed. Results technically successful. Proceeding
to Okinawa. Fuel problem.” After 22 hours of suspense at
Tinian, the brass was greatly relieved to learn the weapon had
been successfully delivered, but now were concerned about
Sweeney’s fuel problem.
The nextseveral hours were, in Beahan’s words, “areal sweat
job.” Everyone in the crew was wondering if they would have to
take a swim. Sweeney and Albury put the B-29 “on the step,”
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a technique that increased |
ground speed using normal |
power settings by trimming
for a very gradual descent,
followed by a level off, then
stepping down into another
descent and so on.

Atlonglast the northern tip
of Okinawa appeared under
Bockscar's wings. But it was
still 45 miles to Yontan air-
field, and Kuharek’s fuel
gauges were registering
empty. Sweeney hailed Yon-
tan tower to request an emer-
gency landing but got no
response; the field was
extremely busy recovering
Seventh Air Force bombers
and escort fighters. After sev-
cral more futile attempts at
radio contact, and with Bocks-
c¢ar now in Yontan’s landing
pattern, Sweeney ordered
Olivi to start shooting flares,
hoping the other airplanes
would clear out of the way.
When Olivi asked which color
flares, Sweeney shouted, “All
of them!”

Another controversial in-
cident appears in the mission
accounts at this point. Swee-
ney would write in his book
War’s End that before the
flares were fired, the right out-
board engine (no. 4) quit from
fuel starvation. After feather-
ing it, he said he ordered
Albury to throttle up the right
inboard engine, no. 3, to com-
pensate for lost power and
asymmetrical thrust. He said
this forced him to hold a much
higher final approach speed,
in case another engine quit
and the aircraft entered an
approach stall due to low air-
speed. Sweeney in fact came
in very hot—Olivi said the
B-29’snormal best flare speed
was about 120 mph and that
Sweeney arrived at 150 (Swee-
ney reported it was 140).

The primary problem with
thisscenariois that Olivi’s first
mention of an engine quitting
occurs afler the landing: “As
we made the turn from the
active runway, our inboard
engine #2 twirled to a stop.
No gas!” He made no men-
tion of an earlier loss of no. 4.
Another version appeared in
a 1984 memo written by Ker-
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GOAT TO HERO Sweeney
checks out Bockscar prior to
the mission. Despite the many
difficulties he faced, the pilot
could consider the Nagasaki
drop an unqualified success.

mit Beahan that Olivi pub-
lished in his own book, stat-
ing, “As we taxied up to the
airfield ramp both outboard
engines sputtered to a stop.”
Once a pilot reaches a
certain point and “has the
airfield,” even if all power is
lost, a safe dead-stick landing
is still possible. If Sweeney did
lose an engine on approach,
once he had the airfield made
he could have pulled the
throttles back on the left side
rather than keep the powerup
on no. 3, allowing him to con-
tinue the approach at normal
speeds. In his book, Sweeney
makes no mention of any
attempt to slow the bomber
down before touchdown.
The hot approach and
landing was in fact extremely
dangerous. Inexplicably,
Sweeney wrote that he
planned to land halfway
down the 7,000-foot runway.
This would have left him with
almost no room to stop. Even
with the new reversible (brak-
ing) propellers installed on
Tibbets’ specially modified
Superfortresses, such a move
would almost certainly have
resulted in his running off the
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BY VIRTUE OF
INCREDIBLE
SERENDIPITY,
SWEENEY
AND HIS
CREW CAME
OUT OF THE
AFFAIR
SMELLING
LIKE ROSES.

end of the runway. As it was,
according to Olivi, they
landed hard and fast about
one-third the way down the
pavement. Predictably, the
aircraft bounded about 25
feet back into the air. When
the bomber touched down
again it was cocked to the left

i and began veering toward

several parked B-24 Liber-
ators. Sweeney hit the right
brake hard, barely managing
to get the ship straightened
out, Reversing the props and
standing on the brakes, he was
Jjust able to make a very tight
right turn onto the last taxi-
way. With the entire crew still
shaking, Bockscar limped into
a hardstand for refueling.

The balance of the day
was anticlimactic. After
about five hours, forti-
fied with a meal, Sweeney’s
crew—along with Bock and
the long-lost Hopkins, both of
whom had followed him in to
Yontan—departed for Tinian
and a full debriefing. Major
General Curtis LeMay, head
of XXI Bomber Command,
angrily confronted Sweeney,
saying, “You f-—ed up, didn’t
you Chuck?”

By virtue of incredible
serendipity, however, Swee-
ney and his crew came out of
the affair smelling like roses.
Results from the Nagasaki
mission had exceeded expec-
tations, with more military

damage and fewer civilian
casualties than forecast. Bea-
han’s bomb had detonated
almost directly over a major
Mitsubishi Arms/Akunora
Engine Manufacturing com-
plex, with the hills of Nagasaki
shieldinga large portion of the
civilian population from the
immediate effects of the blast.
Much later, Van Kirk would
call it “a good miss.” During
the crews’ mission debriefing,
Brig. Gen. Thomas Farrell,
the Manhattan Project’s
deputy director, exclaimed,
“You guys picked a better
aiming point in 20 seconds
than we did in 20 weeks!” To
which Beahan responded,
“General, it was the only
damned thing I could see.”

Tibbets’ then-bombardier,
Major Tom Ferebee, offered
yet another perspective in a
1995 interview. According to
him, after it was determined
where the bomb hit, Farrell
told Beahan: “Captain, some-
times you have a horseshoe
up your ass, and today you
did. Now we can tell them
we hit the industrial area.”
Ferebee went on to say, “OI’
Beahan became a real hero
all of a sudden and here they
were about to shoot him.”

Allied leaders saw only
that the strike’s tactical and
strategic objectives had met
or exceeded expectations.
So it was that all the mistakes
made prior to and during the
Nagasaki mission were qui-
etly forgotten. That is where
matters rested until the 1990s
and early 2000s, when the air-
crews’ own accounts began
coming to light. +

Robert O. Harder logged 145
combat missions as a B-52D
navigator-bombardier during
the Vietnam War. This article
is adapted from his new book
The Three Musketeers of
the Army Air Forces: From
Hitler’s Fortress Europa to
Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
Sorthcoming from the Naval
Institute Press this fall.
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