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FRANCIS C. CLARK

Francis C. Clark was born in Wellsville, New York, to Clifford and Myrtle Clark.
Wellsville was, and still is, a small village. It is primarily an upstate farming
community, close to the New York state border.

He was a premature baby, weighing only 2 pounds at birth. His wrists were
so tiny that his Mother could slip her wedding ring over his little hand and he
wore it as a bracelet! He was so fragile that she carried him on a pillow. Fran
certainly takes the prize as the smallest Scout; at birth anyway!

He was the eldest of 11 children; seven surviving to adulthood. He worked in
the oilfields after school. To earn extra money he drove a platform buggy
from Bradford to Bolivar, a distance of 30 miles, hauling nitroglycerine
explosive. Money was in short supply and perhaps he liked to live
dangerously.

ARMY AIR CORP

Before he was 18 Fran wanted to enlistin the
Army, as jobs were very scarce in the 30's.
He wanted to find a future away from the
small town. As soon as he graduated from
High school he enlisted and was sent to Fort
Dix and assigned to the "Big Red One"- the
First Infantry Division. He was a member of
the Army Drill team and performed for &
visitors at the 1939 World’s Fair in New York *
City. After a stint at KP in which he cleaned
1000 chickens (the reason for his KP assignment is a mystery to this day) he
decided to apply for Flight Training and was accepted. He graduated as a Flight
Officer and after crew training, was assigned to the 398th Bomb Group at
Nuthamstead, England, where he flew 30 missions as a B-17 Pilot. The 398th
was part of the 8th Air Force 1st Air Division during WWII and was one of many B-
17 Bomb Groups stationed in England. The 398th was formed in the United States
in 1943 and was stationed in Nuthampstead, England from April 1944 until June
1945.




Near the end of his bomber tour he met a beautiful
young WREN (The Women's Royal Naval Service,
popularly and officially known as the “Wrens”, was
the women's branch of the United Kingdom's Royal
Navy) named Rita and decided that he wanted to
hang around England for a while. An opportunity
opened for a tour in the 1st Scouting Force and he
jumped at the chance. To be with his beloved Rita
and fly P51's, too, was a Pilot's dream. What was
the Scouting Force?

BUDD PEASLEE, INNOVATOR

Budd Peaslee was affectionately known as Uncle Bud by those who served
with him and under him. Peaslee was a real innovator that could follow
through with his ideas and make them work. A contemporary and friend of
Jimmy Doolittle, he was an Army Air Corp pioneer who went on to command
the 384" Bomb Group in the really tough days of 1943, and founded the
Scouting Force after his bombing days were over. Fran and Budd were soon
to unite in the Scouting Force.

THE CONCEPT OF THE SCOUTING FORCE

Many 8" Air Force missions were rendered unsuccessful because of weather.
Inclement weather, in the form of cloud formations, thunderstorms, rain
sleet, snow, wind and fog can impact flight operations in every phase. Taxiing
and take off could be difficult, and dangerous. Assembly of the flight,
squadron, group wing and the mission task force may be delayed along with
the possibility of mid-air collisions. Finding of the target can be severely
compromised. Weather could adversely affect the flight home and
approaches and landing were often lethal. And of course, weather
contributed to needless loss of life.

Forecasting during the war was best described as an educated guess. In those
early years of military meteorology, it was a “crap shoot” at any time, but in
this part of the world, the odds were stacked against the weather forecaster.

The 384%™ had been to Halberstadt, Magdeburg and the infamous “Black
Thursday” Schweinfurt raid when there was no fighter escort just enemy flak



and fighters. On August 17, 1943, 60 bombers
E% and more than 500 airmen would not return.
: During the week prior to Black Thursday, the
Eighth Air Force lost nearly 90 bombers on
4 three missions. It was obvious to everyone,
® including the Germans, that not even
¢ America’s vast resources could sustain such
® losses indefinitely.

Budd Peaslee knew his job was to confront his enemy and do his best to kill
him. The thing that frustrated Budd the most was the one enemy that he was
helpless to defeat; the weather.

THE MISSION THAT SPARKED SCOUTING
The mission that really brought the problem to a boiling pointin COL Peaslee’s
mind was flown 29-JUN 1943. It went like this:

I sat in the pilot’s seat of my B-17 at 25,000 feet as we approached the English
Channel from the west. Behind in the formation stretched the bomber stream.
We had assembled in perfect weather over our bases and were set for
penetration of the Nazi defenses on the continent. We had been carefully
briefed to destroy a major objective deep in occupied France. Our briefing
contained repeated warnings on operations over occupied countries for those
people were our friends, temporarily in the hands of an invader. It was
accepted by us and them that we would occasionally hurt them in our efforts
to destroy Hitler’s facilities in their homeland. But we would keep the
destruction to a minimum. If we were not able to make a good, clean bomb
run on the target we would bring the bombs back to England.

As we reached the English Channel, a wall of cloud conforming almost exacting
to the French coastline arose between us, unbroken except for a narrow
canyon between the towering cumulus clouds immediately ahead. What
should | do? Should | lead the 8" Bomber Command into this narrow defile
and take a chance on being able to maneuver the clumsy formations once |
had committed them? Would the corridor open up beyond? Would we be able
to get behind the more distant cloud barrier? | would have given anything to
know what lay beyond my immediate vision. | knew if | had to turn my



formation in the cloud canyon, we would be forced in the cumulous; with all
those bombers flying formation on instruments, there would be inevitable
collisions and loss of life and equipment. Just short of the cloud canyon, |
made my decision to abort the mission.

As | swung into my 180 degree turn, always the undecided pilot’s best
maneuver, | noted the Bomber Division (second section of the 15 Bomb Wing)
behind me was following my lead. | also noted, that the Third Bomber Division
(4" Bomb Wing) was plunging ahead into the canyon. It was a tremendous
responsibility to reverse the orders
of a superior in war. It would not
have been so bad if the Third
Division had followed my lead for, '
we would have never known if | had
erred in my judgement. If they got
through to the target | would, =
perhaps be relieved of command. |

All the way back | was trying to |§
solve my problem. Had | been able
to talk with someone scouting my
route beyond the cloud wall, what a relief it would have been. Just one fighter
plane out there with a radio could have told me what to do. But | didn’t have
one. Our fighters at that period couldn’t do the job because of their limited
range. So here we are in the 8" Bomber Command committing a tremendous
force to battle without route reconnaissance. Not even ground armies moved
into action without reported detail of what lay in their path. These thoughts
were running through my mind time after time on the trip back.

The Third Division did get through the wall of clouds and bombed the target
but not the one they had been briefed for; it was covered with clouds.

THE CONCEPT TAKES SHAPE

The problem of a suitable plane remained. The de Havilland Mosquito had
the necessary range and speed but the AAF didn’t have any, and they were in
limited supply in the RAF. Besides, Budd had his eyes on the P-51 Mustang,
which was replacing the P-38’s and P-47’s. His logic was correct in selecting




the Mustang. It was fast enough, with adequate range to reach any target,
able to defend itself, and was a relatively easy plane to fly. It was ideal for
the job.

Equally important were the men who would fly those fighters. He knew the
ideal aviators to perform the scouting missions; - '
experienced bomber pilots who understood the
fundamental problem facing the bombers; slow
airplanes and fast weather. He knew most good
bomber pilots would love to fly a fighter and
banked on that fact to get the right volunteers if
a quality effort was to result. There were two
critical elements which made his scouting
concept destined for success. First, was the fact
that a bomber pilot could fly safely in the worst
of weather. They were trained and highly
experienced in the art of instrument flying, a skill
very few of their fighter counterparts possessed.
Second, his use of multiple aircraft in recognition
of the fact that most missions were planned for multiple targets. The scouting
force needed flexibility to deal with the tactical decisions made enroute to
the target(s) which often split bomber forces.

With his tour as the 384" Bomb Group Commander complete, and the
_ Scouting Force concept well in mind, Budd went into
action. After some lobbying, the plan was set. The 8"
# Air Force planners agreed with Budd’s request to
= authorize 8 bomber pilots from lead crews, deputy
¥ commander, navigator, intelligence officer and
. operations officer. The Scouting Force was on its way!

THE SCOUTING FORCE IN ACTION

f With the Scouting Force concept sold to the 8" Air Force
| Headquarters and several missions completed, it was
| time to relegate the Scouting Force Experimental to
history and create the 1°* Scouting Force. The 1% began




operations from Honington and gained a new support organization in the form
of the 364" Fighter Group.

FRAN CLARK, 15T SCOUTING FORCE

This story is about Francis C. Clark. Francis had
completed 30 missions as a B-17 pilot and could have |
rightfully gone home. His participation in the war was |
no longer required. He survived 30 missions, where
the mortality rate was over 50%. He was transferred
to Honington from Steeple Morden on 19-SEP 1944.
Fran and the Scouts were then transferred to |
Bassingbourn on 11-MAR 1945 and integrated into the |
857" Bomb Squadron of the 492" Bomb group. Clark |
stayed with the Scouts until the end of the war. |

After his tour with the Scouting Force and return to the States, Fran decided
to remain in the Air Force as a career. He spent a few months in Detroit,
Michigan attending school and from there was sent to West Palm Beach,
Florida. After a period of time he was offered the permanent rank of Master
Sergeant (there was no need for combat pilots) and was sent to Auburn, New
York on recruiting duty. Fran and Rita stayed there until the Korean War
broke out and Fran was sent to Japan.

Before long Fran was commissioned again and flew C-47's for 3 years. Fran
and Rita returned to Mitchell AFB. From there Fran went to Toul, France for
a 3 year tour, returning to McGuire AFB for the remainder of his service.
Clark retired from the Air Force with 20 years of service and was awarded 3
Distinguished Flying Crosses. He then worked for RCA on the BMEWS program
for a period of three years, and lastly accepted a post with the US Army in St.
Louis, retiring as Chief of Logistics in 1983. Francis C. Clark passed away in 1992.

Assignments: Awards:

602BS, 398BG, 8AF USAAF B-17 pilot. Air Medal

Transferred 385FS, 1SF, 8AF USAAF. P-51 World War Il Victory Medal

Transferred to 857BS, 492BG, 8AF USAAF. (3) Distinguished Fly Cross
European-African-Middle Eastern Campaign
Medal



GRANDPA CLARK

Racing around in the cold atr night
Grandpa Clark stays in the dog fight.
The little Spitfive is outmatehed
BY the bomber on their attack.

Grandpa is American through and through
But he knew just what he had to do:
Floht for the English but that’s all vight
Because they were the Allles during the fight.

The guns he hao were dolng him right
Keeping him alive during the fight.
The man on his twelve was tnoeed determined
To down my Grandpa because he wasn't German.,

But my Gqrandpa was too quick for him.
My Granopa did a 120 and ended up in a stall.
That's okay, he satd to himself, because all
L have to do is gject myself.

U sure my Grandpa would have rather Rilled that boggy.
But he decloed it was better to go home wet and soggy.

Chrls Cclarke, A’PYLL 1997

(this youngster’s English Class Poetry Project received an A+)



