WWII Recruit was gunning for action
By Brad Hoopes for the Reporter-Herald
Statically the most dangerous place to be in World War II was in a bomber over Europe.  Henry Yekel managed to beat these odds and came home alive and physically unscathed.  He flew 30 official missions as a waist gunner in a B-17 with the 340th Bomb Squad, 97th Bomber Group of the 15th Air Force.  
Henry, born and raised in Rocky Ford, entered the Army shortly after he graduated from high school.  Scoring very high in testing, he was sent on to Cadet School to become a pilot.  Well into the training, he got what he calls a bad April Fool’s joke when the Air Corps announced they had enough pilots and the program was being discontinued.  Given the opportunity to go on to anything else he wanted, he asked what would get him into the action the quickest and this question landed him in gunnery school.  

He found himself crisscrossing the country to various bases for training.  Once while stationed in Lincoln, NE, he asked a cute girl in a crowded bowling alley if he could bowl with her.  Soon after he formed up with a crew and headed off for Europe with the 97th.  They set up a base in Foggia, Italy and began flying missions.  
Flying in a bomber was no picnic.  It was incredibly loud, the interior wasn’t pressurized and with the bomb bay doors and open windows for machine guns, it would get as cold as 45-60 degrees below zero.  These conditions required the crew to wear layers of clothes, electrically heated suits, oxygen masks, flax jackets…altogether about 100 lbs worth.  Setting the actual missions over enemy territory aside, just plain flying in a bomber was also dangerous.  Bad weather, mechanical breakdowns and flying in very close formations lead to many accidents. 
Henry’s 30 missions, a mix of milk runs (easy missions) and dangerous runs, left him with many close calls.  He remembers one of his first missions where they ran into a heavy flak attack.  When they landed, they started counting holes in the plane and gave up counting at 200 holes.  Another mission he was feeding strips of foil, used to fool German radar, down a tube.  The other gunner was handing him the strips, which were about a foot long.  He looked at a handful of strips that were only 4 inches long.  He then looked up at the other gunner and he had the other ends in his hand.  A piece of flak had ripped through the plane and cut the strips in half.  As awful as they were, he does have one fond memory of the flak attacks from the Germans.  Normally the flak bursts (clouds filled with chunks of metal) were either black or white.  Once on a Christmas Day mission, the flak shells sent up were bursting into clouds of red and green.   
Returning home after the war’s end, Henry started college, worked 13 years in retail, 3 years with the postal service and capped it all off with a 23 year career at the National Bureau of Standards.  Oh, and that cute girl in the bowling alley?  Henry returned to Lincoln and married her.  He and Mary have been married for 65 years and have 3 children and 4 grandchildren.
