FIRE FROM THE SKY

James O. Thomas - POW

In 1945, a group of American prisoners of war interned at Kobe, Japan, watched as American

 Bombers roared in, devastated a city, and brought them one step closer to freedom “Kei Kai Keiho Kaijo!

 Kei Kai Keiho Kaijo!” The air-raid warden’s screams, which warned of enemy planes 
from the sea, cut through the chilly night air. Off to the 
south, behind the canyons ridge, a lone air-raid siren 
crescendoed from a groan into a wavering, high-pitched 
whine. Like a pack of wolves, other sirens joined in and 
began to howl. Their mournful wails intensified, echoing 
off the nearby mountains before bouncing back to 
blend with the others. Searchlights waved back and forth 
in a crazy dance through the night sky over Kobe, Japan.  
A bellowing loudspeaker roused me and the other 
284 prisoners of war (POWs) who were fast asleep at the 
Futatabi  POW camp north of Kobe. The date was March 
17, 1945, St. Patrick’s Day. It was 2:20 a.m. --- a helluva 
time to hold an air raid. As POWs who had been isolated 
and guarded for 41 hellish months, the war to us seemed 
a million miles away. As captives, we had formed a small, 
unreal world all of our own.

The last American attack our prison camp had witnessed 
came when a Doolittle raider swept low over our 
former camp near the Kobe waterfront on April 18, 1942.  
The sight of an American warplane brought a fleeting 
sense of elation, and we watched as the B-25 swooped in 
seemingly from out of nowhere. It passed directly over 
our heads and dropped five bombs on nearby shipyards 
before ducking out of sight, undoubtedly heading for 
China. The feeble sirens in Kobe went off too late. The 
attack lasted only 10 seconds, and it was the last action 
we would see for nearly three years.

By 1945, however, the U.S. Army Air Forces were commanding the skies over Japan from bases in the 
Mariana Islands, and American pilots were bombing at 
will, threatening every city and town in the country 
around-the-clock. Air-raid alarms, real or not, were driving 
the Japanese crazy and thwarting their grand plans 
for expansion. Contrails streaked across the skies in every 
direction. Air-raid wardens, after four months of practice, 
became skilled in the use of sirens and searchlights.  
The cry of “KEI KAI KEIHO KAIJO,” which warned of 
enemy planes from the sea, had become a nightmare to 
the Japanese and a faint signal of hope for us.

After nearly three years, Allied planes returned on February 4, 1945, to bomb Kobe’s waterfront.

 The small raid was confined to the waterfront, however, and the 
city was spared from taking a big hit. Twenty miles to 
the east, Osaka, an industrial city about the size of Chicago, 
had been pounded several times. Most of Tokyo 
was flattened, and Yokohama lay in ashes. We began placing 
bets on the due date for Kobe, and we looked up in 
the sky and waited. Now the waiting was over, and it 
suddenly didn’t matter who won the bet.

“Here we go again,” I muttered to no one in particular 
as I groped for my socks in the dark. Outside, the 
cool air and heavy cloud cover forecast the coming storm.  
This alert was the second of the night. The first one, about 
midnight, had set off the sirens when a lone B-29 scout 
plane ducked under the overcast, flew the length of the 
city, and disappeared untouched. The sirens died, and 
everyone went back to sleep. Later, another lone bomber, 
approaching from the east, dropped a trail of parachute 
flares that seemed to hang from the clouds like a string 
of suspended light bulbs. Suddenly, the sleeping city became 
a massive, glowing arena—a waiting, exposed target.  
“This could be it,” said Dick, a fellow POW. “Hold 
on to your hats.” The night air was filled with the sleepy 
grunts of other inmates who were now milling about the 
barracks in the dark. We waited for the roll call that never 
came. Evidently, the guards had other things on their 
minds. Surprised, we watched from a balcony as the flares 
and searchlights accompanied the sirens’ sad wails. The 
seconds dragged by. Then, through the din, came a heavy 
rumble. It was barely audible at first, but it steadily increased 
like a wild Kansas tornado pounding across the 
prairie. We looked skyward, straining to catch the first 
glimpse of this ghostly, roaring, winged armada.

“There’s one, far to the left, just under the cloud 
cover. Gad, what a monster!” Dick yelled as the searchlights 
flickered off the sleek fuselage of the lead plane.

“They must be coming in over the Kii peninsula and banking 
to the right over the inland sea to cut across the narrow 
part of town,” I said, calculating their course like a 
Tactician. “They couldn’t fly over Shikoku Island and take 
all that flak.” “Let’s go up on the ridge for a better view,” 
Grant, another POW, boldly suggested. “The guards aren’t 
watching, and it’s only a hundred yards away. We can 
get back in time if there’s a roll call.” The three of us 
bounded up the trail toward the ridge. From our new vantage 
point, we had a panoramic view of the blacked out 
city below and the unfolding drama.

As the first planes lumbered into view, every gun the Japanese had opened up. Undaunted, the

Superfortresses  flew in staggered groups at different altitudes 
and in different formations. Confused ground gunners 
pumped streams of lead and colored tracers into the 
sky as the planes opened their bellies, and each one poured 
out 7 tons of incendiaries. The cargo tumbled slowly, 
stringing out behind the mother plane before it fell and 
exploded on the roofs below. Houses and factories in Kobe 
flared like matchsticks. Red, green, and yellow tracers, 
having missed their targets, streaked in long arcs over 
the city. Flames leapt more than 300 feet in the hot air.  
Exploding gas tanks blew houses apart, and the burning 
debris created firestorms. Firefighters were powerless.  
Light from this glowing furnace turned the night into a 
quivering fireball, and the underbellies of the B-29s reflected 
the brilliant orange hue from below.

Zeros darted in and out like angry blackbirds chasing 
pesky hawks. The tiny Japanese fighters were gutsy 
but outgunned. The belly and tail gunners of the 
Superforts sprayed heavy artillery into their reckless, 
desperate attackers, and many Zeroes exploded after taking 
a direct hit. Others, wounded and sick, tailspun out 
of control. Ground gunners aimed technicolored tracers 
and pom-poms from scores of spewing pillboxes. But the 
bombers kept coming.

Those brave airmen who held their course through 
that lethal fusillade were impressive. It was a fight to the 
death, and we had ringside seats. The glow from below 
bounced off the Superfortresses, creating optical illusions.  
The props which were spinning at about 2,100 revolutions 
per minute, resembled slow-turning, three-bladed 
windmills, and tracers appeared to curl around the Fortresses’ 
fuselages before continuing their trajectories upward 
without hitting the planes. Despite their deadliness, 
the B-29s were big, sleek, and beautiful. Huge four-bladed 
propellers powered by four 2,200-horsepower engines 
pulled those 70-ton monsters with 11 crewmen through 
the flak at 200 mph. Their fuselages carried twelve 50-
caliber turret guns, a 20 mm cannon in the tail, and 20,000 
pounds of bombs that could wreak havoc from 30,000 
feet. These planes had earned the name Superfortresses.  
Still, not all the Superforts escaped unscathed. Two 
peeled out of formation and tumbled into the holocaust.  
It was devastating to see a proud bomber in its death 
throes, spiraling slowly downward like a wounded bird 
with a smoke plume trailing behind. A few parachutes 
blossomed and floated to earth, silhouetted against the 
glowing sky. “My God, I wonder what’s going to happen 
to those poor guys if they survive the jump?” Dick muttered 
as the first plane spun out of control. “The Japs say 
they’ll execute all captives,” Grant replied. “Maybe it 
would be better to die first before getting the firing squad.”

But we had no time to dwell on aftermath. Adrenaline was flowing everywhere: in the veins of the Airmen as they dove through that deluge of gunfire; in the veins 
of the Japanese as they clawed to escape their blazing 
houses; and in the veins of my fellow inmates as we 
watched the horrible yet fascinating spectacle. For years, 
we had listened to our Japanese captors chortle about 
their victory at Pearl Harbor. We had been imprisoned in 
this hellhole for 3 ½ of the best years of our lives. Now 
we were ecstatic, relishing the sweetness of revenge. We 
were overjoyed to see those magnificent machines glistening 
above the bonfires of Kobe, Japan. But at the same 
time, it was agonizing to know that civilians, especially 
innocent women and children, were suffering and dying 
in the flaming streets below.

The planes were almost overhead as they finished 
their run and headed for Tinian, Saipan, or Guam 1,800 
miles to the south. Black smoke was melting into the 
overcast sky, obscuring our visibility. Hot air currents 
swept flaming debris more than 2,000 feet in the air. Ashes 
and scorched paper paneling floated into the canyon.  
Thousands of refugees sought shelter in the foothills; 
some straggled into our camp only to be pushed back by 
the guards. Kobe was burning out of control, and the fire 
hoses were empty. After two hours of unrelenting bombardment, 
the bombers were now completing their run 
directly over our camp. Suddenly, as if lighted by a flaming 
meteor, the entire sky above our heads exploded. A 
kamikaze had rammed his plane into the middle of a 70-
ton B-29. Four thousand gallons of high-octane gas detonated 
in a colossal thunderclap that nearly tore the roof 
off our barracks. Every tree on the mountain range quivered, 
and the camp shook to its foundations.

We covered our heads and crouched on our knees 
awaiting the crash. Parts of the two exploded planes scattered 
over 200 acres of hillside. Flaming wreckage 
cartwheeled in the air and slammed into the ridge above 
the camp. The rear end of a B-29’s fuselage and tail section 
blazed across the canyon and smashed into the 
mountaintop. One of the radial engines crashed into a 
slope near the main building and disintegrated. The other 
three engines bounced and rolled; tearing up swathes of 
underbrush. One massive wing, with flaming gas tanks 
inside, slowly circled like a spent and twisted boomerang.  
Finally, it plummeted into the undergrowth where it 
lay smoldering.

The bodies of some of the crew, some still strapped 
in their seats, were scattered amongst the twisted metal 
Other crew members were blown to bits. The camp, 
whether by freak or by design, was unscathed except for 
an unexploded incendiary, a dud, which landed on the 
roof of my barracks directly above my bunk. Still on the 
attack, the bombers kept coming. From 5,000 feet, their 
roar was like 100 Niagaras boiling together. The camp 
was in pandemonium. The guards were helpless as some 
of the inmates fled to the surrounding hills for safety. It 
seemed the world was going crazy.

Then suddenly there was silence. Perhaps the heavenly 
referee had seen enough and blown the final whistle.  
The raid was over. The clouds continued to glow, reflecting 
the light of the burning city below. With no electric 
power, the searchlights dimmed, and the sirens slept. By 
5:30 a.m., a light snow was falling. Everything was so 
quiet that I could hear the tiny flakes gently touch my 
coat sleeves. Our surroundings turned white and grew 
peaceful, like a scene on a Christmas card. Slowly, we 
walked back to camp.

“That was one helluva show,” I said, trying to 
lighten the mood. “Now, what are they going to do for an 
encore?” No one answered. There was nothing to say.  
After we returned to camp, we sat on our bunks and waited 
for sunup as the soft, quiet snowfall continued to cover 
and cleanse the landscape. The morning sun, pacifying 
and reassuring, finally peeked over the mountains. The 
guards called muster and took a body count. We greeted 
each other with nods and tentative smiles. Some related 
their experiences to anyone who would listen. Others 
walked alone. There was no breakfast gong that morning.  
Our camp leader held a committee meeting, which I 
attended, to take stock of the situation. To our relief, we 
found everyone alive and well, though a bit shaken. There 
was no food or electricity—we were apprised of the situation 
over the intercom.

It was midmorning when a small group of police 
entered our camp with a captured airman. He was young, 
handsome, in uniform, and well fed. He was also covered 
with dirt and blood. We peeked through the door of 
the guards’ room as they interrogated him. He gave us a 
thumbs up and a friendly smile. An hour later, a dozen 
soldiers took him away. We lined up to see him go. He 
signaled another OK and waved good-bye. We cheered 
him on as he disappeared over the hill. He was beheaded 
the next day. His name was Robert Nelson.

After the raid, the camp’s routine was never the 
same. Although we were confined to our quarters for a 
week, the raid had broken the monotony, lifted our spirits, 
and spiced our conversations. However, our food supply 
had been cut off, and we didn’t eat for three days. With no lights, we went to bed at sundown, trying to submerge our hunger with sleep. Finally, word came that our food depot had been restored, and, under the watchful eyes of the guards, we resumed out routine of hauling rations up to the camp on a two-wheeled cart. Four daysafter the raid, I went on the first bread trip. As I looked at Kobe, I was shocked by the extent of the devastation. It 
looked like no mans land. Brick chimneys stood like stark 
tombstones over mounds of ashes and smoking rubble.  
The stench of death permeated the air. Police wandered 
uselessly among the sad, silent survivors. Homeless, destitute, 
dirty, and hungry, bedraggled groups were poking 
stoically in the smoldering debris for bricks, stones, or 
sheets of tin to make temporary shelters. My heart went 
out to them in their suffering. But nobody gave us a passing 
glance.

From a shortwave radio hidden in the attic of our 
room, a few of us learned that 330 planes had taken part 
in the raid. The Japanese claimed to have destroyed 100 
enemy planes. The Americans admitted three planes were 
missing. Thirty percent of Kobe was destroyed, and at 
least 250,000 people had been burned out, wounded, or 
killed. The docks and rail yards were heavily damaged, 
and military production never recovered. Yet, Tokyo’s 
propagandists declared this disaster a victory and swore 
to fight on until the enemy was driven out.

With permission, we scrounged the hills for salvageable 
parts from the two planes. Everything moveable was 
smuggled into camp and stashed out of sight under beds 
or beneath floorboards or rafters in the attic. At least a 
ton of material was carried down from the mountains.  
With limited tools, a few ingenious fellows turned oxygen 
tanks into pressure cookers, cotton curtains into shirts, 
leather strips into half soles, electric wire into hot plates, 
and armor plates into griddles. Days earlier, we had requested 
permission to search for the bodies of our fallen 
comrades and bury them. After electric service was restored 
to the camp, we were given limited permission to 
search for dead airmen. Eight crew members, bloated and 
mutilated, were buried and given a grave marker and a 
prayer. Their dog tags, along with crude maps showing 
the locations of their graves, were given to the U.S. Army 
after our rescue. Two crew members and the Japanese 
kamikaze pilot were never found.

A few weeks later, the remains of an eleventh crew 
member, the pilot, were discovered. He was still strapped 
in his seat. His dog tag identified him as Capt. B.J.  
Fitzgerald. We rescued his papers and personal items 
before burying him, then added the location of his grave 
to the map showing the other sites. We kept his .45-caliber 
pistol in case it might come in handy. Later, his belongings 
were mailed to his wife in the Midwest.

To Allied high command and the flight crews, the 
raid on Kobe was just another episode of the war. But to 
those of us who witnessed the raid that night, the memory 
lives forever. Even now, 49 years later, whenever I hear 
the wail of sirens or feel the caress of snowflakes on my 
coat sleeves, I think of the night the Allies burned Kobe.  
(The Ninth Bomb Group participated in this raid 
providing 30 of the 330 aircraft over the target. Refer to 
Chapter on Mission Participants. The George Christie 
crew was lost representing the Group’s first crew lost 
over Japan)
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