Boyertown Native Played Major Role During World War II

April 30, 1995|by FRANK WHELAN, The Morning Call
It was an accident of history that found Gen. Carl Spaatz of Boyertown, Berks County, signing a peace agreement in Berlin on V-E Day, May 8, 1945. But he was to see and make a lot of history in his 83 years.

Spaatz was born in Boyertown on June 28, 1891. His parents, Charles B. and Anna Spatz, were well-known in that community. His father was publisher of the local newspaper, The Boyertown Democrat, and a member of the state Legislature. According to an Army Air Forces press release issued during World War II, his three daughters requested Carl Spaatz add the extra a to his last name. The young women apparently disliked the fact that the name was often mispronounced.
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Carl Spaatz knew responsibility early. As a child he helped his father at the newspaper by learning the trade of printer. On Jan. 13, 1908, his father was badly burned in a fire at a Boyertown theater that took 173 lives. It took Charles Spatz two years to recover. In that time, young Carl helped run the newspaper. It was also during this time that he attended Perkiomen School, East Greenville. From there he went to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point where, according to a newspaper interview with his father in 1929, he got the nickname "Toohey" or "Tuey," by which he was widely known in World War II. Spaatz graduated from the Military Academy in 1914.

Spaatz became an officer in an infantry regiment and was sent to Hawaii. But he had an interest in flying, one that his father said dated back to his son's first hearing word of the Wright Brothers' first flight in 1903. In 1915-16, Spaatz attended the Aviation School at San Diego, Calif. The following year, 1917, the United States entered World War I. Spaatz commanded a pursuit squadron and shot down two German planes. He remained in the military after the war.

Spaatz's most significant achievement of the inter-war years took place in January 1929. He commanded the five-man crew of the Question Mark, a large plane that set a flying endurance record of 150 hours and 60 minutes in the air. It also refueled in flight, very unusual in 1929. Before he landed, Spaatz wrote a letter to his father and mother. "We are busy while awake and dead tired when not busy," he told his parents.

At the start of World War II Spaatz was a brigadier general. As early as 1940 he had gone to England to consult with the British Royal Air Force. In 1942 he was head of the 8th U.S. Air Force and oversaw the first American bombing raids on Europe. He commanded the Northwest African Air Forces, a combined British-American force. This force played a significant role in the conquest of North Africa, Sicily and Italy.

In January 1944, Spaatz was named commander in chief of the U.S. Strategic Air Force in Europe. It was in this post that Spaatz oversaw the bombing raids of the American Air Forces on Germany and occupied Europe. It was this role that led to his being present for both V-E Day surrender ceremonies.

It was about a month after the surrender, June 10, 1945, when Spaatz made his first visithome in three years. The trip almost did not take place. Low clouds and fog forced Spaatz's plane to land in Allentown rather than Reading. He was driven to Boyertown, where a crowd estimated by newspapers at more than 1,000 joined the town's population of 4,000, to welcome him home. Here, he was greeted by his 78-year-old mother, his brother, sisters and other family members.

[image: image2.png]



At a dinner given in his honor at the Boyertown Inn, Spaatz noted that as a Pennsylvania German he welcomed the chance to have a meal that included country smoked sausage and filling.

"We have fought a hard and cruel war in order to defeat a land from which many of our forefathers came. But it had to be done," Spaatz said.

"It was like the old chestnut trees we had on our hills here in Berks. They were very good trees until struck by the blight. Then they had to be cut down. That's what we had to do."

Spaatz went on to appear that day in Pottstown and Reading before flying back to Washington.

Spaatz quickly turned his attention to the war with Japan. He was placed in charge of U.S. Strategic Air Forces in the Pacific. He oversaw the bombing campaign, including the dropping of the atomic bombs. On Sept. 2, 1945, when Japan signed the surrender agreement on the deck of the battleship Missouri, Carl Spaatz was there to see it.

The end of World War II was not the end of Carl Spaatz's military service. In 1947, President Harry S Truman named him first chief of staff of the Air Force after it had been designated a separate branch of the military.

When Spaatz died on July 14, 1974, at age 83, The Morning Call noted: "He long has been a legend in his home town, in this state and in the Air Force through which he served his country so nobly and notably. It is a legend worth remembering."

