
©Fred Hargesheimer and ERA/Univac Story

LEGACY project publication, 9/15/07 – Author Ed Nelson, et al. Page 1 of 14

One of the great stories to come out of World War II is that of a Minnesota native, Fred
Hargesheimer, piloting a P-38 Lightning on a photo reconnaissance run, who was shot down
by the Japanese over New Guinea. After 31 days of subsistence in the jungle, he encountered
a group of friendly natives who rescued him from starvation, nursed him through illness, and
hid him from the enemy at great danger to themselves. After the war his great debt of
gratitude to his rescuers and his efforts to repay them are an inspirational example the reader
will not soon forget.

Fred's remarkable and uplifting story is particularly relevant to our company's Legacy
Initiative, for a couple of reasons: the plane Fred flew was a Lockheed P-38, and Fred, as it
happened, came to work for Engineering Research Associates (ERA) after the war. This brief
summary is based largely on Fred's own writings, The School that Fell from the Sky and “I
had to Go Back,” as well as other sources and personal correspondence relating to the early
history of our company. (Sources cited in parentheses refer to the Bibliography at the end of
this article.)

Fred Hargesheimer was born on May 7, 1916, in the Rochester, Minnesota, home of Oscar and
Lucy Durkee Hargesheimer and was the third of five children. He grew up in Rochester and had
a normal active childhood. Fred spent much of his spare time when he was 13 to 17 playing and
practicing the piano, an interest that lasted for his entire life. When he was 17 years old, Fred
fell in love with flying, and that also became a lifetime interest. During the 1933-1934 school
years Fred attended a junior college, studying chemistry and participating in sports. Then during
the 1934-1935 school years, he attended the University of Minnesota, pursuing a chemical
engineering degree and then a music career. During the 1935-1936 school years he attended the
Sioux Falls, South Dakota College and was on the football team as the holder for kick-offs. In
the fall of 1936 he entered Iowa State College in Ames, Iowa, and graduated from there in 1940
with a BS degree in Electrical Engineering. After graduation he moved to Alpine, New Jersey,
to work for Major Edwin H. Armstrong, the father of FM radio. He spent most of his time
testing antennas including working on the station’s 400-foot high antenna. He also worked the
night shift on the broadcast transmitter which included being the engineer, announcer, disc
jockey, and program director. (1. pp. 1-26.)

Fred was inducted into the Army on March 17, 1941. He applied for aviation cadet training, was
accepted, and was sent to Parks Air College in Sikeston, Missouri. There he received training in
a Stearman biplane with a 250-horsepower radial engine and an open cockpit. This airplane was
Fred’s all-time favorite airplane. From there the class went to Randolph Field for further training
in a BT-9, a low-wing monoplane with a fixed landing gear and a variable-pitch prop. After
graduation and December 7, 1941, the class was split into two groups - Fred’s group was sent to
Brooks Field for more advanced training in the AT-6 aircraft. (Ibid., pp. 29-32.)

After receiving their gold second lieutenant bars the “elite” from the class, including Fred,
remained at Brooks and continued training in the Curtiss O-52 aircraft. They spent several
weeks chauffeuring newly commissioned second lieutenants from West Point. These lieutenants
took aerial pictures and sighted artillery exercises from the back seats of the O-52s. On
completing training at Brooks, they went by rail to Riverside, California, to join Lieutenant
Colonel Frank Dunn and the “B” flight of the 8th Photo Squadron. The “A” flight of the 8th

Photo Squadron had already departed for Australia en route to New Guinea. (Ibid., p. 33.)
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In Riverside they were introduced to the F-4, a photo version of the Lockheed P-38 Lightning
(see Figure 1). Transitioning from the O-52 to the twin-engine P-38 was an all-or-nothing
experience, since the F-4s were not outfitted for dual instruction. The twin-engine Curtiss,
which was supposed to give the single-engine pilots some multi-engine experience, was more
difficult to fly than the P-38. Colonel Dunn told Fred and the others that they could fly the
Curtiss trainer after they checked out in the P-38 Lightning. So Fred checked out, with no one
else in the plane, in the P-38 Lightning. (Ibid., pp. 34-35.)

Figure 1. P-38 F-4, Similar to Hargesheimer’s Plane

The P-38 was originally designed to be a high-speed, long-range fighter aircraft. Its two turbo-
charged, liquid-cooled engines gave it a top speed of over 400 miles per hour at a service ceiling
of 40,000 feet and a maximum range of almost 2,300 miles. These capabilities made it ideal for
use as a photo-reconnaissance aircraft. Since it was a one-person aircraft, the pilot also was
navigator, radio operator, and cameraman. (Ibid., p 34.)

With about 10 hours of solo time under Fred’s belt, his CO assigned him the task of ferrying one
of the planes to the Lockheed Mod-Center at Dallas for camera equipment installation. Included
in this modification was the removal of all guns and the installation of camera equipment in
place of guns in the nose of the aircraft. On his trip he had the experience of the prop going into
flat pitch (a not-uncommon problem with the Curtiss Electric props). By the time he landed at
Love Field in Dallas he considered himself a fully certified P-38 pilot. Back in March Field,
Riverside, California, a week later, rumors began to circulate that they would soon be getting
orders to ship overseas. They then took a train ride to Oakland. They were put on orders to be
ready to sail at any moment. (Ibid., pp. 36-37.)

On the morning of June 15, 1942, Fred and the others hoisted their duffle bags over their
shoulders, marched down to the wharf, and boarded the Matsonia, the flagship of the Matson
line. Two tugboats towed the Marsonia into the harbor, and the ship zigzagged across the Pacific
for three days and was then joined by three other ships on the fourth day. This small convoy
continued on their zigzag path until joined by the USN Indianapolis at Auckland, New Zealand.
The Indianapolis shepherded the convoy through Japanese sub-infested waters to Melbourne,
Australia. It had taken 28 days to go from San Francisco to Melbourne. (Ibid., pp. 39-40.)
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After being billeted in the 100,000 person Melbourne Cricket Grounds stadium for a couple
weeks, they boarded a train for Townsville, Australia, about 2,000 miles to the north. At
mealtimes the train stopped at some primitive depot and they were served the usual fare of
Aussie sausages, hard rolls, and chicory coffee. When they reached Albury on the border
between Victoria and New South Wales, there was a change in rail gauge, which meant a change
in trains. All of the equipment, including heavy spare aircraft engines, had to be transferred onto
another flatcar. This task was repeated a few days later when they crossed from New South
Wales into Queensland. Fred and the others reached Garbutt Field and joined up with the “A”
flight of the 8th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron under the command of Colonel Karl Polifka.
(Ibid., pp. 40-41.)

Until the airstrip was completed at Schwimmer airdrome, about 14 miles from Port Moresby,
Townsville was the squadron’s home base. During those six weeks they flew their photo
missions from the main field at Port Moresby. After Townsville, their home for the next several
months was Fourteen-Mile airdrome at Port Moresby. They called it Laloki in honor of the river
that flowed across the northwest end of the airstrip. The runway was laid down with pierced
steel planking, a technology that made it possible to complete an airstrip in only a few days. An
engineering battalion of black soldiers who really knew what they were doing built the Laloki
airstrip in record time. (Ibid., pp. 41-42.)

One of the priority missions of the photo squadron was taking pictures for maps. (Very few
useful maps existed during the early part of the New Guinea campaign. The German admiralty
charts showed only the coastlines and a few miles inland.) The photo squadron used the
trimetrogon system of aerial photography that was composed of three cameras. One camera
pointed straight down, while the other two were offset at 60-degree angles. At an altitude of
20,000 feet, strips of pictures were taken that covered an area 40 miles wide. An electronic
intervalometer clicked off the pictures at a rate determined by the altitude and speed of the plane.
The pilot had to maintain a near-constant altitude. (Ibid., p. 43.)

The New Guinea climate is not very favorable for aerial photography. Each morning they had a
window of about an hour. Before 9:00 the light was insufficient, and after 10:00 the sky was
often covered by a layer of cumulus clouds. (Ibid., pp. 43-44.)

Staff Sergeant Glen Bowers was in charge of survival equipment, including the very important
parachutes. It wasn’t just a matter of packing them in their canvas cases. Because of the high
humidity, it was necessary to inspect and often dry out the nylon. A damp chute could grow
mold at a surprising rate. If a pilot had to bail out, his life depended on the chute. Glen’s
meticulous attention to every detail impressed Fred. (Ibid., p. 44.)

The Air Task Force needed some photo aircraft for a special assignment. At noon on Thursday
June 3, 1943, Fred climbed into F-5A Lightning “Eager Beaver,” Serial Number 42-13073, and
pointed her nose up north across the 12,000-foot peaks of the Owen Stanley Mountains, which
divide central Papua. She got her name of Eager Beaver because you had to be eager to go out
looking for trouble without guns. An hour later the wheels touched down on the steel matting of
a new airstrip at Dobodura on the north coast. Fred met with a group of officers by a map of
New Britain and discussed the next day’s mission. It seemed that the Japanese were running
supplies by barge from Rabaul along the north coast of New Britain to reinforce their troops at
Cape Gloucester. Cape Gloucester is at the western tip of New Britain’s north coast. It was
important to shut off this supply line because American forces were scheduled to make a landing
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there before the end of the year. The task was to patrol up and down the north coast of New
Britain, investigate any suspicious activities, and report any sightings by radio to “medium”
bombers on standby alert. They all felt this would be a welcome change from the routine photo-
reconnaissance activities. (Ibid., pp. 49-50.)

On the first day out (June 3rd) Fred failed to see anything. On the third day (June 5, 1943) he
took off from Dobodura, which is located on Empress Augusta Bay of Bouganville Island.
Bouganville Island is part of Papua New Guinea and is located about 900 miles east of the main
island. He was searching for Japanese barges and taking pictures of a Japanese airdrome,
circling Rook Island twice, the Cape Gloucester Airfield, and Lolobau Island. Lolobau Island is
located 6.5 km off the coast of New Britain Island. The weather worsened. He decided to climb
over the weather. At 8,000 feet the air was smoother, he leveled the plane off and altered the
course to 90 degrees to upset any plot the enemy, using their radar, might have for targeting him.
When the clouds began to break up, he spotted Lolobau Island. This was supposed to be one of
Japan’s favorite places to hide barges during the daylight hours. He eased back a bit on the
throttles and circled the island twice in a fruitless attempt to find signs of enemy activity. (Ibid.,
pp. 50-51.)

Eight thousand feet was not a safe height to be flying in a clear sky over enemy territory.
Turning back to the coast, he started a gradual climb. Off to the right he spotted what looked
like the construction of a new airfield. He leveled off and circled the area for a better look. He
carefully lined up for a low-altitude pass over what looked like a runway and set the camera
intervelometer for a series of overlapping pictures. (Ibid., p. 52.)

After taking a couple of pictures of this Japanese airdrome, a Japanese fighter (13th Sentai Ki-45
Nick) sighted him and attacked him from the rear. The pilot fired at him, setting one engine of
his plane on fire.

Fred describes the encounter in The School that Fell from the Sky:

The cameras were rolling when I was startled by a series of sharp staccato sounds.
Suddenly a long jagged tear appeared in the port-engine cowling. An instant later a puff of
black smoke shot out from the hole, followed by a burst of flame. Instinctively I sent Eager
Beaver into a screaming dive…Only then did I dare sneak a glance at the rearview mirror...
I found myself looking straight into the flaming snout of a twin-engine enemy fighter.

I felt the plane shudder as a burst of lead ricocheted off the armor plate behind me. For a
second I was able to side-slip out of the line of fire. Cutting off the left engine – it was now
spitting red flames – I tried to get Beaver under control. She was losing altitude fast! I cast
a hopeful eye toward a bank of low clouds on the south, wondering if I could hide in them.
The right engine died with a loud burp and so did any hope of seeking cloud cover. The
needle on the fuel pressure gauge began to waver and plopped down to zero.

My vision blurred and I swiped my hand across my forehead. It came away bloody and I
realized I'd been hit . . . (Ibid., pp. 53-54.) (23, 24)

Fred received a Purple Heart decoration for being wounded when his aircraft was shot down.
(22)

The plane headed for the ground and Fred parachuted down into the dense jungle near the Pandi
River and Nakunai Mountains in the Bialla District of New Britain Island. The Japanese pilot
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saw him descend but did not shoot at him. Years later, Fred traced the Japanese pilot to his
home in Japan. He learned that the Japanese pilot could never bring himself to shoot down
helpless pilots as they parachuted from their planes. (Ibid., p. 162.)

Once on the ground and under the cover of the dense tropical rain forest that provided the canopy
he needed to remain in hiding, Fred packed up his parachute and headed for the jungle. His head
was injured and he was bleeding profusely. For the next 31 days his parachute was his head
bandage, tent and blanket. With an emergency kit and two chocolate bars to eat, Fred survived
for 31 days alone in the jungle. Every day he recited Psalm 23. The two candy bars lasted three
days instead of the 10 days stated in the booklet in his survival kit. For the remaining 28 days he
ate fresh-water roasted snails, bamboo shoots, and one day a fish. He stunned the fish with a
pistol shot and caught the fish in the shallow water before he could recover. On July 6, the 31st

day in the jungle, he was found by a group of natives from Ae Ae village who were paddling up
the Pandi River. Ae Ae is now known as Nantambu. This was the jungle territory of the
Nakanai people. As told by Fred, when he found he had run out of matches he said; “There I
was with my electrical engineering degree, and I couldn’t do a thing. My fire had gone out—it
was stone cold when they found me. I watched this man make a fire with stones” (5).

The group led by Joseph Gabu took him to their village and for five months they fed, clothed,
and nursed him back to health from near death. He had dysentery that he got from eating roasted
pig, and also malaria. He was severely weakened, and was nursed back to health by breast milk.
A young mother named Aida (Ida) Togogo, who was breastfeeding her baby, would squeeze
some of her breast milk into a cup and daily bring the cup to Fred at his hiding place. The
Japanese soldiers who were camped less than eight miles away at the Ulamona mission made
frequent patrols through the village. Each time a patrol approached the village, a conch shell was
sounded and Fred was rushed away to his hiding place (6). Children would also follow him to
erase his footprints on the ground as he moved around. (1, pp. 70-81; 2, pp. 9-13; 5; 23; 24)

After five months with the villagers, Fred met Captain Ian Skinner of the Australian Infantry and
then was taken inland by the natives, where he met Matt Foley and two other “coastwatchers.”
Coastwatchers were a special Australian force (“Z” Special Unit) established in World War II to
work behind enemy lines in South Pacific areas such as Papua, New Guinea. Two other airmen,
David McClymont and William Townsend, who had been shot down over New Britain and had
been hiding in the jungle, also met the coastwatchers. The coastwatchers radioed the U.S. base
in Port Moresby for instructions. Port Moresby is located on the southeast shore of the main
Papua, New Guinea Island. The group stayed together for three months and then the
coastwatchers took the three airmen to a beach near Nantambu to meet the submarine USS Gato
SS 212. The trip to the beach was tough, dangerous, and took the help of natives to be
successful. The submarine surfaced in Open Bay, near the village of Matanakunai, took them to
the Motor Patrol Boat Tender USS. Portunus, AGP-4 anchored in Dreger Harbor in Papua, New
Guinea. After the eight rescued pilots and air crew men disembarked at the Dreger Harbor they
went by jeep to the airstrip at Finschhafen and flew by C-47 to Brisbane, Australia. While in
Brisbane Fred learned he had been promoted to captain while behind enemy lines. He also
received nine months of back pay, including flight pay, even though he had not flown. (1, pp. 83-
104; 2, pp. 14-15; 3; 5; 23)

Fred then flew to Sydney and from there to the United States in a C-24 air transport. He was
debriefed at the headquarters of the Allied Air Forces, Southwest Pacific in Australia and again
at the air force headquarters in the Pentagon. Fred was then granted a 10-day leave in Rochester,




