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Lou Roffman

	World War II veteran Lou Roffman is an extraordinary man who has lived an extraordinary life; a little man with an enormous heart.  Mr. Lou Roffman was born on February 22, 1918 in New York City.  After having lived only eight months, Lou’s parents were among the 380,000 people killed by the major 1918 flu epidemic in New York.  Because both of his parents had passed away, he was brought up in a Catholic orphanage and he received an education there as well.  Despite his tough life filled with obstacles, Lou remained happy and lighthearted through it all.  He always found time to tell jokes and goof around.
	From an early age, Mr. Roffman had an interest in airplanes.  He dreamed of being an airplane mechanic upon the finishing of an education.  He would continuously watch and admire the airplanes at a nearby base.  When he reached high school, Lou would go to Floyd Bennett Field and help clean the airplanes and the airfield, for a earning of ten cents a day.  His love for airplanes inspired him to join the Army Air Corp right out of high school. 
	After enlisting in the military, Lou Roffman was sent to Randall Field in Texas for a short, thirty-day basic training course.  Since he wanted to be a mechanic, he was sent to Shanook Field in Illinois for mechanic school.  Here Mr. Roffman leaned that the planes were his responsibility.  If anything went wrong, it was his duty to fix it.  He stayed in Shanook for two years.  The day came when Lou was assigned to a base in Hawaii.
	Lou Roffman’s relocation to Hawaii was quite an exciting journey.  It required him to take a train ride to New York, followed by his very first boat ride on a military transport ship through the Panama Canal.  From there he headed to San Francisco.  In the Golden City, their ship was painted with United States flags on both sides so there would not be a chance that the Germans would sink it.  Lou, along with the rest of the troops, finally reached their Hawaiian destination and Lou was assigned to the 31st Bomb Squadron at Hickam Field.  He was the Crew Chief of Hickam Field in charge of the B-18 (twin engine) Douglass Bomber.  When the B-17s Bombers came in, he got a B-17 Model D Bomber.  There were no oxygen masks on this airplane, so everyone had to breathe oxygen through tanks and hoses.  
Before the attack on Pearl Harbor, life in Hawaii was simple and content.  On Mondays they had a full day of flying and planes had to be down by four in the afternoon.  Tuesdays were half days, with planes down by eleven in the morning, followed by afternoon athletics.  The afternoon athletics usually consisted of hanging out at Waikiki beach.  On Wednesdays there was a half-day of flying and the other half of the day was filled with taking care of personal things, like getting a hair cut and doing laundry.  Thursdays were also half days, with planes down by eleven and then back to the beach.  Fridays were full days of flying the airplanes.  Inspections were on Saturdays, and everyone got Sunday off.  It was a great, easy life.
Since the men got paid at the end of each month, they had to manage their budget.  An average Private was paid twenty-one dollars a month and the flying positions earned about one hundred dollars a month.  With this money, they had to pay seventy-five cents a week for laundry and about ten cents for a haircut.  A lot of money was spent on beer and cola, which were both a mere five cents.  A newspaper was only two cents.  Most men ended up with about seven or eight dollars extra at the end of the month.  However, since Mr. Roffman was a Sergeant, he got paid a whopping three hundred dollars per month.  He often had extra money to do with whatever he pleased, which included eating at the Black Cat Café.  Lou’s normal item of choice was the ham and egg sandwich, or an avocado sandwich.  His rather large salary allowed him to end up with quite a bit more money at the month’s end.  
Thirty days prior to December 7, 1941, possible entry of the U.S. into the war put Lou’s base on alert.  At this time, Mr. Roffman was the Flight Engineer on the B-17 airplane and the Crew Chief on the B-18.  Airplanes were in bunkers, far from the hangers, in case of a bombing.  Bunkers had been built in case a bomb was dropped – it wouldn’t ruin the planes.    While on alert, they slept in the airplanes, ate in the fields, and fought off mosquitoes.  On Friday, December 5, the base went off alert.  All of the airplanes had been lined up in rows for security reasons to guard against sabotage.  Many men went to town that night to party and drink, but Lou Roffman had a plane and responsibilities to tend to, so he stayed behind to work.  However, on Saturday night Lou went to town, let loose, and got drunk.  He returned to the barracks around one in the morning.  Sunday morning, December 7, 1941, Mr. Roffman was awoken at about eight o’clock.  He remembers, “I heard an explosion.”  
Lou Roffman’s first thought was that they must have been practicing artillery guns out in the fields.  He opened one eye and muttered, “Don’t they know it’s Sunday morning and we want to sleep?”  He sat up and heard a “dadadadadadada,” and he looked over to see an airplane buzz the barracks.  Lou saw a hole in the locker near his.  He knew something was not right, so he got in his fatigues and went outside.  Outside there were twenty to thirty men that appeared to be sleeping in a parade ground.  It was the first time that Mr. Roffman had ever seen a dead person, only it was not just one – it was many.  After he got outside he heard another explosion; the mess hall.  Three hundred and eighty men were killed getting their breakfast on the morning of December 7, 1941.
Men that had airplanes were told to go retrieve them from the hangers.  Lou went to get his airplane and saw that the hanger was on fire.  He jumped in the plane and was going to start the first and fourth engines, because of the hydraulic power.  The first engine started fine, but as he was starting the fourth engine, a Japanese fighter plane hit the second engine.  There was too much confusion around the barracks and no time for Mr. Roffman to get scared, so he stopped the engines, got a tow bar and moved the plane to the other side of the field.  Within an hour, men from the barracks came down with machine guns to fight off the Japanese.
“Where is Roffman?” was what awoke Lou Roffman at three in the morning on December 8, 1941.  The Flight Chief was looking for Mr. Roffman to tell him to be in operations by five o’clock to look for Japanese fighter planes.  Lou told the chief “my airplane can’t fly,” and his chief said it was all right and that he would be going on another one.  Lou was afraid to walk around that night because there was too much going on and he did not want to get shot.  The Army had accidentally shot down navy planes.  It was mass confusion.
At four o’clock the Flight Chief returned to get Lou.  He got into briefing, loaded two, five hundred pound bombs, and took off looking for the “ball of fire,” which Lou compared to the Japanese fleet.  They went southwest searching for the fleet.  Mr. Roffman recalled that if he and the crew had gone northeast, they would have been dead for sure.  Their search for the Japanese was unsuccessful.  Now the group of three planes was sent on missions to go out eight hundred miles, across one hundred miles, and back.  They did this from December until the first week in June.  Mr. Roffman was instructed to go to Midway Island in June to bomb the Japanese fleet.  The first planes bombed Japanese fleets that were coming to bomb Midway Island.  Lou remembers, “We never hit anything, but we scared the hell out of them though.”  Lou’s crew was very close and they all relied upon each other throughout this.  He was a sergeant at the time – the highest non-officer rank.  Mr. Roffman soon returned to Hawaii. 
After arriving back in Hawaii, Lou Roffman was informed that he was going to be going on a new mission.  He would join an entirely new crew, that had lost their mechanic, and head for Australia.  The plane they were in was loaded with gold.  Only the pilot, copilot, and engineer (Roffman) knew about the precious metal.  Mr. Roffman thought that the plane would crash in a jungle on the way to Australia, everyone else except himself would die, he would bury the gold, and come back to get the gold after the war was over.  He had not realized that the entire trip was over water.  This goes to show you what war does to your mind.  The plane was to stop in Christmas Island, Johnson Island, the Fijis, then finally to Australia.  After they had delivered the gold, the plane moved on to Darwin, Australia.  There they would go on search and destroy missions.  If the plane was alerted, that meant that they would go on a mission the next day.  This was to keep from spying by the enemy.  If his plane was alerted, then he would only have one drink because Australian beer is more potent than American beer and it was awful to fly with a hangover.  
Lou Roffman has a humorous memory of his time in Australia.  His plane had been alerted and he would be flying the next day.  Lou decided to go to a local pub and have a beer.  He promised himself to only have one beer because he would be flying the next day and did not want a hangover.  Mr. Roffman had one beer at the local pub, and then turned his glass upside down to signify that he did not want any more alcohol.  An Australian walked in and said to Lou, “Yank, do you mean it?”  Lou replied, “Damn right I do.”  The Aussie took Lou outside and hit him between the eyes.  It blackened both of his eyes.  What Lou did not know was that in Australia, an upside down glass meant that he wanted to challenge anyone in the bar to a fight.  Lou’s entire crew hassled him about his blackened eyes after that incident.  Oops.  
After the war had ended, Lou Roffman stayed in the military for many years.  He became a crew chief of a C-47 and went on many Embassy duties.  His first mission was in South Africa.  Then Lou went to Cairo in Egypt.  He traveled to Holland and went to a school to learn the Dutch language; “I graduated second in my class of two.”  Following Holland, Lou was sent to Copenhagen, Denmark and worked sixteen year doing embassy duties.  After thirty-one years of service in the military, Mr. Lou Roffman retired as a Senior Master Sergeant.  He received such medals as the Air Medal and the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC).  His favorite memory of his journey was “when they said it was over.”  Lou is now a magician and does magic tricks for children at schools, hospitals, and the California School for the Deaf.  He is once again doing everything he can to put a smile on a face and make someone laugh.
Interviewing Mr. Lou Roffman was an incredible experience.  The person he is and the attitude he has toward enlightening us on his journey shows that he is a real hero.  He has made an immense impact and will never be forgotten.  From Mr. Roffman we gain not only a sense of knowledge on something we were uniformed on, but also we gain respect toward these men and women that risked their lives to save and improve ours.  It takes courage and dedication to serve for our country, and Mr. Lou Roffman is overflowing with both.  He is a part of history that no one should forget.  We thank him for this amazing experience. 


