MAGIC CARPET RIDE

Jump aboard your magic carpet, as in One Thousand and One
Arabian Nights, and soar to a destination on your mythical yet
legendary airborne transportation device. A fantasy, for sure,
yet the rock group Steppenwolf distorted the description in their
1968 release, Magic Carpet Ride, a psychedelic rock song relating
how drug users feel when on illegal drugs. To veterans of WWII,
a Magic Carpet Ride was not imaginary and certainly didn’t have
anything to do with illegal drugs. To them, a Magic Carpet Ride,
meant they were going home.
When America sends its military into Harm’s Way, there will
eventually come the time to bring them home. In WWII, with
millions in uniform overseas, the end of the war in Europe as well
as in the Pacific, created a transportation nightmare for the War

Shipping Administration. Chief of Staff General George Marshall
realized by mid-1943 that final victory was in sight and with each
victory in Europe and the Pacific, the massive logistics of
transporting over eight million men and women back to our
shores became a top priority. The project was called Operation
Magic Carpet.
USS GENERAL HARRY TAYLOR – AUGUST, 1945

On VE-Day (Victory in Europe), approximately 3,060,000 service
personnel were in Europe, Africa, and the Mediterranean. With
the Pacific War far from over, and not expected to be over until
late 1946, all available Navy ships in the European Theater were
dispatched for the final push against Japan. Thus, transporting
the European service personnel home fell on the shoulders of
the Army and Merchant Marine. Over 300 Liberty and Victory

cargo ships were immediately converted into transports, plus
America’s port and docking facilities had to be upgraded for the
influx of millions of military personnel who would also require
land transportation to their hometowns. Europe’s Operation
Magic Carpet began in June of 1945. Whereas during the war an
average of 148,000 soldiers per month sailed across ‘The Pond’
to the European Theater, the homeward bound average after
the war would be more than 435,000 per month for 14 straight
months.
LIFEBOAT DRILL ABOARD THE QUEEN MARY

Two of England’s finest ocean liners, the RMS Queen Mary and
Queen Elizabeth, had been placed under American control for
the duration of WWII. During peacetime, both luxury liners

carried about 2,200 passengers. During the war and afterward,
up to 15,000 men and women crossed the Atlantic on a single
voyage. ‘Personal space’ was at a premium. And, as with any
war, GI’s far from home had a tendency to fall in love then ‘get
hitched’ to women of foreign countries. Twenty-nine vessels
assigned to Operation Magic Carpet were devoted to transport
almost a half million ‘war brides’ to America.
STACKED BUNKS ABOARD THE ARMY
TRANSPORT SS PENNANT

After the war, the newly
commissioned
aircraft
carrier, the USS Lake
Champlain, joined the
European
effort
in
October of 1945 along
with the battleship USS
Washington in November.
Over 400 vessels would be
assigned to Operation
Magic Carpet in the
Atlantic, including 48
hospital ships that carried
approximately a half
million wounded soldiers
home.

Nor was Operation Magic Carpet a one-way trip. Former Axis
POWs were transported home, more than 450,000 German and
53,000 Italian ex-POWs in the first months of Operation Magic

Carpet. In all, over 3,323,000 former enemy POW’s were given
a trip home courtesy of their former adversaries. By the end of
February 1946, the European phase of Magic Carpet had been
completed.
HAMMOCK ROOM ONLY, ABOARD THE CARRIER USS INTREPID

In the Pacific, a huge buildup of Allied forces, mainly American,
was poised to begin Operation Downfall, the invasion of Japan’s
home islands. There were two main operations scheduled. The
first, Operation Olympic, was scheduled to assault the island of
Kyushu on December 1, 1945. The second, Operation Coronet,
would land forces on the island of Honshu on March 1, 1946. A
slaughter of human lives in unbelievable numbers, both Allied

and Japanese, was averted by two atomic bombs. A horrible end
to a horrible war, yet the new atomic age saved millions of souls.
With the surrender of Japan, the ships of the U.S. Navy could
now join Operation Magic Carpet. The numbers are staggering.
In September of 1945, Task Force 11 under the command of Vice
Admiral Forrest Sherman,
JOYFUL SOLDIERS
departed Tokyo Bay with
ABOARD BATTLESHIP
USS TEXAS
four battleships, the USS
New Mexico, Idaho,
Mississippi, and North
Carolina, plus two aircraft
carriers and a squadron
of destroyers filled with
servicemen
heading
home. Task Force 11
stopped at Okinawa to
pick up thousands of
soldiers of the United
States Tenth Army. As in
the Atlantic, ‘personal
space’ aboard ship was at
a premium.
Small ships, like destroyers, could carry no more than 300 men,
who were told to hang a hammock wherever they could find a
space, every nook and cranny, anyplace, anywhere. The troops
assigned to aircraft carriers were not quite as cramped and had

a voyage home in relative comfort, although bunks were bolted
or welded in place in stacks of five or six high. The legendary
aircraft carrier, USS Saratoga, transported more servicemen
home than any other ship, over 29,200 during Operation Magic
Carpet.

CROWDED FLIGHT DECK ON AIRCRAFT CARRIER USS SARATOGA

Converting combat and assault vessels to transports as fast as
humanly possible, the Navy did an outstanding job providing a

fleet of 369 ships, including 222 assault ships, 6 battleships, 18
cruisers, 12 hospital ships, and 57 aircraft carriers for Operation
Magic Carpet. December of 1945 was the peak month, 700,000
boys returned home from the Pacific. In April of 1946, 29 troop
transports arrived home carrying 200,000 soldiers and sailors
who had served in the CBI (China-India-Burma) theater. Thus,
Operation Magic Carpet came to its glorious end.

AMERICAN SOLDIERS RECENTLY LIBERATED FROM JAPANESE POW CAMPS

On the home front, thousands of newly discharged servicemen
found themselves stuck in separation centers. Understandably,
the nation’s transportation system was working overtime yet

overwhelmed by the numbers. Trains heading west from the
East Coast were at least six hours behind schedule, which was
nothing compared to the trains from the West Coast heading
east. Those trains were 12 to 18 hours behind schedule. Still,
this was a time in America when its citizens truly understood the
cost of freedom.
Compassion and friendliness were common place. Discharged
and freshly arrive soldiers were invited to stay in townsfolk’s
homes, especially around Christmas when Christmas dinner was
served. Many others gave away their train tickets to the
homesick heroes while others at layover stops throughout the
country organized lively parties and handed out refreshments.
In one humanitarian gesture most likely never to be repeated,
two Los Angeles taxi cab drivers outshone all the rest. One of
the drivers took six soldiers all the way to Chicago. The other taxi
driver took a carload of soldiers to Manhattan, Long Island, the
Bronx, Pittsburgh, Buffalo and New Hampshire. The drivers
asked the soldiers to cover the cost of fuel, but did not accept
one dime for a fare.
Yes, there was a time in America when we united for one cause,
the outcome of which depended on a generation honed by the
toughness of a Great Depression. A toughness and sacrifice of
‘want’ preparing The Greatest Generation for the ‘need’ to win
a world war. They returned home to make a life of their own.
They asked for nothing, they demanded nothing; and wanted the

government to stay out of their lives. Yes, there was a time in
America.

