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The crew of Jeannie Marie that participated in the raid on Oschersleben, Germany, on February 22, 1944, posed for 
this photograph in front of another crew’s plane. They included, left to right standing, Sergeant Rudy Malkin, Sergeant 
Elmer Diethorn, Sergeant Ward Simonson, Sergeant Gordon Wiggett, and Sergeant Philip Lunt. Kneeling in front are 
Lieutenant Bob Roberts, Captain Lester Rentmeester, Lieutenant Bill Behrend, and Lieutenant Joe Ashby. Sergeant 
Frank Topits, the ball-turret gunner, was in the hospital when the photo was taken. Read the accompanying story 
Time Stood Still on page 6. 
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President’s Corner                                                                                      Mick Hanou 
 
 

There has been a lot of activity the past few months. 
The 91st BGMA is fortunate to have a team of folks 
with different talents. You should all appreciate the 
efforts and contributions of my fellow Board members, 
without whom the numerous tasks couldn’t be done. 
Each contributes according to their strengths and each 
of our roles mesh with one another. Jody is wonderful 
in tracking the membership and finances (not just 
dues). Gary produces a newsletter that beats many, 
especially at our $10 per year dues rate. Janet, always 
modest, continues her work as historian, assuring your 
history is preserved. 
 
Chris and Amy Murphy are an invaluable part of the 
organization as curators of the Tower Museum 
Bassingbourn. They have had an extraordinary 
challenge the past few years due to the age of the 
Tower and a need to refurbish it. They assure us that 
the artifacts are being kept safe, even though the 
building is closed for now. They are working closely 
with Tom and Gary on a crowdfunding effort; they have 
the knowledge for that important effort. Though I am 
not a Luddite, I don’t know Facebook or GoFundMe 
and they do. Hence the distribution of efforts. Friends 
of the 91st maintain the Prop Memorial and lay 
wreaths. 
 
My forte, as it is, seems to be organizing the reunions. 
I take this very seriously as I believe the gathering of 
our WWII Veterans and the Next Generation folks is 
very, very important in keeping the group’s history alive 
and in maintaining the friendships we have formed 
over the past decades. Just as we finished with the 
2016 reunion, and me thinking I had a year to relax, I 
learned of the Memphis Belle rollout in 2018. Most of 
my scrambling the past few months was to secure a 
hotel for us. This proved very difficult as there is a 
convention the same week in Dayton and everything 
was booked. But between perseverance and a bit of 
luck I am pleased to report we have a venue. I 
encourage as many of you as possible to attend! 
 
2018 Reunion: 
 
The National Museum of the United States Air Force 
announced it will have a “rollout” of the restored 
Memphis Belle on the 75th anniversary of its 25th 
mission May 17, 1943. This is going to be BIG!!! The 
museum is keen on working with us as the 91st is the 
key group to the event. They anticipate that three B-
17s will be there and numerous other bomb groups are 
planning to attend. The NMUSAF expect this event to 
 

draw in as many remaining WWII (Army) Air Force 
Veterans as possible. Our 91st BGMA Board agreed 
to have our Reunion in conjunction with the rollout in 
Dayton, Ohio. 
 

Though our attendee numbers have been dropping the 
past few reunions, we felt that because of the 
significance of the event, and the proximity to the large 
population in the eastern US, we would commit to a 
greater number of hotel rooms than last time. We hope 
that not only our WWII veterans make an effort to 
attend, but that their families and associate members 
come to this historic event. There will be a lot of things 
happening that we don’t usually get to see at a reunion. 
We are hoping for a big turnout! 
 

The dates are May 16, 17, 18, and 19. A full itinerary 
will follow, but the Memphis Belle rollout is the 17th and 
the banquet will be the 19th. Our hotel is the Marriott 
at the University of Dayton. They’ve given us an 
exceptionally low $119 per night group rate and that 
rate is available from May 15 - 23, 2018. You will be 
able to book your room in late May of 2017, one year 
ahead of the reunion. The hotel’s website link is 
tinyurl.com/91HotelOH and their phone number is 
(800)228-9290. I strongly encourage you to secure a 
room as soon as possible because we expect high 
demand. 
 

2017 Rally Round: 
 

Because of the diminishing number of veterans, and 
our interest in maintaining friendships, many of us will 
also be attending the Eighth Air Force Reunion in New 
Orleans September 27 - October 1, 2017. This can be 
considered a “Rally Round” and I hope to see you 
there. I’ve attended the last two and found it very 
interesting to meet other Veterans. Many Bomb 
Group’s numbers are so small that they can’t do it 
alone anymore, so attendance at the Eighth Air Force 
Reunions has grown. The 2016 Reunion had four new 
groups and many veterans. Please let me know if you 
are attending: I won’t be doing any organizing, but if 
you are going, I will make sure you know the location 
of our Suite and Banquet table. 
 

All reunion information and registration material can be 
found on the Eighth Air Force Historical Society’s 
website: www.8thafhs.org. There are some very good 
deals for WWII veterans. The Next Gen folks can have 
a good visit to the WWII Museum. Even though the 
91st BGMA was there in 2012, there have been some 
major additions and renovations to the museum. 

 

  

http://tinyurl.com/91HotelOH
http://www.8thafhs.org/
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Wings of Freedom Upcoming Schedule 
 
The Collings Foundation B-17 Nine-O-Nine will visit over 
100 cities in 2017. See this magnificent tribute to the 91st 
Bomb Group’s storied aircraft along with their B-24 
Witchcraft, B-25 Tondelayo, and TF-51 Toulouse Nuts at 
the following stops: 
 

4/14 – 4/16 Scottsdale, AZ 
4/17 – 4/19 San Bernardino, CA 
4/19 – 4/21 La Verne, CA 
4/21 – 4/23 Camarillo, CA 
4/27 – 4/30 Torrance, CA 

5/1 – 5/4 Ramona, CA 
5/4 – 5/7 Carlsbad, CA 

5/8 – 5/10 Murrieta, CA 
5/10 – 5/14 Santa Ana, CA 
5/15 – 5/17 Paso Robles, CA  
5/17 – 5/19 Monterey, CA  
5/19 – 5/27 Mountain View, CA 
5/28 – 5/30 Livermore, CA  
6/12 – 6/14 Arcata / Eureka, CA  
6/16 – 6/18 Aurora, OR  
6/21 – 6/23 Port Angeles, WA  
6/23 – 6/25 Seattle, WA  

7/3 – 7/5 Lewiston, ID  
7/14 – 7/16 Ft. Collins / Loveland, CO 
7/21 – 7/23 Omaha, NE 

8/4 – 8/6 Valparaiso, IN 
 
Please visit www.collingsfoundation.org/events/ for the 
most up to date schedule of events. 
 

 
 

Nine-O-Nine at Dallas Love Field June 18. 1945. 
 
  

 

91st BGMA Officers 
 

President 1st Vice President 
Mick Hanou Tom Freer 
607 Blossom Ct 6380 Winstead Ct 
Pleasanton, CA 94566 Lisle, IL 60532 
Tel: (925) 425-3220 Tel: (630) 747-3700 
mhanou@comcast.net tmf1108@sbcglobal.net 
 

Secretary / Treasurer 2nd Vice President 
Jody Kelly Larry Ruth 
3600 Harbor Blvd #82 2316 Smith Hill Rd 
Oxnard, CA 93035 Walworth, NY 14568 
Tel: (805) 984-7706 Tel: (315) 524-7936 
njkelly@roadrunner.com larrylruth@gmail.com 
 

Editor Historian 
Gary Hall Janet Larocco 
1054 Sunrise Dr 1132 Duke St 
Woodbury, MN 55125 Alexandria, VA 22314 
Tel: (651) 260-2397 Tel: (703) 684-1984 
raggedirregular@gmail.com fauno-aventi@usa.net 
 

 
 

Please send Folded Wings information to Jody Kelly. 
 

 
 

July Ragged Irregular submissions must be received by 
June 15th. 
 

 
 

91st BG E-mail Ring 
b17banta@aol.com 
 

 
 

91st on the Web 
www.91stbombgroup.com  
www.facebook.com/groups/91st BGMA 
 

http://www.collingsfoundation.org/events/
mailto:mhanou@comcast.net
mailto:njkelly@roadrunner.com
mailto:larrylruth@gmail.com
mailto:raggedirregular@gmail.com
mailto:fauno-aventi@usa.net
mailto:b17banta@aol.com
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Photos: Restoring the Memphis Belle, one of America’s most legendary aircraft 
By Ty Greenless – used with permission 
 

 
 

A fisheye view from the nose of the Memphis Belle in the Restoration Hanger at the National Museum of the United States 
Air Force. The Memphis Belle, one of the legendary American aircraft of World War II, will be put on public display at the 
main complex next year after more than a decade of restoration at the Museum, officials said Wednesday [January 18]. The 
historic Army Air Forces B-17F bomber will be unveiled May 17, 2018, the 75th anniversary of the crew’s 25th mission over 
Europe, said museum curator Jeff Duford. 
 
 

 
 

Bombardier’s position with the window removed.  
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Tail view of the Memphis Belle. 
 

 
 

Duane Jones works on horizontal stabilizer skin. 
 

 
 

Replica bombs and the nose gunner’s window. 

 
 

Side view of the Memphis Belle. 
 

 
 

Much of the work on the Memphis Belle has been completed 
by volunteers. 
 
[above] From left to right, Dale Burnside, Ron Smith, and David 
Stemen, talk about the Memphis Belle. 
 
[below] From left to right, David Stemen, Ron Smith, Dale 
Burnside, and Elwood Dornbusch talk about a compound curve 
on window trim. 
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Time Stood Still: A B-17 Pilot’s Story 
By Lester F. Rentmeester 
 
The author remembers the harrowing experience of 
piloting a bomber in the skies above Nazi Germany. 
 
The following story describes one of our air raids when I 
was a B-17 pilot during World War II. It is taken from my 
diary and from the official Eighth Air Force records of that 
mission. For some of the crew, it may have seemed like 
just another mission; for me, sitting in the pilot’s seat, 
most of the eight hours of flying were filled with unrelieved 
tension. 
 

Our Singing Crew 
 

The aircrews were awakened at 4 a.m. on February 22, 
1944, at our base at Bassingbourne, just south of 
Cambridge in England. There was little banter and no 
unnecessary conversation as we washed and dressed 
unhurriedly; breakfast was scheduled for 5 o’clock, and 
our mission briefing was scheduled for 6 a.m. Outside the 
blacked-out buildings, we moved about as if we were in 
the bottom of a black well, shivering in the damp cold that 
penetrated throughout winter flying clothes. 
 
At the auditorium, where the briefing was held, our ID 
cards were checked by the sentry who was stationed at 
the door; we didn’t want any unauthorized persons flying 
our mission for us. Our crew sat together in one 
apprehensive clump, drawing reassurance from each 
other’s presence. Most of us had trained together in the 
States, and this was the 11th time that we would be flying 
over Fortress Europe. This time, there were two different 
faces among the 10 of us. Ward Simonson, our radio 
operator and medic, was in the hospital, and his 
replacement was P. J. Del Toro. Rudy Malkin was 
replacing our newly grounded G. M. Cloyed as waist 
gunner. 
 
This was Rudy’s first flight with our crew, and it would be 
a test to see if the crew would accept him as a regular 
member. We had our doubts because Rudy had one of 
the most severe cases of stuttering in my experience. 
When he approached me the week previously, 
requesting to be a member of the crew, it took him almost 
five minutes to make his wishes known. When I asked 
why he wanted to leave his safe job with the air police for 
this dangerous duty, he said that he wanted to do his part 
in the war. I told him that we would try him out on a test 
flight but that he would have to be able to communicate 
perfectly with the crew on the intercommunication system 
because crew survival in combat depended on teamwork. 
In addition, we were a singing crew, and he would have 
to play his part. It turned out that, when he used a throat 
mike, he had no speech impediment. Also, he sang many 
of the Gilbert and Sullivan patter-songs, adding a new 
dimension to our musical repertoire. 

The others on the crew had proved themselves as solid 
citizens combat-wise. Bill Behrend, the New Jersey co-
pilot, could not wait to get into combat and later became 
a P-51 Mustang fighter pilot after he had finished his 
Flying Fortress tour. Marylander Bob Roberts, as 
navigator, was never lost; he also flew a second tour. Joe 
Ashby, our Missouri bombardier, invariably did a 
professional job and sometimes doubled as navigator. 
Always smiling, Elmer (Mickey) Diethorn from Pittsburgh, 
was our flight engineer and top turret gunner. 
 

Husky, competent Vermonter Gordon Wiggett manned 
the right waist gun and also kept our armament in 
operating condition. He would climb aboard the aircraft 
carrying a 75-pound .50-caliber machine gun in each 
hand and wearing extra ammunition over his shoulders. 
In the ball turret under the aircraft belly, was Chicagoan 
Frank Topits, whose small stature and aggressive nature 
helped make him effective as a marksman. Manning the 
twin .50-caliber machine guns in the tail was Philip (Flip) 
Lunt from California, who cheerfully flew on his knees in 
the most nausea-producing position in the aircraft. 
 

The A in the triangle on the tail of the aircraft shows that 
the plane belonged to the 91st Bomb Group, and the 
triangle was the insignia of the 1st Air Division of the 
Eighth Air Force. The chin turret in the nose containing 
twin .50-caliber machine guns was added to the B-17G 
model, introduced in early 1944 because of the deadly 
head-on Luftwaffe fighter attacks. 
 

Six Targets In Central Germany 
 

The airmen jumped to attention as our commander and 
his staff entered the auditorium. They climbed the steps 
of the stage as we resumed our seats and the curtain was 
drawn back to reveal a map of Europe with our route to 
the target shown by strings attached to pins. All eyes 
anxiously looked for the target—was it deep in Germany? 
 

Oschersleben again! We had bombed an aircraft factory 
there five weeks before and barely made it back in our 
damaged B-17 to the coast of England. Luftwaffe fighter 
opposition had been continuous on that raid. In all, we 
lost one-third of our force, and the German radio that 
night claimed they had shot down 132 B-17s. At no time 
on that mission did we have friendly fighter escort, except 
for the first long-range P-51D Mustang fighters. 
 

The mood was grim in the briefing theater; we knew that 
we were locked in a deadly struggle with the Luftwaffe. 
Our leaders said that our strategic objectives were no 
longer ball bearing factories, oil refineries, transportation 
centers, etc. Now we must destroy the German aircraft in 
the air, on the ground, and in the factories, a necessary 
prelude to a successful Allied invasion of Nazi Europe. 
Later, we were proud when General Dwight Eisenhower, 
Supreme Allied Commander, told the invasion force that 
there would be no Luftwaffe opposition on D-Day and 
prouder still when he was right. 
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The briefing session covered many different subjects. Six 
German aircraft factories in central Germany were the 
targets, with two small diversionary raids to Denmark and 
Schweinfurt in southern Germany to confuse the 
Luftwaffe. Antiaircraft batteries were shown in red. Visual 
operating conditions were forecast for central Germany. 
Electronic jamming equipment would confuse the enemy 
radar. The bombing run would be upwind with the sun 
behind us, and withdrawal of the force south of the Ruhr 
Valley would carry them across an area of less fighter 
opposition. Two groups of P-51D fighters were assigned 
to protect our formation. 
 

Chaplains were available to provide spiritual support after 
the briefing. The next stop for the airmen was the 
equipment hut, where we would pick up our parachutes, 
headgear, additional cold weather gear, and other 
equipment. It was always bitterly cold at our bombing 
altitudes; we were told to expect a temperature of 55 
degrees below zero Fahrenheit today. The Eighth Air 
Force had more people hospitalized from frostbite than 
from battle wounds. 
 

Our flak jackets were designed by a member of the 91st 
Bomb Group. They had heavy steel plates sewn into a 
canvas holder. Like our helmets, they were optional for 
aircrew members, but most elected to wear them. At the 
equipment hut, we also picked up our parachutes and 
heavy outer clothing like leather boots, trousers, and 
jackets. 
 

During the air battles, the waist gunners would be ankle-
deep in empty .50-caliber shells. Each aircraft would be 
allotted a certain number of rounds, but after early 
missions when we always ran out of ammunition, our 
aircrew armorer, Gordon Wiggett, would smuggle 
additional belts of ammunition aboard. 
 

Two hours after briefing, the aircrew was assembled by 
our aircraft, inspecting the engines and bombs, then 
discussing aircrew coordination mostly for the benefit of 
the two replacements. 
 

“Beer Barrel Polka” 
 

From the moment we woke up, tension and apprehension 
had been building, reflecting the knowledge that a large 
number of our comrades had been shot down. Then, to 
lessen the tension, it was important to keep the minds 
and bodies of the aircrew occupied; we had established 
a routine that kept everybody busy as much as possible. 
 

Our takeoff that morning occurred at 8:50 a.m., so the 
signal to the pilots to start their engines, when the crew 
had to be in their takeoff position, would have been 
around 8:15. That was when a white flare was fired from 
the tower. The 1,200-horsepower Wright Cyclone 
engines produced an explosion of sound, and anxious 
eyes scanned the many instruments to make sure that 
engine performance was satisfactory. Two spare aircraft 
stood ready to replace any B-17 that would have to abort. 

Taxiing and takeoff were normal, although like always our 
aircraft was overloaded and a maximum performance 
takeoff was required. We had no difficulty finding our 
proper place in the 91st Bomb Group formation. Soon the 
91st linked up with the 381st Bomb Group. These 59 
B-17s formed the 1st Combat Wing. Solid clouds rising 
as high as 24,000 feet over East Anglia prevented over 
half of the attacking force from completing assembly. Our 
radio operator, who was monitoring the command radio 
frequency, reported that they had been recalled. 
 
We donned our oxygen masks at 12,000 feet and, when 
we were over the English Channel, the gunners tested 
their weapons to make sure that they were operating 
properly. The 1st Combat Wing left the English coast at 
Clacton on schedule at 10:41, weaving in and out of the 
broken clouds. As was our custom, the crew started 
singing the “Beer Barrel Polka.” We would continue 
singing to break the constricting tension until we were 
attacked. 
 

Flying Through A Sky Of Flak 
 

The clouds prevented us from seeing the ground except 
for brief glimpses. Our navigator, Bob Roberts, broke into 
our musical performance with the announcement that we 
were 30 miles south of our planned course, which put us 
over the Ruhr Valley, which had the greatest 
concentration of antiaircraft guns in the world. A B-17 
near us was hit and blew up. Because of the clouds, our 
escort of friendly fighters never did find us while we were 
over Germany. 
 
Suddenly, there was a tremendous crash and the Jeannie 
Marie jumped upward. Then, another crash and the 
aircraft shook in a shuddering blast. The sky around us 
was bright red! Metal fragments were tearing into the 
fuselage. The aircraft controls, rudder, ailerons, and 
elevators, were not responsive to any pressure from 
either of us two pilots. 
 
Several weeks before we had watched as an antiaircraft 
shell exploded under a B-17 in our formation. The B-17 
was thrown over on its back, then went straight down for 
about 10,000 feet, when it came apart! 
 
The same thing appeared to be happening to us. The 
plane was out of control. The right wing dropped despite 
the fact that we were applying full pressure on our 
ailerons and rudder. Clad in heavy winter clothing, both 
Bill and I were perspiring heavily, and I had stopped my 
ceaseless pounding of my cold feet on the floor, which I 
normally did to keep them from freezing. 
 
The right wing pointed straight down. It seemed that our 
only option was for me to warn the crew to hang on 
because I was going to try to roll the heavy aircraft by 
reversing the pressure on the controls. I would never 
know if that tactic would have worked because the aircraft 
started to respond to the pressure by slowly righting itself. 
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I would have sworn in a court of law that it was at least 10 
minutes from the time when the shells first hit us until the 
aircraft had regained its normal flying attitude. When our 
pulse rates settled down and I had received a report of 
battle damage from the crew, it appeared that after the 
first shell exploded we flew through the debris from the 
exploding third and fourth shells. The Germans used 
105mm cannons arranged in a battery of four, which fired 
in sequence a few seconds apart. This explains their 
exploding shell pattern. 
 

Adrenaline Rush 
 

One newspaper correspondent witnessing the Battle of 
Gettysburg during the Civil War said that during a 
moment of stress seconds of time became minutes. What 
happened to him, and to me, according to medical 
journals, was an abnormal rush of adrenaline pumped 
into the bloodstream, bringing about dramatic effects. 
Pupils dilate for better sight, blood pressure rises, the 
heart beats faster, and breathing is faster. The blood 
vessels near the skin contract so that there will be less 
loss of blood and faster clotting if wounded. 
 

When the situation stabilized, the gunners reported on 
damage to the airplane. Flip Lunt, who operated his twin 
machine guns in a kneeling position, reported that there 
were holes all over the bottom of the plane but that he 
was not hurt. The two waist gunners gave a similar report. 
Frank Topits in the ball turret was fortunate that his guns 
were pointed to the rear. An explosion cracked the 
plexiglass in his turret behind him. His turret was working 
normally. In checking the underside of the aircraft, he 
found that the bomb bay doors were smashed and there 
was fluid leaking from the No. 3 engine. 
 

We caught up to our squadron and resumed our place in 
the formation. The other planes in the squadron had all 
been hit with flak fragments, but their damage was not as 
extensive as ours. About 30 minutes later, at 1:30 p.m. 
according to my diary, a large group of German 
Messerschmitt fighters, Me-109s, Me-110s, and Me-
410s, along with Focke Wulf FW-190s came blasting 
through our formation. 
 

A line of FW-190 and Me-109 fighter aircraft came at us, 
each one firing his cannon while rolling his aircraft to an 
inverted position, then diving straight down. Our 
squadron leader went into violent evasive action, which 
made it impossible for the pilots to keep their place in the 
formation. I was furious because he had done this on 
previous occasions, and I had expressed my displeasure 
to him. He did not return from this flight, or I would have 
done so again. 
 

The next moment found me in a state of panic; B-17s 
were coming dangerously close to us from all sides. 
Looking out my window to the left, I saw a B-17 wing 
overlapping mine, so I tried to turn away to the right. Bill 
was resisting the turn for a good reason. The tip of a B-17 

wing appeared on his side of the plane, not more than 
five feet from his window. Again, time stood still! 
 
My lungs were gulping oxygen in great gasps. Later, I 
read that during rushes of adrenaline the lungs will take 
in five times as much air as normal. My throat was dry. It 
seemed like my brain refused to function, and I was in a 
state of panic for a while. 
 
What seemed like a long time may have been only 
seconds because a hail of bullets made me function 
again. A blast of ice-cold air hit me in the face, and 
something jolted my chest letting me know that cannon 
shells had penetrated the nose of the aircraft. Later, we 
found an unexploded cannon shell in my seat. It had torn 
a hole in my flak jacket. 
 

Damage Assessment 
 

Because our group was at the head of the bomber 
stream, it bore the brunt of the vicious attack. Our 
airplane was riddled with cannon shells and machine gun 
bullets by the time the third wave of fighters hit us. The 
No. 2 engine was slowly losing power, indicating that it 
had been damaged. I requested a report on battle 
damage from the crew on the intercommunication 
system. 
 
Lunt, in the tail position, reported that two B-17s, trailing 
behind us for protection, had been shot down. The left 
waist gunner and the ball turret gunner saw smoke but no 
flames coming from the No. 2 engine. In the nose Bob 
Roberts said that the shattering plexiglass had cut his 
flying suit off him on his right side without hurting him. He 
was now wearing a brown wool U.S. Army blanket that 
we carried for such emergencies. 
 
We saw some twin-engine Me-410 aircraft off to our left, 
but they did not appear threatening. However, after we 
returned to England we found a huge hole in the 
horizontal stabilizer caused by the large rocket that the 
ME-410s carried. Although rockets were not as accurate 
as cannon shells, they had over four times the explosive 
power of a cannon shell. 
 
Smoke and oil were pouring from our damaged engine, 
but we still had enough power to stay with the formation, 
which added to our longevity. The Germans always 
ganged up on stragglers, which were much easier to 
shoot down. Whether there were any other private 
chapels set up in the plane, I do not know, but there sure 
was one in the cockpit! 
 

Yanking Open The Bomb Bay Doors 
 

The German fighters left us temporarily as we prepared 
for our bombing run. Joe Ashby reported that the bomb 
bay doors would not open, and we asked the radio 
operator to crank them open manually. Minutes later, he 
reported that the doors were smashed so badly that he 
couldn’t budge them. 
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Again, time dilated so that seconds became minutes! My 
reaction was instantaneous, although it was based on a 
half dozen decisions that flashed through my mind in that 
moment of frozen time. We were carrying twelve 500-
pound bombs, each of which had a nose and a tail fuse. 
The nose fuse had a two-second delay, allowing the bomb 
to penetrate buildings before it exploded. Theoretically, the 
bombs would not explode until a little arming vane spun off 
during their fall. However, I had seen bomb-loaded B-17s 
explode in the air when they were hit by German 
ammunition. Yet, it was a risk that could be taken, and 
delivering the bombload was the name of the game. 
 
We had lost some power in No. 3 engine after it was hit 
by the antiaircraft shells, and we now had a total loss of 
power in the smoking No. 2 engine. We had pushed the 
throttles of the other engines through an emergency 
barrier to get 51 inches of manifold pressure and 2,250 
rpm, which provided an additional 150 horsepower per 
engine. Normally, emergency power was limited to five 
minutes because of the prohibitive strain on the engines, 
but we used it for the rest of the flight. We would not be 
able to make it back to England carrying this load. Two-
thirds of our fuel was already used up according to our 
fuel gauges. 
 
When Joe told me that he could not get the bomb bay 
doors open, I responded on the interphone, “I’ll take care 
of it.” 
 
There was a green knob on the floor near the pilot’s left 
foot. We called it the Green Apple. It was connected to a 
cable, which ran back to the bomb shackles and released 
all of them. I reached down and gave it a vigorous yank. 
The only other time that I used the device was when Joe 
was wounded and could not drop the bombs. 
 
This time, my heart was in my throat, as I could hear and 
feel the bombs thudding against one another above the 
crippled bomb bay doors. Finally, their combined weight 
smashed through the doors, and the aircraft leaped 
upward, free of its deadly burden. The crumpled doors 
were a drag on the aircraft for the rest of the flight. 
 
There was an additional drag from the No. 2 engine, 
which had lost all its oil and power. We tried to feather the 
propeller, but the feathering pump was not working. The 
prop was windmilling and acting as a brake. To make 
matters worse, No. 3 engine was delivering only half its 
power; it never did give us any significant help for the rest 
of the trip. We were pulling emergency power on both 
outboard engines. The aircraft began shaking violently 
from the windmilling propeller, and the plane started 
losing altitude because of the reduced power. 
 

A Rendezvous With P-47s 
 

At this point, we were still deep in Germany, and it 
seemed that our immediate goal should be to try to get 
back over Belgium or France, where we could bail out if 

the plane did not break apart first. Every foot of altitude 
was precious. A B-17 without power and without 
bombload had a glide ratio of about 16 to one (16 feet 
forward for one foot of altitude lost), and with our limited 
power we should be able to convert our five miles of 
altitude into about 250 to 300 miles of distance. A 
propeller shaft was working loose, allowing the propeller 
to chop into the engine and wing. The aircraft was 
vibrating so badly that we could not read the instruments, 
and both Bill and I needed all of our strength to handle 
the controls. The plane was literally galloping through the 
air. We threw out everything that we could, except our 
machine guns, to lighten our load! 
 
The crewmen were all in their parachutes and alertly 
watching for German fighters who liked to pick on cripples 
like us. We had been in a lead group, and now there were 
many unfortunate crippled stragglers behind us, whose 
pleading cries for help were constant on the radio. Our 
progress toward the west was agonizingly slow; each 
minute seemed like an hour. 
 
Our navigator, Roberts, finally announced that we were 
leaving Germany, crossing into Belgium. This was the 
Flanders part of Belgium where all of my Wisconsin 
grandparents were born. If we bailed out here, maybe my 
scanty knowledge of Flemish would help us to escape. 
 
Suddenly, the errant propeller, wobbling on its shaft, cut 
into the engine, and with a terrific shudder that ran 
through the plane it finally settled and froze into position. 
With the loss of this drag, the laboring engines allowed 
us to lose altitude at a much slower rate. We felt that our 
situation was definitely improving when a flight of four 
Republic P-47 Thunderbolt fighters, our first sight of 
friendly aircraft, approached. Accustomed to trigger-
happy B-17 gunners, they first stood their planes on a 
wing to show us their unmistakable silhouette, then slid 
into position on each wing. The P-47 was a rugged 
airplane, which established a good record in Europe 
during World War II. 
 
The radio was carrying a plaintive plea for help by a pilot 
being attacked by six Germans some distance behind us. 
I motioned to the nearest P-47 pilot that somebody 
needed help to our rear. He looked at our tail and, 
misunderstanding my gesture, shook his head in 
sympathy. 
 
I asked our radio operator to tell the fighters on the fighter 
frequency, Swordfish, that several planes needed their 
help urgently back toward Germany. Shortly thereafter, 
the P-47s did a wingover and danced away. Bill and I 
looked at each other. We both would have given our eye 
teeth to be fighter pilots. 
 

Crossing The Channel 
 

We were now at a low enough altitude to remove our 
green rubber oxygen masks, with the accordion tube and 
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dangling microphone cord, from our leather helmets. 
These are pulled so tight at high altitudes that the hair on 
the head hurts and the skin is creased for a day after the 
flight. It always amazed me that the smell of gunpowder 
could penetrate through the tight fit of the oxygen mask. 
 
It is hard to keep from staring at the clock hands at a time 
like this. At our reduced speed we were inching across 
Belgium, losing altitude despite our straining, overtaxed 
engines. Now at 2,000 feet, Bob guided us over the 
northern tip of France, just north of Calais, where we 
maneuvered to thwart hostile flak guns. 
 
The radio operator received a message that the cloud 
cover was solid down to 300 feet over England. With a 
terrific shake, the prop cut loose and started its 
frightening vibration again. Oil from the engine spattered 
over the windshield, cutting off vision, and the vibration 
made it impossible to read the instruments - a condition 
that has been repeating in a recurring bad dream ever 
since that day decades ago. We were about 100 feet over 
the water with gas gauges at zero. We notified the British 
Coastal Command that we might ditch in the Channel. 
The white streamers were lifting off the top of the waves 
just beneath us. The water would be like concrete if we 
hit it and cold enough so that a person could live only 
about 15 minutes after ditching. 
 
We were skipping off the top of a wad of air between the 
wings and the surface, which allowed us to reduce power 
and conserve fuel. This is called the “ground effect,” and 
it operates at 75 feet altitude and below for a B-17. 
Through the oil on the window, I could see an orange 
glow. The engine was on fire again, and this time it 
appeared to be a high-intensity metal fire. The fire 
extinguisher had no effect on the fire. 
 
The B-17 has a little window on the side of the windshield 
for such emergencies, and by craning his neck a pilot can 
see out. Seeing the coast come up, we inched the B-17 
above the trees, grateful for the sight of friendly England. 
 

Crash Landing 
 

The intercom was not operating, so I notified the crew by 
an alarm bell to prepare for a crash landing. We could not 
hear the bell, so Bill went forward to notify Bob and Joe 
in the front, and Mickey went off to warn the five crew 
members in the rear. 
 
Unexpectedly, I saw a four-story brick factory directly 
ahead. Although we were not much above stalling speed, 
I had to jerk the control column back to clear it. The 
airplane seemed to hesitate, then threw off the propeller 
and the burning part of the engine and hopped over the 
building. 
 
Bill was a long time returning from the front of the plane, 
where he had notified Joe and Bob of the imminent crash 

landing. He explained that the front was a shambles and 
that he had gotten trapped in a tangle of wires. 
 
Mickey returned from the rear with a strange story. 
Instead of finding the men in their crash landing positions 
in the radio room, they were attacking the rear exit door, 
which was jammed shut. The alarm bell had shorted out, 
ringing continuously, which was the signal to bail out! 
Mickey arrived in time to see big Gordon Wiggett kick the 
door out into the slipstream, then look in amazement at 
the trees going by at eye level! 
 
By the time Bill and Mickey returned to the cockpit, I was 
circling a nice, flat, plowed area that looked like a good 
candidate for a crash landing field. The plane was flying 
a lot better now without the extra weight and drag, but the 
gas tanks still showed zero. 
 
By a stroke of luck, we spotted a clear area, which turned 
out to be an emergency airfield, and we headed for it, 
making a straight-in approach. Fortunately, the landing 
gear mechanism worked. As the tail went down for the 
landing, what little gas there was drained to the back of 
the tanks, and the engines quit. A truck came out to pick 
us up. We loaded our parachutes and machine guns into 
it, all that we had left after throwing the rest of our gear 
out over Germany to lighten our load. 
 
The intelligence officers debriefed our subdued and 
exhausted crew, after which we ate, and then climbed 
back into the truck for the ride to Bassingbourne. It was 
dark by then. Our slow trip back to England had added an 
hour of flying time. The 10 of us sprawled over our 
parachutes dozing off. 
 

41 Aircraft Shot Down 
 

Wartime England had fake signposts on its roads, 
designed to confuse the Germans in case of the expected 
invasion in their terrible summer and fall of 1940. It 
confused our driver also, who at one point had to leave 
his cab to ask directions. When he got out he slammed 
his door. All 10 of us jumped a foot in the air and yelled, 
“Flak!” 
 
When we got back to base about 1 a.m., we saw London 
all lit up under a German attack, a part of the “Little Blitz” 
going on at that time. 
 
Other crews in the group had seen our aircraft on fire and 
reported us shot down. The Eighth Air Force Narrative of 
Operations, and a note in my diary, state that 430 aircraft 
took off, 99 hit the target, and 41 were shot down. 
 
Ward Simonson, our grounded radio operator, was glad 
to see his buddies back home safely. Our reunion was 
emotional. 
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SEARCH FOR MIA 91ST CREWMAN 
By Marilynn Rustand Lieurance - Proud daughter of 
  1LT Hanford "Rusty" James Rustand, KIA 2 Nov 1944 
 
As you must already know, the Defense POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency (DPAA) is a Department of Defense 
Agency whose mission is to recover missing personnel who 
are listed as Prisoners of War (POW), or Missing In Action 
(MIA). Their goal is to bring home 250 MIAs each year from 
all wars. Currently, there are 19,000 missing WWII 
Americans in Europe, and I'm sure you realize the scope of 
this work. 
 
In 2015, while at a luncheon in Luxembourg, I met a 
gentleman from our National Security Agency. He promised 
to help me find my dad's crash site in Germany, and made 
good on that promise. Patrick Murphy is the president of the 
WWII Battlefield Research and Preservation Group 
(WW2BRPG), whose interest is in research and 
preservation. They helped me find my dad's crash site, and 
have a solid interest in helping find other WWII MIAs in the 
European Theater of Luxembourg, Germany, and France. 
 
I'm not at liberty to give the name of the person now being 
researched by the WW2BRPG, but I am able to tell you he 
is from the 91st Bomb Group. Our own Jody Kelly helped 
me with some internet research, and as a result I have been 
in touch with his family. His family had all but given up ever 
knowing what happened to their older brother, who went 
missing during WWII. With the WW2BRPG on the case, 
they have a renewed hope of having their questions 
answered, their brother found and brought home. 
 
The work done by the WW2BRPG is extensive, extremely 
thorough, and very professional. They research military 
archives, sometimes on both sides of the war. Some of the 
documentation they look over are Missing Air Crew 
Reports, Casualty Questionnaires from survivors like 
yourselves, and both private and diary accounts of a battle. 
When possible, residents still living in a nearby village to 
the battle area are interviewed, and can help pin point an 
exact location of a crash, or the route soldiers traveled after 
leaving the village. Debris discovered tell the story of what 
that soldier's duty was. 
 
As information is gathered, a picture of what happened 
comes together. Documentation is recorded, photos and 
GPS readings are taken, and a search is launched. When 
evidence suggesting human remains are found, the DPAA 
will be notified and they in turn will send a team for follow-
up and recovery. It should be made clear that WW2BRPG 
is not replacing the work of the DPAA, but instead they are 
doing ground work. 
 
If any of our members are interested in researching 
someone who went missing, and / or have diary accounts 
of a battle they would like to share for research in aiding the 
work of finding any of our 91st MIAs, please contact me at 
mlrustysgirl@yahoo.com and I will be happy to put you in 
touch with the WW2BRPG. 
 

Folded Wings (continued from page 12) 
 

 Lionel H Marien 324th Age 93 
 February 15, 2017, Woonsocket, RI 

Reported by his son Jim 
Lionel flew as a Navigator on the B-17 
Yankee Gal. The name "Rosamond" 
seen on the plane’s nose was his fiancée. 
They were married after the war. 
 

Lionel was the husband of the late 
Rosamond (Dolan) Marien and the late 
Muriel (Drainville) Marien. He is 
survived by three sons, James (Alice), 

William (Gladys), and John; a daughter, Kathleen 
(Thomas) Dawber; two stepsons, Marc Desaulniers, and 
David Desaulniers; and three grandchildren. 
 

 
 

 Herbert A Saska 323rd Age 94 
 January 13, 2017, Modesto, CA 

Reported by his son Phil 
Herb was a flight officer in the US Army 
Air Force as a Navigator on a B-17 
completing numerous missions over 
Europe in WWII. 
 

He is survived by his wife, Dorothy, of 66 
years; four children, Philip (Henny), 
Mary Ann (Chuck) Herman, Monica 
(Michael) Bayless, Karen (Erik) 

Stensland; 12 grandchildren; and 11 great-grandchildren. 
 

 
 

 Elmer A Diethorn 401st Age 91 
 August 22, 2012, Baldwin, PA 

Elmer was the Flight Engineer on Capt. 
Lester Rentmeester’s crew. 
 

Beloved husband of Margaret Diethorn 
for over 68 years; loving father of 
Marjorie (Carmen) Gasbarro, Bonnie 
(Terry) Lynch, Sharon "Sam" Sohn, and 
Gary (Sherri) Diethorn; grandfather of 
ten; great-grandfather of nine. 
 

 
 

 Bernard V Lopez 322nd Age 91 
 March 4, 2016, Napa, CA 

Reported by his son Dana 
Bernard served two years and flew 34 
missions, first as a Tail Gunner and then 
Navigator in a B-17 named Sweet Dish. 
Proud of his service, he considered this 
to be one of his greatest achievements. 
 

He is survived by four sons, Stephen, 
Lauren, Matthew, and Dana; 11 
grandchildren; and one great- grandchild. 
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Folded Wings: 
 

 George M Kesselring 323rd Age 91 
 February 3, 2017, Muskogee, OK 

Reported by his family 
George enlisted in the Army Air Corps 
as an aviation cadet in 1942. He 
graduated from flight school and was 
assigned to Goodfellow Air Field, San 
Angelo, TX as a pilot instructor. In 
1943, he and his crew were sent to 
England where he flew 35 missions as 
a decorated pilot. His tour of duty in 
Europe was finished on April 13, 

1945. George completed his Air Force career in various 
fields of Personnel and retired as a Major on August 31, 
1963. 
 
George was preceded in death by his beloved wife of 52 
years, Corene. He is survived by his sons, Gary (Diana), 
and Randy (Rhinda); and his daughter, Brenda (Russell) 
Rumley; nine grandchildren; and 13 great-grandchildren. 
 

 

 James J Sikich 323rd Age 100 
 September 30, 2016, Naperville, IL 

Reported by his granddaughter Shawnta 
Jim was the first person in DuPage 
County, IL to volunteer for the war on 
November 30, 1940. He was a gunner 
in the 91st and his most fond memory 
was blasting a Me-109. Second to that 
memory, was receiving a letter from a 
girl writing to an unknown service 
person. They were married after the 
war and raised a fantastic family. 

 
Beloved husband of the late Evelyn Jean, loving father 
of Anthony, Kathleen (Rick) Foreman, and James, 
cherished grandfather of five, fond great-grandfather of 
eight. 
 

 
 

Folded Wings continued on page 11 
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is to keep alive the Spirit of the 91st Bomb Group (H) and to maintain the fellowship of those who fought together in 
World War II from AF Station 121 in Bassingbourn, England from 1942-1945. Editor Gary Hall 
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