
The story of a B-17 crew
COMMENTARY AND SIDEBAR NOTES BY DAVID WALBERT

Speech by J. Marvin Turner for Sixth War Bonds Drive, 1944.

As you read...

J. Marvin Turner was a flight engineer on B-17 bombers during World War II and flew fifty missions in the
Army Air Corps between January and July, 1944. After his fiftieth mission, the Army sent him back to the
United States to give speeches for a war bond drive. This recording is of the speech he gave in late 1944.
Born in 1921, he was 22 years old at the time these events occurred.

TELLING RECENT HISTORY

The speech is different from many other first-hand accounts of World War II. Turner described many of the
events vividly, because he was trying to make people at home understand what soldiers were going through.
He wasn’t trying to reassure anyone, as he might have done in a letter home to family. And because his
experiences were quite recent, he remembered details that, with time, he might have forgotten or chosen to
leave out.

In some ways, the story resembles the plot of a movie — if you’ve seen movies about World War II, you
may be able to imagine the planes, explosions, and interactions between the men. But, as Turner insisted,
“it’s not an unusual or outstanding story.” Plenty of men could tell similar stories — if they were lucky
enough to have survived them.

FIFTY MISSIONS

Turner was one of the lucky ones, and he knew it. After flying 50 missions, members of bomber crews were
considered to have been through enough and were taken off combat duty. The number wasn’t chosen at
random — it was calculated to give a man about a 50 percent chance of surviving the war.

THE B-17 AND ITS CREW

The B-17 Flying Fortress, built by Boeing, was used in both the European and Pacific theaters for aerial
photography, antisubmarine warfare, and bomb delivery. In early 1944, when these events took place, a B-17
bomber had a crew of 10: the pilot, co-pilot, navigator, bombardier, flight engineer, radio operator, and four
gunners. The first four were officers; the rest were enlisted men. All but the pilot and co-pilot could serve as
gunners if needed.

The flight engineer was responsible for knowing how all aspects of the B-17 worked. In combat, he
served as top turret gunner, defending the plane against enemy fighters. For a description of the duties and
training of the flight engineer, see this excerpt from the Pilot Training Manual for the B-17. The excerpt also
includes instructions on ditching the plane — that is, on crashing it into the water.
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Figure 1. The B-17 Flying
Fortress.

AFTER THE WAR

When the war ended, Turner returned home to Wilmington, Delaware. His obituary (see
http://miva.delawareonline.com/miva/cgi-bin/miva?obits.mv+40179) (he died in 2004) will tell you a bit
about his life. (If you’re doing historical research, note that many newspapers provide searchable online
archives of their obituaries.)

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. How would you describe the tone of this speech? Does it surprise you? Why do you suppose Turner
spoke this way?

2. What surprised you about the events of this story?
3. What kinds of thoughts did Turner have when he knew the plane was going down? How did the crew

react?
4. What happened to the young co-pilot who tried to rescue the man calling for help in the water?
5. Suppose someone made a movie out of this story. Which details might they change? How might they

change them, and why?
6. Of the many people in this story, which would you describe as a hero? Why? Which would Turner have

described as a hero?

This media is available in the web edition only.

Transcript

This is the official speech I made fifty-two times during the sixth War Bonds Drive between
November third and December twenty-second, 1944. It was heard by 5978 people.

On January 23, 1944, our crew of ten on a B-17 landed on a base in Italy. We had been
training and working together for about five months previous to this time. And we were all
ready and eager for combat. That is what they gave us, and this is a story of what happened
to that crew. At first we didn’t fly together as a crew. They split us up and we flew
individually with experienced crews.

On February twenty-fifth, just one month after we landed there, our radio operator
was sent out with another crew on a mission to Riegelsberg, Germany. Fifty B-17s without
escort1 went on that mission and before it was completed, twenty were shot down. The
figure twenty doesn’t sound like much. But you have to stop and remember that there are
ten men on each plane. That means 200 men went down. Not all of them were killed, but a
good many of them were.

The plane that my radio operator was on was hit by an enemy fighter, went out of
control, crashed into another plane, and they both went down together. Of the twenty
fellows on those two planes, only three or four got out. My radio operator was one of the
lucky ones. So he’s now a prisoner at Stuttgart, Germany.
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Figure 2. The nose of a B-17.

Figure 3. Diagram of a B-17,
showing crew positions.

A B-17, or any heavy bomber, has but thirteen fifty-caliber guns on it. But they aren’t
much use when attacked by an overwhelming force of enemy fighters. Without fighter
protection of our own, we don’t stand much of a chance against the large number of
enemies.

About a week later, on March second, I was flying with another crew over the Anzio
beachhead2. It seems the Jerries3 had a large concentration of troops, behind the lines, and
were about to make a push to break up our beachhead. Intelligence found out about it and
gave the job to the Air Force.

Our planes were loaded with anti-personnel bombs and we dropped them right over
concentration. We must have done a good job because before that push was over — or that
push, rather, was never made. However, the reason I remember that day is because the
Jerries were so accurate with the anti-aircraft bombs, used against a lot of other planes that
had been over there a number of times before, so that they had had a good bit of practice
and really knew how to shoot.

As we were going straight down on a bomb run, I could see the shells bursting directly
in front of us and knew that we were going to get hit. The first burst hit our number four
engine. That’s the outpouring and in the right wing. The oil began to pour out and it began
to run wild — with the power going about three times as fast as it should. Thus causing a
terrific vibration in the plane. Ordinarily we could shut it off and [fly it as a prop?] but the
mechanism was shot away and there was nothing that we could do but let it run wild.

A second later, another burst hit the number three engine. That’s the one on the, the
other one on the right wing. And the same thing happened to it. The vibration the two flaps
set up was so terrific that a piece of armor plate lying [in a piece?] on the radio room floor,
weighed about thirty-five or forty pounds, [got up?] and came four to six inches off the
floor. Another burst of it hit the Plexiglas hose and cut it completely off the bottom of the
[?] with the navigator riding in the nose who never even got a scratch. However, there was
colonel riding there also, just to see what combat was like. A piece of that shell burst right
through his left foot, taking three toes with it, so he found out what combat was like in a
hurry.

Another burst went through the radio room and made it look like a sieve. The radio
operator was in there, but where, I can’t imagine, because he didn’t get a scratch. It’s
probably a good thing too because that was his fiftieth and last mission. A few days
previous, on his forty-ninth mission, he had gotten five good-sized holes in his [?] so that
he really wasn’t able to fly now but he was so anxious to fly his fiftieth mission so that he
could go home that he had begged the docs to release him so that he might complete his
missions.

Another burst hit the ball turret. A piece of the burst went up through the turret,
between the operator’s legs and hit the sight, which was just an inch or two in front of his
face. The sight was smashed all to pieces and the fuel and the parts were flying around
inside the ball. However, the operator did not get a scratch. That’s rather a good thing also,
because he too was flying his fiftieth mission.

He decided that was no place for him so he came out of there in a hurry. I got down
out of the upper turret about the same time because it was easy to see that that plane
wasn’t going to hold together long enough for us to get back to our base. I asked the pilot if
there was anything I could do. He said, yes, hand him his parachute. So I gave he and the
co-pilot their chutes, then picked up mine and walked back to the bomb base to the radio
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Figure 4. Army diagram showing
the procedure for ditching a

B-17.

room where the operator was sending out SOS messages and then on into the waist where
the rest of the boys were standing around with their parachutes on waiting for the order to
bail out.

I put my chute on and then somebody said, “Kick out the emergency door.” As
engineer, that was my job. So I went over, pulled on the release, kicked on the door, but
nothing happened. I pulled and kicked again. But still nothing happened. I did this three or
four times and the door just stayed there. Finally, we located a screwdriver and pried on the
emergency release until the door came off. This must have taken about five minutes. And
if anything had happened in the meantime, we would have been dead ducks, because that
was our only exit.

All nine of us were lined up there in the waist waiting for the order to bail out. I
looked down and saw that we were flying over water. I wondered why that was since, if we
were going to bail out, the best place to have done it, naturally, would have been over land.
The pilot told us later that the reason we didn’t bail out over land was because we had shot
the anti-personnel bombs on the troops and had probably killed a good many of them.
Naturally those that were left wouldn’t have been very friendly, so they would no doubt
have taken potshots at us as we came down. So he decided to go out to sea and take our
chances on landing on the ocean.

Of course we didn’t know this as we were standing back there, so we were still waiting
to bail out. As I stood there looking at the water, I happened to notice that I had my
wristwatch on and I thought, “doggone, I’m going to ruin this thing when I get in the
water.” That’s a funny thing to think about at a time like that but that seemed to be my only
concern right then.

Somebody suggested that we have a cigarette, so one of the waist gunners pulled out a
brand new pack, opened them up, passed them around, and everybody stood there,
smoking. We were all very calm and collected and didn’t seem to be worried about a thing.
I actually think we wanted to bail out and find out what it was like.

In a few minutes [hard to hear], it came over the interphone that we were going to
ditch — that is, crash land on the ocean. We threw all the armor plate, ammunition, guns,
everything that was loose in the waist of the plane out the door. Then we took off our
parachutes, heavy flying boots, went back in the radio room, and sat down on the floor. We
doubled up our knees in front of us, rested our back against the fellow’s knees behind us,
and cupped our hands behind the fellow’s head in front of us. That was to keep his neck
from snapping when we hit the water.

We were doing ninety miles an hour when we hit the water and we stopped instantly.
We went from ninety miles an hour to zero in nothing flat. That shook us up quite a bit.
The bulkhead come crashing up through the floor, back into the radio room, and a big hole
opened in the side and the bottom of the ship. We were knocked out by the impact. But at
the same time, the room half-filled with ice-cold water and revived us, so that we were
knocked out and brought to all at the same time. The radio operator jumped up, pulled the
release on the two life rafts.

I was the first one that got up, got to the raft on the left-hand side of the plane. I was
supposed to cut the cord holding the raft to the ship. But the shock of landing had knocked
the knife from my hand so that I had no way to do this. The pilot, who was also flying his
fiftieth mission, got to the raft at about the same time I did. He said, “How we going to cut
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this thing loose?” I said, “I don’t know but the rope is supposed to break when the plane
goes down.” He said, “Well, here’s hoping.”

We didn’t have any more time to talk then because we had been standing on the wing,
and just then the plane left us. It was less than thirty seconds from the time we hit the
water until the plane was completely gone. The ropes did break all right. And the two rafts
floated. However, there were three fellas still inside the radio room when the plane went
down. Somehow, they got out. I don’t know how and they don’t either. They said later, the
fellas, that someone reached in and pulled them out. We know that didn’t happen. Because
we were all too busy trying to save ourselves.

They popped to the surface a couple of yards away and managed to get to the raft okay.
We started to climb in but with all of our heavy wet clothing on and a five-foot wave
passing us around, it was quite a job trying to climb over the high sides of the raft.

As we were climbing in, we heard someone call. We turned around to see the eleventh
man floating in the water about ten feet away from us. He must have been scared so badly
he couldn’t move because he made no attempt to swim or help himself in any way. He just
stood there in the water with his life preserver holding him up and calling to us to come
help him. We called to him and said that we would but there wasn’t much we could do
right then.

We continued climbing into the raft and by the time we were able to start paddling,
the wind had blown us about seventy-five yards away from him. We continued to call to
him and give him encouragement while we paddled but all that the paddling was doing
was turning us in circles. Those rafts don’t have any bow or stern so there was not way we
could control the direction. Our young co-pilot, all about nineteen years old, said, “I can’t
sit here and watch him go down like that. I’m going after him.” We argued with him, did
everything we could to try and stop him. It was hard to lose one but it was much worse to
lose two. And we knew that no one stood a chance in the water that day.

However, nothing we could say or do would stop him. He took off all his heavy
equipment, everything but his light uniform, took two life preservers and threw them over.
The fellow he was going after was at least a hundred yards away from us by then and we
could just barely see his head bobbing up and down once in a while and very faintly hear
his calls. The co-pilot got about fifty yards away and stopped to rest on a box that was
floating there in the water. He called to us to come after him. We were paddling all the
time but making no headway at all. We called to him and told him to come back to us. But
he said, no, he was going on. With that, he let go of the box and started to swim again. He
called to us several times after that and we continued to call to him until at the end of about
twenty minutes we didn’t get any answer. We never did see either of those two fellas again.
We knew there was nothing more that we could do to help them so we set about trying to
save ourselves.

We were completely out of sight of the mainland but we could see an island about
fifteen miles away. Our paddling served only as a means to keep us warm, so we took off
our scarves and tried to make a sail. However, they were too small and even though the
wind was quite strong, they weren’t any help.

In a few minutes we saw an airplane coming. We thought, well, good, we’re going to
be picked up right away. None of us had ever seen a British air, uh, rescue plane before, so
we didn’t know exactly what to look for and we started to signal the plane.4 However, as it
came closer, we began to feel sure that it wasn’t friendly. And when it got up close to us, we
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found out that it was a German KU-88. It was just skimming the water and flying a little to
one side of us, it went by so close that we could see the expression on the pilot’s face. We
tried to make ourselves as small as possible but there wasn’t much of any place we could go
out there.

I don’t know if he didn’t see us. I can’t figure out how he could miss. But if he did see
us, I don’t know why he didn’t come back and try to shoot us or pick us up. However, he
just flew off and didn’t come back. That gave us kind of a scare so that we were leery about
trying to signal any more planes.

However, in a little while, we did see some planes that we knew were definitely British
and that were looking for us. We also saw a rescue launch. They were all looking in the
spot where our plane had gone down, while the wind had blown us about three miles away.
They couldn’t see us — we were just another speck on the ocean for them and we couldn’t
find our flares so that we could signal them. So we just had to sit there and watch them
look for us, without being able to do anything. It was just like a game of hide and seek.

After four hours of floating around like that, one of the fellas was pushing around in
the bottom of the raft and found a flare kit. At about the same time, one of the rescue
planes flew fairly close overhead, so we fired three flares. We thought he didn’t see us
because he turned and went away while we were beginning to feel pretty low. We didn’t
know when another plane would be around.

However when he got down to the place where the launch was, he turned and started
back in our direction. We knew then that he had seen us and had just gone down there to
signal the launch, so we started to feel pretty good. He came back and continued to circle
us and dropped smoke bombs on the water to indicate our position to the rescue launch. In
a few minutes the launch came alongside and took us on board. That was only a little forty-
five or forty foot boat. But it couldn’t have looked better if it’d been the Queen Mary5 itself.

They took us below deck, took off our wet clothing, rubbed us down good, and put
warm, dry clothes on us. We just sat there on the table and they did everything for us just
like we were babies. Sure made us feel pretty good.

The colonel was flat lying on the floor, biting his lip, and not saying anything. It had
been about five hours since he lost his toes and we hadn’t been able to give him any first
aid, so he was in considerable pain. The launch had no facilities for treating him so they
radioed a British destroyer that was in the area, that had a doctor on board, so they [sailed]
up alongside and took the colonel off. I have heard since that he got all right and went back
to his outfit and flew combat again. He certainly was a swell egg.

The launch took us on into the island we had seen and we stayed in the British
officers’ quarters for the next two days. The reason for this delay was because a very bad
storm came up right after we got on the island and the water was so rough that the launch
couldn’t take us back to the mainland. It was a good thing they picked us up when they did
or I am sure we would never have lasted the night out in that raft.

We finally got back to the mainland and our base and then they gave us some time off
to rest up. I took a three-day pass and went down to [?] for my rest. I came back to the
squadron on Friday night, March the 10th, I looked on the bulletin board and saw that my
crew, the one I had come overseas with, was scheduled to fly the next day, as a complete
crew for the first time. That is, everybody was going to fly their own position. Except the
bombardier who was flying on the lead ship and another fella who was taking my place.
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Figure 5. The Adriatic Sea is the
body of water between Italy and

what was then Yugoslavia.

I went into operations, asked if I couldn’t fly. Said that I was well rested, ready to start
again and also since this was my crew’s first time I wanted to be with them. Ed Morrow,
the fella in charge of making up the roster said, “Aw, don’t be eager. Take another day off.
It’ll do you good. And besides, you’ll have plenty more chances to fly with your crew.” I
argued with him for a while longer but nothing I could say would make him change the
roster, so I went back to my tent and went to bed.

The next morning, my crew got up, my best buddy, a fellow that I’d been with for
about a year and a half and had luckily been put on the same crew with me, came over and
woke me up and said, “In case anything happens today and I don’t come back, you know
where all my things are and what to do with them.” Of course we had all made
arrangements like this with one another in case some of us didn’t come back, that those
that were left would take care of a few of our personal articles as soon as they got home all
right. However, we didn’t talk much about that. So I said, “Aw go on, get outta here. I’ll see
ya this afternoon.”

So he and the rest of the crew went out and flew on the mission. Went up to a target in
northern Italy. Just a few B-17s without fighter escorts. There were no fighters to send with
them. They went over the target and all but the lead plane dropped the bombs. They met no
flak or fighters so they decided to make a big circle and go over the target a second time
and let the lead plane dump its load.

While they were doing this, the Jerries had enough time to fit up a number of fighter
planes. My crew was flying the last ship in the formation, a position known as Tail-end
Charlie and always the first one to be attacked by fighters. The Jerries didn’t waste any time
this time and so hit the boys’ ship with two rockets. It didn’t go down right away. In fact,
they even managed to stay in formation until they were ten or fifteen miles out over the
Adriatic Sea, when their engines caught on fire. When that happens, you don’t ask any
questions, you just bail out in a hurry.

A few of the boys got out and then the plane blew up, completely disintegrated. And
there was nothing left but a big puff of black smoke. When that happened, what happened
to the rest of the boys, we don’t know since we have never heard another word since that
day. They were probably drowned or died of exposure in the water but there is a slight
possibility that they might have been picked up by Italian fishing boats that might have
been in the area. That’s only a slim hope but we are holding on to it6 until the area is
cleared and the underground is opened and all the boys are returned.

That left just two of us on the original crew still flying, the bombardier and myself.
The bombardier got up to his twenty-fourth mission but on May 10th he was flying over a
target in Austria. He stopped a good-sized piece of flak with his left arm and side. When I
heard from him in October, he was still in the hospital over there and in such bad shape
that he couldn’t even be flown back to the States. He’d had thirteen operations and twenty-
three blood transfusions. He really got banged up.

That left me all by myself. I did a lot of thinking. When you’ve lost all nine of your
buddies you can’t help but wonder sometimes what’s going to happen next. I was put in a
tent with five other fellows who had lost all their crew but themselves. So the six of us were
the remains of six crews. We kept each other pretty good company.

I had pretty good luck from there on. And on July fourteenth, I flew my fiftieth and
last mission over Budapest. When I came back, I got out and kissed the ground. I was
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On the web

B-17 Pilot Training Manual

http://www.stelzriede.com/ms/html/mshwpmn1.htm

A World War II veteran and his son have posted the entire text of the Army's training manual
for B-17 pilots. It includes information about the crew and their responsibilities, the construction
and design of the plane, and how to fly it.

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Air Force, B-17, Europe, World War II, history, military, and soldiers.

Notes

1. Whenever possible, bombers were “escorted” by fighter planes. When the enemy spotted
incoming bombers, they would, of course, respond by sending fighter planes to shoot them
down. Bombers were big and not as easy to maneuver as fighter planes, and so the best
protection for a bomber was to be accompanied by fighters. But fighters were not always
available, and then bombers had to fly without escort.

2. A beachhead is the line created when a military unit first lands on a beach and defends it while
waiting for reinforcements to arrive.

3. Americans and British often informally referred to Germans as “Jerries” during World War II.
The term probably comes from “Gerries,” short for “German.” The term would now be
considered offensive.

4. To help soldiers and sailors learn to identify Allied and enemy airplanes from the ground, the
military issued playing cards with silhouettes of planes on the fronts. You can see an example
(see http://www.learnnc.orghttp://historicalephemera.com/
index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=129:spotter-
cards&catid=39:general&Itemid=60) from Historical Ephemera.

5. The Queen Mary was an ocean liner that sailed the North Atlantic Ocean from 1936 to 1967. It
was known for its luxury.

6. Soldiers and sailors lost in battle were considered missing in action (MIA) unless their bodies
were found and positively identified.

pretty happy. I also said a good long prayer of thanks because you can’t get through those
things on just luck. It takes a lot more than that.

Well, that’s the story of one crew. It’s not an unusual or outstanding story. The same
thing has happened to a good many crews before and will happen to a good many crews
before this thing is over. It’s not a pleasant thought but it’s something that we all have to
face. The only thing we can do back here to bring them back quickly and all in one piece is
work like the dickens to support these War Bonds Drives a hundred percent. I know that’s
what you want and I’m also sure that you won’t let us down.

Thank you.
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Figure 1 (page 2)

Original image available from NASA (http://www.grc.nasa.gov/WWW/K-12/aerosim/
LessonHS97/FlyingFortress.html). This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 2 (page 3)

Image from http://www.flickr.com/photos/caseysworld/58030881/. This image is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No Derivative Works 2.0 License. To
view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/.

Figure 3 (page 3)

Origin unknown. All Rights Reserved.

Figure 4 (page 4)

From Pilot Training Manual for the B-17 Flying Fortress (1943). This image is believed to be in
the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 5 (page 7)

. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own
copyright assessment.
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