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May 25, 2021 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
The "390th Bombardment Group (H): History—September, 1943," carried a "Public Relations Release" 
telling the story of 2ndLt. Owen Smith (see photos, above, and page 2, top), Bombardier with the original 
569th Bomb Squadron crew led by 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd (photos, above, and page 16). The episode 
took place on a mission over Germany, although we are not certain exactly which of three possible  
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The original 569th Bomb Squadron, 390th Bomb Group crew of Pulsatin' Polly. Standing, left to right: S/Sgt. 
Robert Ross, 22, Ball Turret Gunner, Cleveland, OH; S/Sgt. Charles Brown, 22, Radio Operator, Framingham, MA; 
T/Sgt. William Masters, 25, Engineer/Top Turret Gunner, Ellenwood, GA; S/Sgt. Albert Martin, 20, Tail Gunner, 
Maryville, MO; S/Sgt. Harold Lambert, 25, Right Waist Gunner, Asheboro, NC; S/Sgt. James Helms, 22, Left 
Waist Gunner, Orla Vista, FL. Kneeling, left to right: 2ndLt. Owen Smith, 27, Bombardier, Spokane, WA; 1stLt. 
Marshall Shepherd, 24, Pilot, Charlotte, NC; 2ndLt. Neil Murphy, 23, Copilot, Foss, OK; 2ndLt. Jesse Wyatt, 20 
(most likely), Navigator, Birmingham, AL. The legend gives the ages of all crew members as of the morning of 
October 8, 1943. Homes of record (emergency addresses) are taken from Missing Air Crew Report (MACR) 783.   
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missions. The "390th Missions Database" indicates that 
Lt. Smith and the Shepherd crew flew three missions with 
targets in Germany over the months of August and 
September, 1943: the August 12 mission to Bonn, the 
August 17 mission to Regensburg, and the September 6 
mission to Stuttgart. With this uncertainty in mind, Lt. 
Smith's story from the summer of 1943 is reproduced 
here:   
 
 At 23,000 feet above Germany, 2/Lt Owen C. Smith, 
 27, of Norman, Oklahoma, bombardier aboard the 
 fortress "Pulsatin' Polly," satisfied a childhood 
 curiosity today, when he hung in the bomb bay of the 
 big ship to release a dangerous incendiary bomb and 
 save the crew and its plane a possible explosion in mid-
 air. 
  "I always wondered how those fellows in the white 
 tights felt up there on a circus trapeze," he said. He 
 discovered the answer the hard way. 
  Sighting his target in the Reich, bombardier Smith 
 let his load go. A minute later ball turret gunner S/Sgt 
 Robert Ross [see photo, page 1], 22, of Cleveland, 
 Ohio, piped from the interphone, "Who ya' savin' this 
 one for, lieutenant." A long bomb was dangling out the 
 bomb bay, swinging close to Ross. 
  Smith hustled to the bomb bay, but after working 
 without success decided that the job was going to call 

  for acrobatics and went back for his parachute. Hanging from the catwalk in the bomb bay, he 
 finally released the bomb and it fell clear. But before he did, he ran out of oxygen and suffered 
 frostbite on one hand. Gunner Ross breathed easier and so did the rest of the crew. "Pulsatin' 
 Polly" is piloted by 1/Lt Marshall M. Shepherd, 24, of Charlotte, N.C.  
 

* * * 
 

The American South and Midwest provided all but one member of Crew #17, 390th Bomb Group, led by 
1stLt. Marshall Shepherd of Charlotte. Although Owen Smith's emergency address was listed as Spokane, 
Washington, the story above refers to Norman, Oklahoma, as his hometown. His 1940 US Census entry 
also states that he had been living in Norman on April 1, 1935, and he had been born in Oklahoma on 
January 7, 1916. Charles Brown had been born in Connecticut on August 18, 1921, but had lived with his 
family in Boston, at least over 1935-1940. Five members of Crew #17 came from North Carolina, 
Alabama, Florida, and Georgia; four, including Owen Smith, had grown up in Oklahoma, Ohio, and 
Missouri. Once upon a time in America, as in 1943, there were no Red states or Blue states, there were 
only United States—and these ten young men, ages 20-27, had come from eight different states to wage 
war from the skies against Adolf Hitler and the Nazi war machine. 
 
The report, "390th Bombardment Group (H): Activation and Training in the United States of America," 
obtained earlier from the Air Force Historical Research Agency (AFHRA), describes the arrival of the 
first 390th combat crews at Geiger Field in Spokane in the early spring of 1943: 
 
 The first combat crew arrived from Gowen Field, Boise, Idaho, on [Monday] 12 April, and was 

2ndLt. Owen Smith, Bombardier, of Norman, 
OK, stands in the doorway chatting with T/Sgt. 
William Cole (left), crew chief, Farmersville, 
LA, and Sgt. Joseph Demmerle (right), mechanic, 
Englewood, NJ. T/Sgt. Cole and Sgt. Demmerle 
serve on the ground crew for Pulsatin' Polly 
(background).   
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 assigned as crew number 1 to the 568th squadron. It was led by 2/Lt Kenneth E. Dougherty, as 
 pilot. 
  The following day crews headed by the following pilots arrived: 2/Lt Hiram C. Skogmo, 
 2/Lt Edward C. Peterson, 2/Lt Raymond A. Becker, 1/Lt Roger A. Cartwright, 2/Lt Robert W. 
 Waltz, 2/Lt James R. Geary, 2/Lt William A. Cabral, 2/Lt Robert B. Short, 2/Lt Gerald F. Richter, 
 F/O [Flight Officer] Robert D. Brown. . . . 
  The following day, 15 April, the CO restricted all personnel to the base . . . and the 
 intensive program was launched. 
  Second phase training was officially started on 23 April. 
 
Combat crew #s 1-6, 8, 11, and 12 would be assigned to the nine original crews of the 568th Bomb 
Squadron. Owen Burgess' original pilot and good friend, Hiram Skogmo, would lead Crew #2, Owen 
would himself fly in combat with James Pedersen and Crew #3, and his good friend Wade Sneed would 
lead Crew #5. John Winant, son of the American Ambassador to Britain at the time, would lead Crew 
#12. Crew #s 13-20 were similarly assigned to the eight original 569th Bomb Squadron crews. Raymond 
Becker, Roger Cartwright, and Robert Waltz, all of whom had arrived with their crews on April 13, would 
lead Crew #s 14-16. We do not know when Marshall Shepherd and his crew arrived at Geiger, but they 
would become Crew #17 of the 390th Bomb Group.  
 

* * * 
 

 
President Franklin Roosevelt had taken office (see photos above) before most of the men of Crew #17 had 
even entered high school, and all ten had grown up during the Great Depression (see photos, page 4, top), 
which had its most dramatic impact on American business activity over 1932-1933. On the date of the 
President-elect's first inauguration—March 4, 1933—about one of every four workers in the US had lost 
his job. Many families had no money to buy food. Others had lost their homes, and a national banking 
crisis had begun just three weeks before. The unemployment crisis led, during Roosevelt's first months in 
office, to legislation (see photos, page 4) supporting two new programs: the Civil Works Administration 
(CWA) and the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC). The CWA, which was ended after only a few 
months, supported workers involved in public projects such as road and bridge construction and building 
schools. The CCC, in contrast, supported 500,000 young men over 1933-1942, primarily in projects 
involving forestry, soil conservation, and flood control. The Works Progress Administration (WPA) 
followed in 1935 and employed an average of 2 million workers per year over 1935-1941. 

Saturday, March 4, 1933: The inauguration of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Left, outgoing President Hoover 
and the President-elect ride to the Capitol together for the inauguration. Center, the Capitol provides the backdrop 
for the ceremony, which would be repeated 3 times for FDR over 1937-1945. Right, the new President takes the 
oath of office, given by Chief Justice Charles Evans Hughes. At the time, Jesse Wyatt and Bill Martin, who 10 
years later would be serving with Crew #17 of the 390th Bomb Group, were 9 and 10 years old, respectively.  



4 
 

 
Almost immediately, the Department of Treasury enacted new policies which had the effect of both 
stabilizing the banking industry and restoring public confidence. The Social Security Act of 1935 
provided unemployment relief as well as assistance for the elderly. In spite of these aggressive  
government initiatives over 1933-1935, a second significant economic downturn followed, with its peak 
coming in 1938. Only by mid-1940 did the US business cycle return to normal, and a period of economic 
"prosperity" followed with the war years. 
 
During the Depression of the 1930s, the government also initiated various programs to help restore the 
economic position of the farmer (see photos, page 5, top)—programs to control crop surpluses, to protect 
the farmer against low prices, and to encourage soil conservation. Statistics from the Report on 
Agriculture, from the 1940 US Census, show that over the decades of the 1920s and 1930s—during the 
lifetimes of the men of Crew #17—the total acreage of all land in farms in the US rose by 3.2% and 7.5%, 
respectively, from almost 956 million acres in 1920 to almost 1 billion, 61 million acres in 1940. In 1940, 
55.7% of the total land area of the US was accounted for in farmland. But the number of farms, over those 
same two decades, had decreased by just over 350,000, to about 6.1 million farms. More significantly, 
and led by a decline in the value of farm property from its peak in 1920, the total value of those farms in 
1940 was slightly more than one-half the total value of the farms in 1920.  
 
 

Above: The Great Depression. First, a crowd of depositors gathers outside the Bank of the United States after its 
failure in 1931. Second, the illustration, "Twenty-Five Million in Want," by American painter Reginald Marsh, 
1932. Third, unemployed men lining up outside a soup kitchen in Chicago, February, 1931. Fourth, a contemporary 
photo of the Capitol at night, with an overlay of the acronyms for many of FDR's "New Deal" programs. Photo 
credited to Charles Phelps Cushing, 1933. 
Below: Scenes from the "New Deal." Left, the President signs the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) Act, on May 
18, 1933. At right is Senator George Norris, author of the bill to modernize the region through hydroelectricity. 
TVA's first project would become the Norris Dam, in east Tennessee. Center, President Roosevelt visits a Civilian 
Conservation Corps (CCC) camp, on August 12, 1933. Right, on August 14, 1935, the President signs the Social 
Security Bill. Looking on are a host of senators and congressmen and the Secretary of Labor.  
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The rural population in the US in 1940, defined as those persons living outside cities and other 
incorporated places of 2,500 or more inhabitants, still accounted for 43.5% of the total US population of 
almost 132 million people. But although the rural population had seen steady increases over the 1920s and 
1930s, it had declined by 5.3% when compared with the total population. More significantly, the 
population of all persons living on farms, which had decreased by more than 1.1 million between 1920 
and 1930 (a 3.7% drop), had made only a minimal recovery in 1940—adding back just over 100,000 
people. In 1920, the comparable farm population was about 30% of the total US population—in 1940, it 
was just over 23% of the total US figure. 
 
Statistically, in 1940, there were 5 people living on the average farm. By these statistics from the 1940 US 
Census, we would expect between 2 and 3 members of Crew #17 to have been living on a farm in 1940 
(not correcting for geographical, gender, or age factors). 

 
* * * 

 
Neil Murphy (see photo, page 1), who would become the Copilot for Pulsatin' Polly, was 20 years old 
when the census enumerator visited his family's home on April 1, 1940. The Murphys lived in Turkey 
Creek Township, Washita County, Oklahoma, less than a mile from the small incorporated town of Foss 
and, today, even closer to Interstate 40, in the western part of the state. Neil and his 18-year-old sister, 
Joy, were living with their widowed father Curtis, age 50. Neil and Joy had both completed 4 years of 
high school, and their father had attended college for 3 years. Considering the economic hardships that the 
Depression had inflicted on families across the country, particularly with respect to employment and 
home ownership, it is interesting to note that in 1940, 7 of 9 future members of Crew #17 were living in 
homes that their families owned. Such was the case for Neil Murphy, and he and his family had been 
living in the same home 5 years before, suggesting that their lives had benefitted from some element of  
domestic stability during the worst years of the Depression. Recall also that the people of the Oklahoma 
Panhandle, as residents of the "Dust Bowl" of the 1930s, were traumatically affected by a series of four 
major drought episodes that began in 1931, and by the severe dust storms that destroyed crops and 
livestock in unprecedented proportions (see photos, page 8). The John Steinbeck novel, The Grapes of 
Wrath (see photo, page 6), cited prominently in the author's 1962 award presentation for the Nobel Prize 
in Literature, tells the story of one Oklahoma farm family forced to leave their home as the result of this 
environmental catastrophe. But Curtis Murphy and his children Neil and Judy were not among those who 
were forced to move. 
 
And, although the Murphy residence was not located on a farm, both Neil and his father had worked all of 
calendar year 1939 as farmers. During the last week of March, 1940, the two men had put in a combined 
100 hours in their farm work. Daughter Joy did not work outside the home; she listed her occupation as 

The Depression and the Farmer. Left, a family pictured in front of their rural cabin near Lexington, Tennessee, on 
the Natchez Trace Project, March, 1936. Center, a former farmer, now working on a Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) project in central Ohio, 1938. Right, a veteran migrant agricultural worker and his family, 
encamped on the Arkansas River, Wagoner County, Oklahoma, 1939.  
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"home housework." Some 
of the Murphys' neighbors 
worked as farmers, clerks 
and salespersons in retail 
stores and groceries, and at 
gasoline stations. The head 
of one household was 
working with a WPA 
project.  
 
Almost 2 years after the 
1940 census enumerator 
had visited the Murphy 
residence in Washita 
County, Oklahoma, now-
22-year-old Neil Murphy 
enlisted for military service 
in Oklahoma City, with the 
rank of Private, Army Air  
Corps. The date was March 
25, 1942. Fifty-five weeks 
later, during the week of 
April 12, 1943, 2ndLt. Neil 
Murphy would be arriving 

at Geiger Field with the B-17 crew led by 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd, to begin training for combat with the 
569th Bomb Squadron, 390th Bomb Group. Before Lt. Murphy deployed for combat in the European 
Theater of Operations (ETO), he would designate his father as his Emergency Addressee at Rural Route 
One, Foss, Oklahoma. Less than 3 months after arriving at Framlingham, Neil Murphy's life would end on 
a mission over Bremen, Germany. The date was October 8, 1943. 
 

* * * 
 

The second member of Crew #17 to come from a farming family was William Branson Masters, clearly 
the tallest of the enlisted men aboard Pulsatin' Polly (see photo, page 1). When the Masters family census 
entry was recorded on April 4, 1940, William (listed as Branson) was 22. He had 2 brothers, Glynn, 28, 
and Earl, 16—Glynn was married, and the 3 brothers and Glynn's 17-year-old wife, Flo, lived with the 
young men's parents. The home was on a farm on Flakes Mill Road, Panthersville Township, Dekalb 
County, Georgia. Father William G. Masters (1880-1975), 60, who had a 7th-grade education, was a 
farmer; he had worked 50 hours the last week of March and 26 weeks in 1939, as had a few other farmers 
and farm laborers in the neighborhood. Mother, Cora Lee (1889-1971), 50, who had completed 1 year of 
high school, did home housework. Son William had completed 4 years of high school and had been fully 
employed in "private work" in 1939, working 51 weeks for $867 and 80 hours in the last week of March, 
1940. It is possible that the private work was in farming with his father, but this is not clear. It is clear that 
younger brother Earl was working on the family farm, recording 40 hours worked for the week of March 
24-30. Older brother Glynn supported the family by working as a cutter for a dress manufacturing 
company; he had made $672 over 48 weeks in 1939. His wife Flo, who had a 4th-grade education, helped 
her mother-in-law with the housework. 
 
In the order of the census-taker's visits, William G. Masters' brother John (1885-1959), 54, lived with his 
wife and two school-age children in the next house. This residence was also on a farm, suggesting that the 

A scene from the 1940 film, The Grapes of Wrath, adapted from the John 
Steinbeck novel and directed by John Ford. Two future members of Crew #17, 
Neil Murphy and Owen Smith, had been raised in farming families in Oklahoma. 
Murphy was still farming with his father in 1940, but Smith had left the farm and 
Oklahoma for California. 
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two brothers lived on one larger family farm property. But only William and his son(s) were working on 
the farm; John had worked 12 weeks in 1939 as a laborer on a WPA road project. Both the William  
Masters family and the John Masters family owned their homes and had been living in the same homes in 
1935. As with the Murphy family in Oklahoma, the 2 senior Masters brothers and their families had 
benefitted from some degree of domestic stability during the worst years of the Depression, although it 
appears that John had been unemployed for a significant period in 1939.    

 
On June 10, 1942, now-24-year-old William Masters enlisted in the Army at Fort McPherson, Georgia, 
with the rank of Private. During the week of April 12, 1943—about 10 months after enlisting, he arrived 
at Geiger Field with Neil Murphy, Marshall Shepherd, and the other men of what would soon become 
Crew #17, 390th Bomb Group. Sometime before deploying to the ETO, T/Sgt. Masters would name his 
mother, Mrs. Cora L. Masters, Route One, Ellenwood, Georgia, as his Emergency Addressee. Later that 
October, the War Department telegram bearing the news that her son was Missing in Action "in the 
European area" would shatter her earthly life. But 28 years later, mother and son would be reunited, in a 
new Life. 
 

* * * 
 

Owen Smith, who would become the Bombardier with Crew #17 and would save the aircraft and crew 
from that unreleased bomb while flying over a German target in the summer of 1943 (see pages 1-2), had 
also grown up on a farm in Oklahoma. He had been born on January 7, 1916, in Oklahoma; from the 1940 
census, we know that in 1935, when he was 19, he was living with his family on a farm in Liberty 
Township, Cleveland County, in the central part of the state. Oklahoma school "census" reports place 
then-7-year-old Owen in the Moore (in the 1930s, a small town of about 500 in Cleveland County) school 
district in 1923, and in the Norman (Cleveland County seat and home of the University of Oklahoma) 
school district in 1934, when he was 18. He had 2 younger siblings at that time, a sister Laura (1919-
1992) and a brother Earl (born in 1925). Owen was 24 and Laura was 20 when the Smith family census 
entry was recorded on April 5, 1940, and neither was living in the family home at that time. Their father 
Harris H. Smith (1890-1954), mother Leone (1892-1970), and youngest sibling Earl, then 14, were living 
in the same rented house they had been living in, with Owen and Laura, in 1935. Harris Smith, who had 
an 8th-grade education, had worked 70 hours the last week of March; he was a farmer, and he had worked 
50 weeks in 1939. Mrs. Smith did home housework, and Earl was in school.  
 
When Laura Smith Taylor died in 1992, her obituary stated that she had been "reared in Norman, Okla., 
and was a survivor of the Dust Bowl [see photos, page 8] and the Great Depression." Before marrying an 
Army captain, Laura had joined the World War II effort by serving in the defense industry, where she 
worked in warplane production as inspired by "Rosie the Riveter." In 1942 she joined the Women's Army 
Corps, where she served as a junior officer. Older brother Owen had left the farm and the Dust Bowl for 
California. His 1940 census entry shows that now-24-year-old Owen Gib Smith was living in Long 
Beach, where he was a roomer in a house located at 312 Wisconsin Avenue. He had probably lived in 
Long Beach for all of 1939, as he had worked as a fireman with an oil field crew for 49 weeks of that 
year, making $900. He had worked a little more than 40 hours the last week of March, 1940. 
 
Owen Smith, his Crew #17 leader, Marshall Shepherd, and Harold Lambert are the only 3 members of the 
crew who had entered the military before America entered the war. Owen's record, which also indicates 
that he had attended college for 1 year, presumably in the mid-1930s, shows that he enlisted as an Army  
Private in Los Angeles on March 4, 1941—11 months after his 1940 census entry was recorded and 9 
months before the attack on Pearl Harbor. More than 2 years would pass before that day in April, 1943, 
when 2ndLt. Owen Smith, Bombardier, would arrive at Geiger Field with fellow Oklahoman Neil 
Murphy, William Masters, and the crew led by 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd. He would marry at some point 
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during that time, and his Emergency Addressee would be his wife, Mrs. Mattie Ellen Smith, 634 North 
Hogan, Spokane, Washington. He would save his crew from that unreleased incendiary bomb during their 
first month of combat that summer, and he would survive the war, also serving during the Korean War 
before leaving the Air Force as a Major and returning to civilian life.  
 

* * * 
 

Second Lieutenant Owen Smith, 27, and T/Sgt. William Masters, 25, were the 2 "oldest" members of 
Crew #17. The 2 youngest were 2ndLt. Jesse Wyatt, 20 (most likely), and S/Sgt. Albert Martin, 20. 
William Branson Masters had been listed by his middle name on his 1940 census entry. Similarly, the 
Jesse L. Wyatt who enlisted with the Army Air Corps in 1942 was listed by his middle name, Laverne, in 
his 1940 census record. We know that Jesse was born in 1923, and we know that he was 16 on April 3-4, 
1940; so we are certain that his date of birth came after the same April dates in the year 1923. But we 
can't be more precise than that. So, as given in the legend to the photograph on page 1, we presume that 
he had reached age 20 before October 8, 1943, but we are not certain.  
 
The 1940 census suggests that Jesse was the only child of William and Christine Wyatt, who lived at 2605 
15th Street in Birmingham, Alabama. Father William, 41, had an 8th-grade education, and mother 
Christine, 42, had completed 2 years of high school. Both were native Alabamians, and they owned their 
home—the same home they had lived in in 1935. It was not on a farm, and William Wyatt is the first of 

Scenes from the Dust Bowl, 1935-1936. Top: Left, May 6, 1935. A massive dust storm approaches Rolla, Kansas. 
Photo by Charles P. Williams. Right, a farmer and his two sons during a dust storm in Cimarron County, 
Oklahoma, 1936. Photo by Arthur Rothstein. Bottom: Left, a Dust Bowl farm in Dallas, South Dakota, May, 1936. 
Right, May 24, 1936. A dust cloud on Highway 59, south of Lamar, Colorado. 
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the heads of household described thus far who was not a farmer. He had been fully employed in 1939, 
working 52 weeks with the US Post Office; his job description reads, "Labor, fireman," and he had made 
$1,320. He also had an unspecified source of additional income outside his wages/salary. Christine did 
home housework, and Jesse was in school. He had already completed 2 years of high school. 
 
Jesse Wyatt enlisted as a Private in the Army Air Corps at Gunter Field—now an annex to Maxwell Air 
Force Base—Montgomery, Alabama. The date was February 28, 1942, and he was 18 years old. Thirteen 
months later 2ndLt. Wyatt arrived at Geiger Field as the Navigator with the crew led by 1stLt. Marshall 
Shepherd. Prior to deployment, he designated his mother—Mrs. Christine L. Wyatt, 2605 15th Street 
Ensley, Birmingham, as his Emergency Addressee. She would never see her only child again, in this Life. 
 

* * * 
 

Like Jesse Wyatt, Albert William Martin (see photos, pages 1 and 10) was 20 years old when he boarded 
Pulsatin' Polly for his final combat mission on October 8, 1943; Bill, as he was known, had been born in 
Missouri on November 16, 1922. On April 25, 1940, he was 17 and attending high school in Nodaway 
County, Missouri—in the northwest part of the state. Bill, his older brother Harold (1916-1954), 24, and 
his younger sister Carrie, 13, were living with their parents, Albert R. and Ida E. Martin, in a home they 
owned on a farm in Polk Township. Like the Murphys, the Masterses, the Smiths and the Wyatts, the 
Martins had also lived in their same home in 1935. Most of the Martin family's neighbors lived in farm 
homes that they owned, as well. Of 5 Martin neighbors who were working heads of households, 3 were 
farmers, 1 was a salesman, and 1 was a milkman (delivery).  
 
Father Albert R. (1886-1973), 53, had attended college for 2 years, and his wife Ida (1892-1972), 48, had 
completed 4 years of high school. Mr. Martin ran a significant farming operation; his job class is given as 
"Employer." He had worked all of 1939 and recorded 98 hours worked (14 hours per day) the last week of 
March, 1940. The 2 lodgers in the Martin household listed their occupations as "Farm laborers," 
presumably working for Mr. Martin. Mrs. Martin worked in home housework. Bill, listed by his middle 
name on the census entry, was in high school, as was sister Carrie. Harold had completed 2 years of 
college and was continuing his studies. 
 
Nineteen-year-old Bill Martin enlisted as a Private, Army Air Corps, on September 3, 1942, at Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas, about 20 miles from Kansas City. His daughter, Carole Martin Couts of Maryville, 
Missouri (see below), recently added this anecdote about her father's enlistment: 
 
 He left Maryville on the bus bound for Kansas City induction with his best friend and eventual 
 brother-in-law, William E. "Bill" Agler. When Bill woke up in the hotel the next morning Dad 
 was gone. He had already gone and enlisted in the AAF [Army Air Forces]. Dad was afraid Bill 
 would try and talk him out of it. 
 
Carole also provided the photo (page 10) of her father, S/Sgt. Bill Martin (right), with his "good AAF 
buddy from Iowa," Robert McKeehan, taken in England over July-early October, 1943. Carole added: 
"My brother Bob was named after McKeehan. We fondly called him Uncle Bob."   
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As with William Masters and all the other enlisted men on Crew 
#17 (see pages 6-16), the Army Serial Number on then-Private 
Martin's enlistment record matches that given in MACR 783. 
From his 1945 "Enlistment Record and Report of Separation, 
Honorable Discharge," we know that Bill attended AAF Gunnery 
School in Harlingen, Texas, and had joined an AAF Training 
Squadron based at Lowry Field in Denver, prior to arriving at 
Geiger Field in April, 1943. Before being deployed overseas, he 
named his father, Albert R. Martin, Rural Free Delivery (RFD) 
Three, Maryville (Nodaway County seat), Missouri, as his 
Emergency Addressee. Ten men would depart the continental US 
with Crew #17 on July 12, 1943, for duty overseas; Bill Martin 
would be one of only 4 men to return, alive, from the war zone. 
Only the living would be granted their Honorable Discharges. 
 
Bill Martin would marry Joyce Agler on June 14, 1945, less than 
a month after his return to the US. Their first son would be born 
on January 13, 1948. The young couple would name him John 
Shepherd Martin, in memory of Bill's B-17 crew leader, Marshall 
Shepherd. 
 
   * * * 

 
Of the 5 members of Crew #17 described thus far—Neil Murphy, William Masters, Owen Smith, Jesse 
Wyatt, and Bill Martin—3 were officers and 2 were enlisted men. Two would survive the war. Of the 5 
crew members to be described—Charles Brown, Robert Ross, Harold Lambert, James Helms, and 
Marshall Shepherd—only 1stLt. Shepherd was an officer. Two of these 5 men would live to see their 
families again. 
 
On August 11, 1942—the date that Charles Brown (see photos, pages 1 and 13) enlisted in the Army—the 
German Sixth Army was advancing toward Stalingrad under the command of then-General Friedrich von 
Paulus. Charles had been born in New Britain, Connecticut, and his 21st birthday, August 18, was only 
one week away. Although Charles was an American citizen by birth, his parents Nathan (1892-1979) and 
Minnie (1892-1976) had both come to America from Eastern Europe. Father Nathan, born in 1892 in the 
town of Augustów, in northeastern Poland, was about 14 years old when he came to America in 1906 
with his parents, Harris and Rachel Brown. They had settled in New Britain; both of Nathan's parents died 
in 1937 and are buried in Beth Alom Cemetery there. 
 
Minnie Ettelman had been born in Russia in 1892 and appears to have come to America a few years ahead 
of her future husband Nathan Brown, in about 1902. Nathan and Minnie were married in Boston on 
August 13, 1913, and over 1914-1929 six children would join the Brown family—son Charles was their 
fourth child, and the last to be born in New Britain. With their first 4 children, the Browns lived there 
until the early 1920s. From there they moved to Boston, where daughters Annette and Goldie were born 
in 1925 and 1929. In 1935, the Brown family was living in a rented home at 57 Intervale Street in Boston. 
 
Nathan Brown's home as a young boy was in Augustów, Poland (see photos, pages 12 and 14), which 
today lies northwest of a line running from Warsaw, about 140 miles away, to the Lithuanian capital of 
Vilnius, 110 miles away. Augustów is today less than 25 miles from the border between Poland and 
Belarus and less than 40 miles from the Russian province of Kaliningrad, on the Baltic Sea. 
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On the morning of September 1, 1939, while Nathan and his family were living comfortably in Boston, 
Germany invaded his native Poland (see photos below), quickly advancing on the capital of Warsaw. On 
September 17, with the Polish armies weakened by the blitzkrieg from the west, and in keeping with both 
the spirit and the letter of the non-aggression pact that had been signed by Germany and the Soviet Union 
less than one month before, the Soviet Army invaded eastern Poland (see photos, page 12). Nathan 
Brown's hometown, Augustów, was occupied by the Red Army. On October 6, the 1st Krechowce Uhlan 
Regiment, a widely respected Polish Army unit based in Augustów, surrendered to the Soviets. 
 

 

By the time that the census enumerator visited the Brown family home in Boston on April 16, 1940—
Adolf Hitler had already attacked the Scandinavian countries of Denmark and Norway; his blitzkrieg 
strategy, feeding off the success in Poland 7 months before, would be unleashed on Belgium, 
Luxembourg, and Holland on May 10. France would fall on June 22, less than 3 weeks after the beginning 
of yet another German offensive. America remained neutral, but the first peacetime draft in US history—
the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940—would become law in September.   
 
On April 16, 1940, at 57 Intervale Street in Boston, the four youngest Brown children—Irving, 21, 
Charles, 18, Annette, 14, and Goldie, 10—were still living with their parents. Both Nathan and Minnie 
were 47 years of age, and neither was as yet a naturalized citizen. Nathan had the equivalent of one year's 
high school education, but Minnie had not attended school. The census-taker recorded that both adults had 
been born in Russia, reflecting the fluid nature of Eastern European borders in the early part of the 20th 
century. Nathan Brown's boyhood home of Augustów had in fact been part of the Russian Empire in the 
early 1900s. On citizenship status, Nathan was classified as "having first papers," which meant that he had 
filed papers declaring his intention to acquire US citizenship through naturalization.  

September 1, 1939: Hitler invades Poland from the west. Top: Left, the invasion deployed 45 German divisions as 
well as Luftwaffe units. Right, a formation of Ju 87 Stuka dive bombers over Poland. Bottom: Left, German troops 
enter Warsaw. Right, occupying Wehrmacht soldiers parade through Warsaw to celebrate the conquest of Poland. 
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The neighborhood (referred to as "Block 18" by the census-taker) in which the Browns had lived for at 
least 5 years was very stable, based on the fact that their 8 neighbors (heads of household) had all lived 
there in 1935. Seven of 8 heads of household had emigrated from Russia or Poland, and 1 was the US-
born son of parents born in Russia. The average age of the 8 heads of household was 58, 11 years older 
than Nathan Brown. Four of 8 heads of household had already become naturalized US citizens, 1 was a 
citizen by birth, and 1 more had filed his papers, like Nathan Brown (see page 11). The 2 neighbors (1 
head of household and 1 spouse) who gave supplemental information had been born to parents born in 
Russia and Poland, respectively. The first of these respondents, who had been born in the US, considered 
his native language to be "Jewish-English," and the second respondent, a Polish emigrant, responded 
"Polish-Jewish" to the same question. 
 

September 17, 1939: Stalin invades Poland from the east. Top: Left, advancing Red Army troops. Right, Soviet 
cavalry on parade in Lwów (now Lviv, Ukraine) after the city's surrender to the Red Army. Bottom: Left, two 
German sentries stand guard at Augustów—the boyhood home of S/Sgt. Charles Brown's father, Nathan—on the 
demarcation line between German- and Soviet-occupied Poland, September, 1939. Right, present-day view of the 
Monument to the Fallen and Murdered in the East, in Warsaw. The monument commemorates the victims of the 
Soviet invasion of Poland during World War II. 
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Both Irving and Charles 
Brown (image, left, from 
his high school yearbook) 
reported that they had 
completed 4 years of high 
school, but neither was 
working or seeking work. 
Their younger sisters were 
still in school. Their father 

Nathan was the proprietor of a men's clothing shop, he had worked all of 1939, and he had worked 40 
hours the last week of March, 1940. Minnie Brown listed her occupation as home housework. 
 
On June 22, 1941, exactly one year after France had surrendered to Germany, Hitler violently abrogated 
the non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union by launching Operation Barbarossa—the invasion of 
Russia, and one of the largest military operations in the history of modern warfare. The German Army 
entered Augustów on that date and would soon occupy all of Poland. During the Second World War, and 
continuing even after its conclusion, the population of Nathan Brown's hometown would suffer 
persecution from both occupying forces—the Germans and the Soviets. By the end of 1941, the German 
invasion force had advanced almost 1,000 miles, to the outskirts of Moscow. With that advance, and with 
the ensuing German occupation of Soviet territory, would come the mass murder of at least 1.5 million 
Soviet Jews.  
 
Fourteen months after Operation Barbarossa had begun, the 
German Sixth Army—about 270,000 men—was advancing 
toward Stalingrad. That same month, 20-year-old Charles Brown 
of Boston, the younger son of Nathan, a Polish emigrant of the 
Jewish faith, and his wife Minnie, who also had been raised in a 
Jewish household in her native Russia, enlisted as a Private in the 
US Army. Eight months later, S/Sgt. Charles Brown, AAF, Radio 
Operator with the crew led by 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd, would 
arrive at Geiger Field. Before leaving the continental US on July 
12, 1943, for the ETO, S/Sgt. Brown designated his father, Mr. 
Nathan Brown, then living at 95 Arthur Street, Framingham, 
Massachusetts, as his Emergency Addressee.   
 
Today, a Star of David marks the final resting place for S/Sgt. 
Charles Brown: Grave 17, Row 13, Plot B, at the Ardennes 
American Cemetery in Belgium.  
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* * * 

 
Before deploying to the ETO in July, 1943, Pvt. Daniel Bergin, Engineer/Top Turret Gunner for the 568th 
Bomb Squadron crew led by Capt. James Pedersen, 390th Bomb Group, had designated his wife Evelyn 
as his Emergency Addressee. Her address in Cleveland was 3102 Stimson Court, in the Old Brooklyn 
neighborhood. About 4 miles due east of the Bergin residence, in the Garfield Heights suburb of 
Cleveland, was the home of Fred (1901-1973) and Nettie (1900-1988) Ross. Mr. and Mrs. Ross were 39 
years of age when the census-taker visited their home on April 8, 1940. Fred Ross had a steady job as a 
street railway (street car) conductor; he had earned $1,800 in wages over the full 1939 calendar year, and 
he had worked 54 hours during the last week of March, 1940. The couple had lived elsewhere in 
Cleveland in 1935, and they owned their present home. Both husband and wife had 8th-grade educations, 
and Nettie Ross worked as the homemaker. 
 

Scenes from Augustów and the region, 1941-today. Left: June 22, 1941. Hitler launches Operation Barbarossa. A 
German armored train at Augustów—Nathan Brown's boyhood home—close to the Polish-Lithuanian border, 
during the opening days of the invasion of Russia. The rear gun is a 20-mm Flak 38 antiaircraft weapon. Some 
crewmen have gotten off the train to secure it. Right: Top, February, 1942. A German supply sergeant makes an 
inventory of goods for operations on the Eastern Front, in the field quarters of the Todt Organization, in a forest 
near Augustów. The Todt Organization, during the war, was a paramilitary engineering and construction unit that 
operated both in Germany and in the occupied countries. Bottom, present-day view of the symbolic grave for Polish 
victims of the July, 1945, "Augustów Raid," conducted by the Soviet Army against the anticommunist Polish 
resistance underground. 
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Their 18-year-old son Robert was living with Fred and Nettie Ross. Robert was a high school graduate, 
and he was still looking for work in that early spring of 1940. When Robert enlisted as an Army Private at 
Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indiana, 2 years later—on June 17, 1942—he listed his civilian occupation as 
"semiskilled general woodworking." Ten months later, Robert Ross would arrive at Geiger Field as the 
Ball Turret Gunner with Lt. Shepherd's crew; before leaving for the ETO in July, 1943, S/Sgt. Ross would 
designate his father, Mr. Fred W. Ross, 4637 East 85th Street, Cleveland, as his Emergency Addressee. 
 
Fred Ross was apparently the American-born son of German immigrants, Fredrick and Josephine. Late in 
the summer of 1943, while flying with his crew over his grandparents' homeland, S/Sgt. Robert Ross 
would yell to the bombardier, "Who ya' savin' that one for, lieutenant," as the dangerous incendiary bomb 
dangled out the bomb bay (see page 2).  
 
Robert was Fred and Nettie's only child. The heartbreak that would come with the War Department 
telegram that fall of 1943 would follow them to their graves, decades later. 
 

* * * 
 

There were 2 North Carolinians with the crew of Pulsatin' Polly. Pilot Marshall Shepherd was from 
Charlotte, and Right Waist Gunner Harold Lambert (see photos, page 1 and below) was from Asheboro, 
about 65 miles to the northeast. In April, 1940, 4 members of the Lambert household were working 
outside the home. Father Lawrence, 53, worked as a printer in a "job, office printing." He had a 4th-grade 
education and owned the family home with his wife Flora, also 53, who was a homemaker. The address 
was 205 (possibly 215) North Old Main Street, and the Lamberts had been living at that same address in 
1935. Harold, 21, a high school graduate, was the 2nd of 3 children and was working, apparently with his 
father, as a printer. Older daughter Louise, 26, was also a high school graduate and was working 20 hours 
a week as an office clerk for a physician. Louise and her husband Eugene Teague were living with her 
parents. Eugene, 27, had attended college for 2 years and had worked 10 months of 1939 as a magazine 
salesman. Youngest daughter, Rose Marie Lambert, was only 10 and was in school.  
 
Flora Lambert's sister Nettie, a 47-year-old widow, lived with the Lamberts as well. She had worked in a 
hosiery mill but had been unemployed the first 3 months of 1940 and was seeking work. 
 

Harold Lambert was one of only 3 members of Crew #17 to enlist in 
the military before America entered the Second World War (see page 
7). On November 26, 1940—less than 8 months after the census 
enumerator had visited his family's home—Harold, then 22, enlisted 
in Charlotte as a Private in the Air Corps. After basic training at 
Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, he spent 18 months at Lowry Field in 
Denver, where he graduated from Technical School and served as an 
Instructor. In January, 1943, he began AAF gunnery school in Las 
Vegas, and that April he arrived at Geiger Field as a Waist Gunner 
with the crew led by his fellow North Carolinian, Marshall Shepherd. 
Before he and his crew departed the US 3 months later, he designated 
his father, Mr. L.B. Lambert, 215 North Main, Asheboro, North 
Carolina, as his Emergency Addressee. 
 

The National Archives, Access to Archival Databases (AAD), maintains POW records in the online 
"World War II Prisoners of War Data File." Staff Sergeant Harold Lambert's record indicates that he 
served as a POW in Austria at Stalag 17B and was returned to US military control on or before May 22, 
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1945. Father and son would be reunited. In time, Harold Lambert would return to the commercial printing 
business in his hometown of Asheboro, North Carolina, where he would live for the rest of his life. 

 
* * * 

 
The Right Waist Gunner on Pulsatin' Polly was S/Sgt. Harold Lambert. The Left Waist Gunner was 
S/Sgt. James Helms (see photo, page 1), from Orla Vista, Florida. German troops had plunged into 
Belgium, Luxembourg, and Holland on May 10, 1940. When the census-taker called on the residence of 
Alto and Vedora Helms later that day, in Ocoee, in central Florida, midway between Tampa and Daytona 
Beach, the family was struggling to make ends meet—and to raise their 6 school-age children. Mr. Helms, 
41, had not attended school; his wife had a 7th-grade education and was 3 years his senior. They were 
renting the same home they had been living in in 1935. Alto had earned wages of $1,234 working 33 
weeks of 1939 as a plasterer for a building contractor, and he had worked 24 hours the last week of  
March, 1940. James, 18, was the oldest child; he was still attending school, having completed 1 year of 
high school. Following James in order of age were Louise, 16, Hilburne, 15, Pearl, 13, Jack, 11, and Mary 
Will, 8. 
 
We have no information for James Helms' school or work activities between May, 1940, and July, 1942, 
but on July 30, 1942, he enlisted as an Army Private at Camp Blanding, Florida. His enlistment record 
indicates that he had had 4 years of high school and an unskilled occupation in automobile manufacturing. 
Eight months later, he would arrive at Geiger Field as a Waist Gunner with what would become Crew 
#17, 569th Bomb Squadron, 390th Bomb Group. He had married his wife Connie at some point prior to 
his deployment to the ETO, and before he left the US, he named her as his Emergency Addressee: Mrs. 
Connie L. Helms, Box 755, Orla Vista, Florida.  
 
Connie and James Helms' marriage endured for more than 70 years, until his death in 2014, at age 92. His 
obituary in the Daytona Beach News-Journal added, "He was an inspiration to all who knew him and 
never met a stranger."  
 

* * * 
 

Marshall Shepherd was 21 years old when he enlisted as a Private in 
the Army on April 9, 1941. Just 12 months had passed since the 
census-taker had visited his family's home in Charlotte—on April 4, 
1940. Marshall was then living with his older brother Scott, 22, and 
their parents John and Annie Shepherd, at 1610 East Morehead Street 
in the Queen City. The Shepherds had been living in the same home, 
valued at $15,000 in 1940, in 1935. For 10 homes in the neighborhood, 
including the Shepherds', the average 1940 value was $13,550. Both 
John, 58, and Annie, 54, had been born in Alabama; he had completed 
high school, and she had attended college for 1 year. The 7 neighboring 
heads of household who owned their homes and worked all held white-
collar or professional occupations: 2 physicians, a dentist, a company 
president, a sales correspondent and a traveling salesman, and a road 
construction contractor. All had worked the full year of 1939, and 4 of 
the 5 who reported their 1939 salaries had made more than $5,000 that 
year. These included John Shepherd, who was himself president of a 
"lumber manufacturer," John C. Shepherd Lumber Corp. Older son 

Scott, who had attended college for 2 years, was an assistant manager with the company.  
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But Marshall Shepherd was continuing his college studies that April of 1940. He had already completed 3 
years and would presumably expect to graduate later that spring. One year later, he would be a Private in 
the US Army. The attack on Pearl Harbor was only 8 months away. Two years to the month after he had 
enlisted, 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd would lead his crew to Geiger Field. Before departing the continental 
US for the combat theater on July 12, 1943, he would designate his father, John C. Shepherd, 1610 East 
Morehead Street, Charlotte, as his Emergency Addressee. 
 
When John Shepherd died in August, 1960, at age 79, he had lived for more than 15 years—thinking 
about his younger son and wondering what his last moments in this Life had been like. The epitaph on 
Mr. Shepherd's grave was taken from Acts 11:24: 
 
 For he was a good man, 
 Full of the Holy Spirit and of faith.   

 
* * * 

 
 


