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May 3, 2022 
 
To Friends of Norman Lane, 
 
Mrs. Carol Burgess of Brownsville, Tennessee, Mr. and Mrs. Dell Grubb of Challis, Idaho, Mr. and Mrs. 
Joe E. Carter of Texarkana, Arkansas, Mrs. Suzanne Mateyak of Chicago . . . these were, in a way, the 
fortunate families—the families who knew (https://tinyurl.com/Apr-05-2022 ).  
 
According to the website for the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency, US Department of Defense 
(https://www.dpaa.mil/Our-Missing/World-War-II/ , accessed October 11, 2021), more than 72,000 
Americans remain unaccounted for today from World War II. As of October 24, 2021, 20,058 of these 
were serving with the Army Air Forces at the time of their loss. 
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* * * 
 
Missing Air Crew Report (MACR) 783, describing the loss of Pulsatin’ Polly (aircraft serial number 42-
30292) and the crew led by 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd, was signed by 1stLt. Robert Malmquist of the 
390th Bomb Group and dated October 10, 1943. But the initial report would be continually updated with 
notations, and subsequent reports would be added to the folder. One note is dated February 24, 1947, 
more than a year after the cutoff date (January 31, 1946) used by the War Department to produce its 
“Honor List of Dead and Missing Army and Army Air Forces Personnel.” There are three major 
categories for those files added to MACR 783, and most of their information was collected after the end 
of the war in Europe. 
 
The following comes from two primary sources: (1) Handbook on German Military Forces, printed by 
the US Government Printing Office as War Department Technical Manual TM-E 30-451, March 15, 
1945, and (2) Tactical and Technical Trends, No. 16, prepared by the Military Intelligence Service, War 
Department, January 14, 1943. All Luftwaffe units were organized into tactical and territorial commands 
known as Luftflotten. Within the particular command area to which it was assigned, the Luftflotte 
controlled all operations of both flying units and ground service units. The operational and administrative 
commands intersected at the Luftflotte headquarters, where their respective activities were coordinated. 
The Luftgaue (see map, page 3) were the actual administrative and supply organizations of the Luftwaffe. 
While in principle subordinate to the particular Luftflotte within whose command area the Luftgau 
operated, the Luftgau commanders received most of their instructions directly from the Air Ministry 
(Ministry of Aviation, led by the Reichsminister der Luftfahrt). Each Luftgau was responsible for the 
following activities within its area: (1) administration, supply, and maintenance of all flying units, (2) 
active and passive defense against air attack, (3) operations of signal units, (4) all training except for that 
of auxiliary units, and (5) recruitment, mobilization, and training of reserve personnel. 
 
The Luftwaffe was responsible for the air defense of territorial Germany, as carried out through the 
Luftgaue. Each Luftgau commander had a specialist reporting to him who commanded the antiaircraft 
artillery units, including searchlights, assigned to his area. The antiaircraft guns and their supporting 
searchlights were considered the backbone of the static antiaircraft defense system. Bremen (see map, 
page 1) was a city of vital importance. As such, the coordinated defense facilities on October 8, 1943, 
probably included antiaircraft guns and searchlights (although this was a daylight mission for the 390th 
Bomb Group), fighter aircraft, barrage balloons, warning facilities, and the use of smoke generators. In 
such an important static area, concentrated sites known as Grossbatterien—three batteries, each operating 
with from four to eight guns, all grouped together at one site—were deployed with unit fire control. 
 
Regarding the salvage of downed Allied aircraft by the Luftwaffe, any Luftwaffe officer who witnessed the 
crash of an “enemy” aircraft was required to report the incident immediately, either directly by phone or 
otherwise for transmission to the appropriate Luftgau headquarters. These reports included information on 
the location, nationality (US or British) and condition of the aircraft, and on the location of the crew. The 
Luftgau commander then dispatched an initial salvage detachment to the crash site, usually from the 
nearest air base. Meanwhile, surviving crew members were taken as POWs. 
 
Photographs taken at the crash site were transmitted to the Luftgau photo section for analysis, and a 
preliminary technical report was prepared for the intelligence section. A technical staff member with the 
initial salvage detachment, on-site, then requested deployment of a salvage squad from the same air base, 
in order to complete the recovery of the aircraft and equipment. Another grim duty of the salvage squad 
included the recovery and examination of any deceased crew members at the crash site. Reports from the 
authorities at the base conducting the salvage operation were then transmitted. Depending on the specific 
aspect covered, reports were forwarded to the Luftgau commander, the Chief Signal Officer of the Air  
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 This 1945 map of the Luftgaue was produced by the British War Office, General Staff, Geographical Section. 
Luftgaue boundaries are designated with red lines. The open black rectangle indicates the area represented in 
the map shown on page 1. Locations of Frankfurt (F) and Stalag Luft III (III) are also indicated. 
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Ministry (possibly the Director General of Luftwaffe Communications), the Chief Equipment Officer, and 
to the Chief of the Intelligence Section of the Luftwaffe High Command. 
 

According to Jens-Michael Brandes of the “Aviation 
Archaeology Working Group, Lower Saxony,” “KU” 
(Kampfflugzeuge US) reports were prepared by the 
Luftgaue, providing intelligence on downed American 
bombers. Information gathered from the wreckage of the 
aircraft, including the fates of the crew members, was 
included in each report. Similarly, “KE” (Kampfflugzeuge 
England) reports related to British bombers. A post from 
2005 (“DC Board Archive - RAF Commands”) titled 
“Luftgaukommando reports NARA” describes “AV” 
reports as relating to all aircraft, where “AV” may 
indicate the location where the files were captured. A 
third source indicates that probably more than half of the 
original KU reports were destroyed by the end of the war, 
but various Allied units were able to capture many of 
these files. For those concerning American personnel, 
American authorities prepared English translations of the 
German documents. And in many cases, copies of the 
original German documents, as English language 
translations, appear in the respective MACRs. Several 
pages of translated KU and other German reports appear 
with MACR 783. 
 

 
In addition, there are two sets of postwar documents that are found in MACR 783, both of which were 
provided by surviving crew members after their return to the US. In this case, the casualty questionnaires 
completed by then-2ndLt. Owen Smith, the Bombardier, and S/Sgt. James Helms, the Left Waist Gunner, 
are included. Separately, all four survivors (Smith, Helms, S/Sgt. Harold Lambert, the Right Waist 
Gunner, and S/Sgt. Albert Martin, the Tail Gunner) responded to a specific request for information 
regarding the disappearance of 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd. 
 

* * * 
 

These three sets of documents provide the basis for an initial account of the final minutes of Pulsatin’ 
Polly, which in turn introduces us to two families who were far less fortunate than Mrs. Burgess, the 
Grubbs, the Carters, or Mrs. Mateyak . . . two families who would never know. 
 

* * * 
 
To help the reader in following this account, two illustrations given on page 5 identify the positions of the 
ten crew members in the B-17F aircraft. Aboard Pulsatin’ Polly, as identified in the first illustration, the 
Bombardier (B, 2ndLt. Smith) and Navigator (N, 2ndLt. Wyatt) were stationed in the nose section. At 
least two .50-cal. machine guns were mounted in this compartment (see figure, page 8). In the event of an 
emergency, the two crew members were to bail out through the nose escape hatch, which was located 
immediately behind the bulkhead separating the nose and pilot’s compartments.  
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The Pilot (P, 1stLt. Shepherd) and Copilot (CP, 2ndLt. Murphy) were seated in the cockpit. Just behind 
them, and still within the pilot’s compartment, the Engineer Top Turret Gunner (ETTG, T/Sgt. Masters) 
operated twin .50-cal. machine guns. A second armor-plated bulkhead separated this compartment from 
the bomb bay. The station for the Radio Operator (RO, S/Sgt. Brown), who was also equipped with a .50-
cal. machine gun, was aft of the bomb bay. In an emergency, the three crew members from the pilot’s 
compartment and the Radio Operator were to bail out, in a prescribed sequence, through the open bomb 
bay. The procedure is described in the official AAF pilot training manual for the B-17 (October, 1944). 
 
The Ball Turret Gunner (BTG, S/Sgt. Ross) operated from the turret on the underside of the waist section. 
Farther back, the two Waist Gunners (WG, S/Sgts. Helms and Lambert) and the Tail Gunner (TG, S/Sgt. 
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Martin) manned four more .50-cal. machine guns. In the official AAF pilot training manual referred to 
above, the prescribed procedure for bailing out called for the Ball Turret and Waist gunners to exit the 
aircraft via the main entrance door, which was located aft of the Right Waist Gunner’s station. The Tail 
Gunner would leave the aircraft through the emergency door in the tail. 
 
To help translate the illustrations given above into a realistic picture, the following photo gives an actual 
view of Miss Fortune (primary aircraft for the Pedersen crew) in flight.  
 

 
* * * 

 
There were two parts to the casualty questionnaires completed by now-1stLt. Owen Smith and S/Sgt. 
James Helms after the war. From S/Sgt. Albert Martin’s official “Enlisted Record and Report of 
Separation: Honorable Discharge,” he had arrived back in the US on May 20, 1945. The “Latest Report 
Date” given on S/Sgt. Martin’s World War II POW record, accessed through the Archival Databases, 
National Archives, is May 25. The corresponding “Latest Report Dates” for Lt. Smith and S/Sgt. Helms 
are July 11 and June 29, respectively. It seems reasonable to conclude that both men had returned to the 
US by the second week of July. At some point after their return, both were requested to complete the one-
page “Casualty Questionnaire,” in addition to the “Individual Casualty Questionnaires”—there were six 
one-page forms referencing each of the crew members who either were known to have been killed in 
action or were still missing in action. (Under Public Law 490 [March 7, 1942] a Finding of Death [FOD] 
was made in the case of a missing person when there was overwhelming evidence that under the 
circumstances that person could not have remained alive. A Presumed Date of Death [PDD], dated one 
year and one day after the original incident report, was assigned in these cases.)  
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Presumably, S/Sgt. Martin and S/Sgt. Harold Lambert also received these requests, but no completed 
forms in their names appear with the MACR 783 folder. 
 
Lt. Smith (Owen Smith would continue to serve with the Air Force, ultimately leaving as a Major at some 
point after the Korean War) indicated that their B-17 had left the formation “over [the] city of Bremen”; 
the target was the “center of town . . . Bremen, Germany.” He had not bailed out. Rather, he had been 
blown out when the aircraft exploded. From his perspective, only one crew member, Tail Gunner Martin, 
had actually bailed out, presumably via the emergency door in the tail. S/Sgt. Martin, together with 
S/Sgts. Helms and Lambert, the two Waist Gunners, had all been “in positions to bail out.” S/Sgt. Martin 
was the “only man who cleared [the] ship—All others were blown out when [the] ship exploded.” 
 

 
The doomed aircraft had crashed, following the explosion, “within [the] city of Bremen.” As to whether 
the remaining crew members [Lts. Marshall Shepherd (P), Neil Murphy (CP), and Jesse Wyatt (N), T/Sgt. 
William Masters (ETTG), and S/Sgts. Charles Brown (RO) and Robert Ross (BTG)] were in the aircraft 
at the time of the crash, Lt. Smith had “no knowledge.” He did add the “possibility that Co-Pilot Neil P. 
Murphy and top turret gunner William B. Masters [were] dead before [the] explosion.” Both men had 
been badly burned, with some flak injuries. Lt. Murphy was lying in the escape hatchway, and T/Sgt. 
Masters was on the floor of the nose. 
 
On the B-17F model, the Bombardier and Navigator are stationed in the nose of the aircraft (see figures, 
page 5). When Owen Smith last saw his Navigator, twenty-year-old Jesse Wyatt from Birmingham, he 
had been “forced against [the] nose gun of [the] ship as it started to spin.” Lt. Wyatt was “still alive at this 
time.” Owen Smith was the last person ever to see Jesse Wyatt. 
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 The illustration at left facilitates the description 
 given above. The nose escape hatch, or forward 
 emergency exit door, was located just aft of the 
 nose section, in the floor behind bulkhead no. 3. 
 That is where Lt. Murphy lay, badly wounded 
 and possibly dead. T/Sgt. Masters, also badly 
 wounded and possibly dead, lay on the floor of 
 the nose section itself. The illustration also gives 
 the locations of two mounted machine guns, 
 operated as needed by the Bombardier and 
 Navigator. The Miss Fortune crew photograph 
 (not shown) clearly shows one nose gun and one 
 starboard gun, and the nose gun is easy to view in 

the photograph on page 6. From Lt. Smith’s description, it appears that Lt. Wyatt was forced against the 
same nose gun, in the  Bombardier’s position, as Pulsatin’ Polly started to spin. 
 

* * * 
 
Finally, Lt. Smith was asked to provide any information on the fates of other crews. His surprising reply 
was that “Capt. Pedersen and crew [were] with me on way to Prison Camp—believe them to be still alive. 
Lt. Reynolds also in prison camp—no knowledge of his crew.” 
 
In the procedure described in the pilot training manual referred to on page 5, only the Bombardier and 
Navigator are instructed to exit the aircraft through the nose escape hatch. But in both his postwar 
response to the official “Casualty Questionnaire” and in his March, 1979, letter to Bob Jesko, then-Capt. 
James Pedersen specifically recalls the event. 1stLts. Owen Burgess and Harry Gorden, Sgt. Daniel 
Bergin, 2ndLt. Joseph Carter, and Capt. James Pedersen bailed out through the nose escape hatch of their 
ship, Blood, Guts and Rust II. In his memoir written many years later, Owen Burgess recalled being “the 
first to leave the plane.” In his wartime POW journal, then-2ndLt. Joseph Carter wrote: 
 
 When the order to leave the ship was given, I didn’t think about what had been said until I stepped 
 down to the escape hatch & saw the trees so far away & the houses looked so small. 
 
It is possible that damage to the underside of the aircraft, which Capt. Pedersen cited in his official 
postwar report, led him to alter the bail-out procedure. Radio Operator, T/Sgt. M.A. Urban, who normally 
would have exited via the open bomb bay, bailed out from the main entrance door in the waist. 
 
As was also recorded by Capt. Pedersen in his postwar report, all six men reached the ground safely, on a 
line stretching from the eastern edge of the city of Bremen (Lt. Burgess; see map, page 1) to a point 15 
miles east of Bremen (Capt. Pedersen). Captured soon after landing, Owen Burgess was reunited with his 
fellow officers and with “the [surviving] non-coms,” Sgt. Daniel Bergin and T/Sgt. Michael Urban. This 
had occurred at the nearby military installation that Owen “had seen while coming down in the 
parachute.” In his personal memoir written many years later, Owen Burgess recalled being reunited with 
the other five surviving crew members “soon after arrival at the military post.” In his recollection, 
apparently written during his time as a POW at Stalag Luft III, Joseph Carter recalls that Capt. Pedersen, 
Lt. Gorden, Sgt. Bergin, and T/Sgt. Urban had been picked up by the same German truck that was 
carrying him to “some place unknown to me” that evening; he remembers that they met Lt. Burgess the 
next day. In the “Individual Casualty Questionnaire” that he completed after returning home, probably 
late in 1945 or in 1946, Owen Burgess referred to “German records at OLDENBURG, where we were 
interrogated by Germans.” The city of Oldenburg, 24 miles west/northwest of Bremen (see map, page 1), 
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had a strong military heritage and was the second largest garrison town in the Third Reich. The Luftwaffe 
base at Oldenburg had become a day-and-night fighter base. Owen continued in his memoir: 
 
  A German officer interrogated us and gave me some cigarettes. Next day we were taken to 
 Frankfurt to await passage [i.e., “transit camp”] to a permanent prison camp. . . . also next day the 
 interrogation officer gave me a few more smokes.  
  In about a month we were taken to the railroad. . . . We finally reached the railroad yards 
 and were crowded into box cars. The 40 & 8 type only it was like about 50 of us to a box car. . . . 
  We spent two days on the railroad before arriving at Stalag Luft III.  
 
In Stalag Luft III, Arthur Durand writes that the transit camp portion of Dulag Luft, the Luftwaffe 
interrogation center for Allied airmen, was moved on September 10, 1943, from Oberursel to the edge of 
a park (Palmengarten) in the center of one of Frankfurt’s residential sections. This location was about 
1,600 yards northwest of the main railroad station. The transit camp was designed to house those POWs 
who had been questioned/interrogated and were awaiting transportation to a permanent camp, such as 
Stalag Luft III. 
 

 In Lt. Joseph Carter’s POW journal, an entry dated June 
 20, 1944, is titled “How I became a member of the 40 
 and 8 Club” and includes his sketch of three railroad box 
 cars. Lt. Carter added the notation: “(3 days 2 nights) 13, 
 14, & 15th of October 1943.” This is much earlier than 
 the timing for the trip to Stalag Luft III (“in about a 
 month”) indicated in Owen Burgess’ memoir.  
  
 The significant findings from the above are summarized 
 in the following: 
  
 1. The Pedersen, and possibly Shepherd, crew  
  survivors appear to have been interrogated at  
  Oldenburg, not at Dulag Luft, near   
  Oberursel, 10 miles northwest of Frankfurt. In  
  addition to the reference to Oldenburg in Lt.  
  Burgess’ postwar statement, the official   
  Abschüsskladde (the German military log that  
  recorded individual downings of Allied aircraft) 

 providing the early reports of the crash site for the Shepherd crew and Pulsatin’ Polly states that 
 the “salvage command from airbase Oldenburg” was at the  site. Three deceased members of the 
 Shepherd crew (T/Sgt. Masters and S/Sgts. Brown and Ross) were buried in New Protestant 
 Cemetery, Oldenburg. Oldenburg today is only 19 miles from the town of Hasenbüren, where 
 Pulsatin’ Polly crashed (see map, page 1).  
2. The new POWs were transported by train to the “transit camp,” recently relocated from Oberursel 
 to Frankfurt, which was about 210 miles south of Oldenburg (see map, page 3). In Owen Burgess’ 
 memoir, he refers to this as occurring the day after their interrogation at Oldenburg.  
3. According to Lt. Joseph Carter’s POW journal, he arrived at his “permanent prison camp,” Stalag 
 Luft III (about 310 miles east/northeast of Frankfurt, near present-day Zagan, Poland; see map, 
 page 3) on about October 15, 1943. We know that the six survivors of the Pedersen crew 
 (Pedersen, Carter, Gorden, Burgess, Bergin, and Urban) were together at Oldenburg. In his 
 postwar (late 1945 or 1946) statement, S/Sgt. Albert Martin of the Shepherd crew commented: 
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  I did see three other members of the crew after I was taken prisoner. They were 2nd Lt.  
  O.G. Smith, S/Sgt. Lambert, [and] S/Sgt. Helms. 
 
Referring to Owen Smith’s statement (see page 8), it appears that he had met Capt. Pedersen and crew 
during that long train trip to Stalag Luft III. Lt. Smith’s reference to “Lt. Reynolds” is logically a 
misspelling of the family name for 1stLt. Arlin Rennels, 570th Bomb Squadron, whose crew was the third 
390th Bomb Group crew to be shot down on the Bremen mission. Lt. Rennels is also known to have been 
imprisoned at Stalag Luft III after his capture, and eight members of his crew also survived the war as 
POWs. 2ndLt. Louis Wetzel, Copilot of Devil’s Daughter, was killed as the ship was hit by antiaircraft 
fire. The aircraft exploded and crashed near Vechta, about 35 miles southwest of Bremen (see map, page 
1). Lt. Wetzel’s body was recovered and identified by German authorities (KU 254, MACR 781), and he 
was buried in the Russian POW cemetery at Vechta. After the war his remains were returned home, for 
burial in Arlington National Cemetery.   
 

  * * * 
 
 S/Sgt. James Helms’ wife Connie wrote a letter to 
 S/Sgt. Martin’s father on September 22, 1944, 
 almost a full year after the two men had become 
 POWs. This was only eleven days after the 
 Provost Marshal General’s office had informed 
 Mr. Martin that his son had been transferred to 
 Stalag Luft IV. In her letter, Mrs. Helms quoted 
 her husband, from a February 28 letter he had 
 written:  
 
 Martin, Smith, and Lambert are here with 
 me, but the others were not so fortunate.  
 

In an October 14, 1944, letter to his mother,  S/Sgt. Martin, now presumably at Stalag Luft IV, wrote: 
 
 Sure am glad to hear that Helms and Lambert are known about, I was with them for a while.  
 
Mrs. Connie Helms’ September 22 letter continues:  
 
 The last letter that I had from the Lamberts, they had not heard from Harold since the letter he 
 wrote February 28th, in which he also mentioned that they [Lambert, Helms, Martin, and Smith] 
 were all together.  
 
But Mrs. Helms also indicated that Stalag Luft III was not her husband’s first “permanent prison camp”: 
 
 I had to send the [mailing] labels back to be re-issued for 
 they still had the camp address on them that Jimmy 
 [Helms] was at first--Stalag 17 B, in Austria.  
 
Later, sometime before February 28, 1944, James Helms was 
transferred to Stalag Luft III. 
 
S/Sgt. Martin had also at one time been a POW at Stalag 17-B; 
his daughter has the POW dog tags made for him there, with the 
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 camp name and his prisoner number (99279). His daughter 
 also has several letters and postcards he had sent to his 
 family. One letter (figure at left), dated December 11, 1943, 
 identifies his POW camp at the time as “Stammlager Luft 
 III” (Stalag Luft III), which appears on the back of the 
 Kriegsgefangenenpost (“POW mail”) envelope as Lager-
 Bezeichnung (“Camp designation”). 
 
 In the POW journal that 2ndLt. Joseph Carter, Pedersen 
 crew, kept at Stalag Luft III, there are twelve pages of 
 sketches and text identifying himself and at least ninety of 
 his fellow POWs. Two pages include the names of Lt. 
 Carter’s five surviving crew mates: 1stLt. John Owen 
 Burgess, Capt. J.C. Pedersen, 1stLt. Harry S. Gorden 
 (see figure below), Sgt. Daniel J. Bergin, and T/Sgt. M.A. 
 Urban. For at least part of their time as POWs, all surviving 
 members of the Pedersen crew were together at Stalag Luft 
 III. And although James Helms, probably Albert Martin,  
 and possibly Harold Lambert all were first sent to Stalag 
 17-B, they would be together with 2ndLt. Owen Smith at 
 Stalag Luft III for part of their nineteen months in captivity. 

 The camp was evacuated on January 28, 1945.     
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* * * 
 

Six crew members, three officers and three enlisted men, died with Pulsatin’ Polly. Lt. Smith’s Individual 
Casualty Questionnaires begin with the Pilot and crew leader, 1stLt. Marshall Shepherd, 24, from 
Charlotte. Based on information received later from S/Sgts. Lambert and Helms, the “cockpit had 
received [a] direct hit by flak.” Lt. Smith had last seen Lt. Shepherd, “still in [the] cockpit at [the] 
controls,” “badly burned and injured by flak.” His conclusion: the “ship was damaged so badly and [the] 
cockpit torn apart that I do not believe he had a chance to bail out before the ship exploded.” 
 
Considering the report of a direct hit by flak on the cockpit, Lt. Smith’s perspective on the fate of the 
Copilot, 2ndLt. Neil Murphy, 23, from Foss, Oklahoma, was similar. Lt. Smith had last seen Lt. Murphy, 
possibly already dead, “laying near [the] escape hatch (front).” He “had no [para]chute on.” Even if alive, 
Lt. Smith added that it was “hardly possible that a man could survive a crash from 23,000 feet with no 
chute.” Lt. Murphy’s body washed ashore from the Weser River; the date is not known, but probably later 
that October. German authorities were able to identify him from his dog tags and buried him on 
November 2.  
 
The Top Turret Gunner is stationed behind the Pilot and Copilot (see figures, page 5), and T/Sgt. William 
Masters, 25, from Ellenwood, Georgia, had also received severe wounds from the flak burst in the cockpit 
area. As noted in Lt. Smith’s report, he too was possibly dead when last seen, “laying face down in [the] 
nose of [the] ship where [the] flames of his clothing were extinguished.” He had no chute on and could 
not have survived the crash. German authorities identified his body at the crash site. 
 
As stated previously, Lt. Smith, the Bombardier, shared the nose compartment with the Navigator, 2ndLt. 
Jesse Wyatt, 20, from Birmingham. 2ndLt. Wyatt had received his commission and navigator’s wings, 
with Owen Burgess and Class 43-3, from the Hondo (TX) AAF Navigation School on February 18. Now, 
thirty-three weeks later, in the hostile skies over Bremen, Germany, Owen Burgess would live, but Jesse 
Wyatt would die. When Lt. Smith last saw him, Lt. Wyatt was not injured, but he appeared to be forced 
“against the nose gun as [the] ship started to spin, just before it exploded.” Unlike Lt. Shepherd, Lt. 
Murphy, and T/Sgt. Masters, who were badly burned and injured by flak when he had last seen them, Lt. 
Smith held out the “possibility he [Lt. Wyatt] might have survived [the] explosion,” noting that “we were 
both in the nose when it blew apart.” But again, one man would live, and one man would die. 
 
In the B-17F, the flight deck and top turret positions were separated from the radio room by the bomb 
racks and bomb bay. Even if the Pilot and Copilot were severely wounded or killed by a direct hit/flak 
burst on the cockpit, it appears possible that the Radio Operator, S/Sgt. Charles Brown, 22, from 
Framingham, Massachusetts, might not be wounded. Lt. Smith confirms this in his report, stating that 
S/Sgt. Brown had not been injured “at [the] time of preparation for bailing out.” He was last seen 
“standing in [the] waist aft of [the] ball turret.” But the “ship exploded before Brown could clear it.” 
 
The report that S/Sgt. Brown was not injured raises a question about Lt. Smith’s parallel report (see page 
14) that the radio room had taken a direct hit by flak. The fact that S/Sgt. Brown was preparing to exit 
through the main entrance door was not, as described on page 5, the prescribed procedure for the Radio 
Operator. As with the Pedersen crew, it is possible that damage to the underside of the aircraft led to a 
modified exit procedure. 
 
A nearly identical account is given for the fate of S/Sgt. Robert Ross, 22, the Ball Turret Gunner from 
Cleveland. As Lt. Smith stated, “from other crew members . . . he was alive and uninjured at [the] time 
they prepared to bail out.” But again, the “ship exploded before he [S/Sgt. Ross] could clear it.” 
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* * * 
 

S/Sgt. James Helms, the Left Waist Gunner from Orla Vista, Florida, was twenty-two years old on the day 
of his last combat mission. S/Sgt. Albert Martin, the Tail Gunner, was the only survivor to have cleared 
the doomed ship when he bailed out, presumably via the emergency door in the tail, according to Lt. 
Smith. S/Sgt. Martin’s official military record shows that he separated from the Air Corps on September 
24, 1945, four months after his return to the US. There are no indications that James Helms or Harold 
Lambert extended their active-duty service, either, and it is reasonable to presume that none of the three 
veterans had either an active or reserve military status by late 1945. Here, the three men are referred to 
with their wartime AAF ranks when describing events during the war and prior to their presumed 
separation. 
 

 
In his Casualty Questionnaire, James Helms recalls that the Bremen target was “U-boat pens,” as opposed 
to the “center of town.” Over 1943-1945, forty Type XXI U-boats built at the AG Weser/Deschimag 
shipyard, Bremen (see photo, above, and page 16), were commissioned into the Kriegsmarine. He added 
that their aircraft was “almost at the target” when it left the formation. Barring some other circumstance, 
this would suggest that Pulsatin’ Polly was still carrying her bomb load when the cockpit was hit. 
According to Dave Nelson of the 390th Bomb Group (Moller’s Maulers) Facebook group, it is not 
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obvious whether this would have been a factor in the explosion of the aircraft. Fuel would be the biggest 
factor, and S/Sgt. Martin noted observing “smoke from the engines and gas tanks” (see page 15).  
 
Asked whether he had bailed out, S/Sgt. Helms replied: “I was blown out and then went down by 
parachute.” He then recalled the fates of the other enlisted men in his area of the aircraft (excluding T/Sgt. 
Masters): 
 
 S/Sgt. Martin, the Tail-Gunner, bailed out after the Pilot ordered “Bail out.” S/Sgt. Lambert forced 
 himself out through the waist door just before [the] ship exploded. 
 
 I saw the Radio Operator, S/Sgt. Brown & S/Sgt. Ross [Ball Turret Gunner] just before the 
 explosion, standing beside me in the waist of the ship. They seemed to be O.K. 
 
 I saw the others [the four officers and T/Sgt. Masters] last when we left our base. 
 
Though badly burned and injured by flak, Lt. Shepherd had been conscious after the direct hit on the 
cockpit, because he had ordered the crew to bail out. In the cases of S/Sgts. Ross and Brown, James 
Helms commented: “We could not release the waist door.” 
 

* * * 
 

MACR 783 also includes copies of an official letter, dated November 28, 1945, that had been sent to all 
four survivors from the crew of Pulsatin’ Polly. In response to a November 12 letter that Marshall 
Shepherd’s father John had written to the Commanding General, AAF Headquarters was requesting all 
available information regarding the disappearance of his son and the loss of their aircraft: 
 
 This headquarters is in receipt of request for details of the disappearance of First Lieutenant 
 Marshall M. Shepherd. 
 
More than two years had passed since the Bremen mission; the Finding of Death (see page 6) in Lt. 
Shepherd’s case had been made almost fourteen months before that letter had gone out.  
 
All four men responded to this request. April 13, 1946, came two days before a Graves Registration team 
working in Germany would report that Emil Mateyak had been killed in action and that his remains had 
been reburied in a temporary American military 
cemetery in Belgium. On that Saturday, Owen 
Smith composed his handwritten reply to the 
November 28 request: 
 
 1. On 8 Oct. 1943 as we were approaching
 the target of the day – the center of the city  
 of Bremen, Germany – we had to fly 
 through a heavy barrage of flak, and 
 received four (4) direct hits . . . one in each 
 wing, one in the radio room, and one hit in 
 the cockpit, injuring both Pilot and Co-
 pilot. 
 
 2. Shepherd gave the order to Bail out, but  
 was never able to leave the seat himself. 
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 3. The front escape hatch was frozen shut and we could not escape that way. Cockpit was on fire 
 and the ship blew up immediately blowing the waist gunners and myself clear. 
 
 4. All members of crew covered in this report I firmly believe to be dead. 
 
S/Sgt. Albert Martin wrote: 
 
 What happened to First Lieutenant  
 Marshall M. Shepherd, O794588 or the 
 aircraft B-17F serial number 42-30292 I 
 can not say for sure. Being the tail gunner, 
 all I know is what I heard over the inter-
 phone and the smoke from the engines and 
 gas tanks. Lt. Shepherd was the one who 
 gave the order to bail out and that is the 
 last I heard from him. 
  I did see three other members of 
 the crew after I was taken prisoner. They 
 were 2nd Lt. O.G. Smith, S/Sgt. Lambert, 
 and S/Sgt. Helms. 
 
Albert 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 1stLt. Marshall 
Shepherd. 
 
S/Sgt. James Helms, in a detailed reply received at 
AAF Headquarters on December 11, 1945, wrote: 
 
 Our ship was hit by fighters as we neared 
 the target and no. 4 engine was knocked 
 out and on fire. Lt. Shepherd thought by 
 using evasive action and diving the air-
 plane he could extinguish the blaze. Al-
 most at this instant no. 3 engine started 
 flaming. Then he ordered the crew to “Bail 
 out.” As far as I know I was the only one 
 behind the bomb bay on interphone when 
 he gave the second order to “Bail out.” 
 The waist door was frozen and we could 
 never get it open. The tail gunner S/Sgt. 
 Martin was the first to jump. He was then 
 followed by S/Sgt. Lambert, the right waist 
 gunner, who wiggled out through the door. 
 There was eight of us in the ship when it 
 disintegrated and Lt. O.G. Smith and I es- 
 caped in the explosion. It is my opinion that Lt. Shepherd and the other crew members perished.  
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The most detailed report was provided by S/Sgt. Harold Lambert, in a typed response dated December 7: 
 
 In reply to your request for information concerning the disappearance of First Lieutenant Marshall 
 M. Shepherd I regret that I am unable to tell you anything definite. I was waist gunner on the 
 airplane piloted by Lt. Shepherd so did not go into the forward section and know nothing of what 
 went on there except what was told to me by the bombardier, Second Lieutenant Owen G. Smith.  
  As to the aircraft, a Boeing built B-17F, number 42-30292, it is my opinion that it was 
 completely destroyed by fire and explosion. 
  Our target for 8 October 1943 was the ship building yards at Bremen, Germany. We were 
 hit and set on fire by anti-aircraft fire about the time we reached the Initial Point. Two engines 
 were afire and there was also fire in the accessory compartment and part of the oxygen system was 
 disabled. We were forced to leave the formation where enemy fighters attacked us, causing further 
 damage to the plane. Lt. Shepherd gave the order to bail out tho I did not hear him as my 
 interphone was out. S/Sgt. Charles Brown, radio operator, came by me and motioned to get out. I 
 did not leave my position at once but when I went back to the escape door Sgt. Brown, S/Sgt. 
 James L. Helms, right waist gunner, and S/Sgt. Robert Ross were trying to operate the emergency 
 release, which was stuck. We were unable to get the door off and the plane exploded while we 
 were working on it. Sgt. Helms and myself were thrown clear and landed safely. 
  I landed on the east bank of the river at the edge of the ship yard and believe the remains of 
 the plane fell nearby– though I did not see any parts of it fall. There was very little wind that day 
 so the pieces of the ship would not have drifted far. 
  It is my belief that Lt. Shepherd was in his seat when the plane blew up and did not have a 
 chance to get out. He was not the type of officer to bail out without first giving his crew any 
 chance possible to escape. If this is true it seems very possible that his body remained in some part 
 of the plane and was either burned beyond recognition or destroyed by fire. 
 
Harold Lambert would marry Dorothy Henson on July 10, 1946. Their first son would be born on June 2, 
1948. The young couple would name him William Marshall Lambert, in memory of 1stLt. Marshall 
Shepherd. 
 
There is no record of any similar official request for information concerning the disappearance of 2ndLt. 
Jesse Wyatt. Lt. Wyatt’s Individual Deceased Personnel File (IDPF) has been reviewed, and it does not 
include any correspondence of this type from his parents, William and Christine Wyatt of Birmingham, 
with AAF Headquarters. 
 

* * * 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


