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In the “A” concourse at Midway Airport in Chicago, there is a memorial to the sailors and airmen who 
fought in the Battle of Midway in WWII.  The memorial is a fitting tribute to these valiant men and well 
worth a few moments of your time if you’re passing through. 

 On a wall of the display facing gate “A1” is a quote from PFC Edgar R. Fox, USMC, Ret., whose words 
have haunted me since I first saw them in this memorial over a year ago.  PFC Fox wrote: 

 “For all the guys that never returned, for the men that gave that last effort and could not get back to be 
as fortunate as I, I will tell the kids about what you did and why.” 

No other words could better sum up the mission of CAPS.  It is to preserve the oral first person histories of 
those who served our Country in all wars.  Many thousands of valiant men and women died preserving our 
freedoms.  I believe it is important to keep the memories of these heroes alive, through the first person 
accounts of those who were fortunate enough to survive those same wars.   

 Let’s tell our future generations what sacrifices and efforts it took to keep our freedom alive.  Hopefully 
this education will move them to respect and honor those things our veterans fought, bled and died for, for 
generations to come. 

Welcome to the second issue of the quarterly publication of the newsletter for the Combat Aircrew’s 
Preservation Society, or CAPS.  A lot has transpired since our first issue, and we welcome you on board 
and I hope you will find this issue informative and interesting.   

If you are a current member of CAPS, we want to thank you again for supporting this organization.  Your 
contributions will go far in preserving the first-person stories of our WWII combat aircrews. 

If you are not a member of CAPS, a new member application is attached to this newsletter, and we 
encourage you to join our group and help us to preserve history.  As director of CAPS and publisher of this 
newsletter, I encourage your feedback and input. My email address is jcermin@centurytel.net, or feel free 
to write me c/o CAPS, P.O. Box 490, St. Croix Falls, WI 54024.   

To borrow from PFC Fox, I will endeavor to “tell the kids what you did and why” 

 Best regards, 

 Jon Cermin 
Editor and CAPS President 



What is CAPS? 

The definition of CAPS can best be summed up by its mission statement: 

The Combat Aircrews’ Preservation Society is dedicated to recording and 
preserving the first person stories of military aircrews for the purpose of 

distribution to the educational and broadcast media markets. 

For the past nine years, CAPS founder and President Jon Cermin has been videotaping first person stories 
from WWII Army Air Corps personnel; primarily those associated with the B-17 Flying Fortress.  It is the 
intent of CAPS to produce a thirteen-part documentary on the B-17, from its inception prior to WWII, all 
the way through its many roles in aerial combat, to its many post war roles. 

Once the B-17 series is completed, CAPS will pursue documentaries on other WWII aircraft and their 
crews.  We foresee interviewing aircrews as an ongoing and almost daily process.  A number of B-24 
crewmembers have already been interviewed in anticipation on producing a B-24 documentary. 

The purpose of this Society is to preserve history through education.  Today’s children are growing up in an 
age of microchips, memory sticks, and real time information access.  While it was considered cutting edge 
at the time, aircrews from the early 20th century operated with primitive equipment by today’s standards.  
There were no pressurized cabins, ground radar, electronic targeting systems, GPS navigation, and so forth. 
These combatants relied only on their skills, talent, instincts and fellow airmen to complete their military 
objectives. 

These first person stories will inspire future generations with tales of dedication and service to the 
profession of air combat in an environment void of modern technology.  This cause isn’t meant to glorify 
war, but rather to honor those who worked, fought and died in the unforgiving environment of the 
stratosphere. 

CAPS operates as a 501(c) 3 non-profit corporation.  You can find out more about our Society’s plans and 
projects by checking out our web site at www.combataircrew.org 

IRS News… 
CAPS is now officially a 501©3 non-profit, retroactive to our application date in October of 2003.   Our 
IRS approval letter can be viewed on our website, www.combataircrew.org 

CAPS can now also take gifts of real estate or stocks.  Please contact us for more information on charitable 
gift giving.  Also, if you know of an organization or charitable entity that supports historical 
preservation/education projects, please contact us! 

 

 

 

 



CAPS Board of Directors Meets 

 The CAPS Board of Directors convened for the first time on November 6th, 2004 in Dallas, Texas.  All 
board members were present and it was a very productive meeting.  Board members include Col. Fred C. 
Seals, USAF (Ret.), Lt . Col. George Hittle, USAF (Ret.), Mary Berg, JoAnn Cermin, Macy Meyer, and 
Jon Cermin.   

Items on the agenda included approving the CAPS Mission Statement and Corporate Tag Line, status of 
projects to date, and the biggie, fundraising.  CAPS continues to operate in red ink, and is staying solvent 
primarily by capital provided by president  

Jon Cermin’s corporation, Cine-Cermin Productions, Inc.   New memberships and donations are direly 
needed in order to keep the efforts of this association moving forward.  A membership form can be found 
on the back page of this newsletter, and donations are 100% tax deductible, as CAPS operates as a 501(c)3 
non-profit corporation.  CAPS can also take bequests of stock and/or estate gifts.  Contact us for more 
information. 

 We are currently also seeking individuals who are experienced in writing grant proposals.  If you know of 
someone who could help us with this process, please contact us!  Use any of the following methods: 
jcermin@centurytel.net, or P.O. Box 490, St. Croix Falls, WI 54024, or call Jon at 651-208-4388. 

 

CAPS at the 490th Bomb Group Convention 

Recently CAPS president Jon Cermin had the opportunity to join the airmen from the 490th Bomb Group at 
their annual gathering.  This year the meeting was in Natchez, Mississippi, and it was well attended by 
approximately 60 members of the 490th Bomb Group.  These members of the 490th flew and serviced B-17 
Flying Fortress bombers out of Eye, England during WWII. 

Jon was able to continue his interviews of air crewmen, as well as show some videos of current and 
pending projects.  Jon had hoped to have an interviewer at the 305 Bomb Group’s convention in San 
Antonio the same week at the end of September, but funding issues prevented this from happening. 

If you would like to invite us to your upcoming reunion, please write or email Jon at the address on the 
back page.  Due to funding constraints, it is easiest for us to travel to conventions in the geographic areas 
within a 300-mile radius of either Minneapolis, Minnesota, or Dallas, Texas.  These two cities are home to 
the two office locations of Jon Cermin’s video production company, Cine-Cermin Productions, Inc., or 
CCPI.  CCPI donates all equipment used in the taping of these interviews and has been funding much of the 
hard costs of these video shoots.  Learn more about CCPI at www.ccpi.tv  

At this point we are most interested in the stories from WWII air crews, as their mortality rate is higher due 
to their advanced ages; however, we would not rule out post-WWII group reunions if they were held in 
close proximity to Minneapolis/St. Paul or Dallas/Fort Worth, as our expenses are less when we do not 
have to pay for travel and hotel rooms. 

  

 



VETERANS DAY 

CAPS provided an educational program at the Osceola Middle School in Osceola, Wisconsin on November 
11th, Veteran’s Day.   Jon picked up B-17 tail gunner Wes Borgland from his home in St. Paul, MN, and 
drove him to the Veterans Day activities at the Osceola, Wisconsin Middle School where Wes was a 
featured speaker.  Wes had a very unusual story to tell.  His B-17 was hit by flak over Germany and it 
exploded as Wes was crawling to his escape hatch.  He was knocked out by the explosion, and 
consequently rode the severed tail section of the B-17 from 26,000 feet (where they exploded) to the 
ground.   

There are at least three accounts of this phenomena happening in WWII, and Wes is the only surviving tail 
gunner to be able to still tell his story.  Wes received a standing ovation after his talk, and it was a very 
emotional moment for the over 700 students and visitors in attendance. This effort was all part of CAPS’ 
directive to educate our youth in the history and hardships of WWII aerial combat. 

  

DECEMBER 7TH FUNDRAISING DINNER 

On December 7th (a date that will live in infamy), CAPS sponsored a fundraising dinner at the Senior 
Citizen Center in St. Croix Falls, Wisconsin.  The dinner featured a brief eleven minute video on CAPS, 
followed by a 40 minute talk by B-17 Tail Gunner Wes Borgeson.  Wes spoke several weeks earlier at the 
Osceola Middle School Veteran’s Day ceremony, but as he only had ten minutes at that venue, we felt the 
audience would like to hear his entire story.  The evening finished out with a raffle for a DVD player and 
some videos, followed by the CAPS documentary “the B-17 Flying Fortress: In Their own Words: 
Aeromedical Factors”. 

There were about 110 people at the event, and CAPS president Jon Cermin was delighted with the 
response.  The event also got great coverage in two local papers, and Jon was a guest on local talk radio 
station WXCE 1260 AM.   Another fundraising dinner is currently being planned for late January. 

  

FAQS 

Q.  What current projects are in the works at CAPS? 

A.  The current ongoing project is interviewing B-17 crewmembers for the 13 part documentary series, “In 
Their Own Words: The B-17 Flying Fortress”.  While there are almost enough interviews “in the can” to 
complete this project, we are in dire need of funding to complete this project.  A one hour pilot episode on 
B-17 Aeromedical Factors (Episode VII) has been completed, but it will take approximately $780,000 to 
complete this entire 13 part series. 

Q: Why will it cost so much to produce this series? 

A:  Typical programs for the History Channel, Travel Channel, Lifetime, etc. start in price at about $2,000 
per finished minute.  The “In Their Own Words” series will cost about half of that price, mainly because 
Jon has been working on this project since 1995 at his own expense and in his spare time.  Much of the 
production work has already been done.  The expensive part now is the post-production work (editing, 
graphics, music, etc.) 



Q:  Why will it cost so much for post production?   

A:  Post production is expensive because CAPS has to outsource nearly all of this work.  While CCPI owns 
and has donated all of the production equipment to date  (cameras, lighting equipment and microphones) 
and most labor needed to shoot the interviews, CAPS has to rely on outside vendors for a majority of the 
post production elements.  These include editing, custom music, 3-D graphics, errors and omissions 
insurance, archives combat footage and duplication to name just a few of these expenses.  And while we 
can amortize most of these expenses over the entire thirteen episode series, it still comes to about $60,000 
per episode.  At this time, we have planed for each episode to be one hour in length, so this is still way 
under the $ 2,000 per finished minute quoted earlier.  In fact, we have so much material, we may even 
stretch each episode to two hours! 

Q:  What kind of programming does CAPS offer? 

A:  At the recent board meeting it was decided that CAPS should focus more on education at the 
intermediate and high school levels.  It seems that today’s schools’ History classes are focusing more on 
pop-culture rather than real history.   

While CAPS covers a small niche of our war history (that of aerial combat), it is felt that there are others 
who are adequately covering other niches from WWII, i.e. Tom Hanks and his documentation of Army foot 
soldiers, and Steven Spielberg and his documentation of Holocaust survivors.  I also understand Oliver 
North has been documenting Navy stories from WWII.  Our niche is a very important part of the overall 
story of combat and world history.   

All CAPS programming will include a brief lesson plan for History teachers.  Several board members are 
currently working on locating History class programming opportunities.  If you, our readers, have any ideas 
or contacts for this endeavor to provide History lesson modules on aerial combat from WWII, please 
contact Jon at the address on the back page. 

Q:  Are there any more projects in the works other than the 13 Episode Series? 

A:  Jon is currently editing some of the interview tapes into one-hour radio shows (note that a one hour 
show is actually only 45 to 54 minutes long when you take into account commercials, station breaks, and 
promos).  The reason for this move is that 1) it can be done rather inexpensively (around $ 500 per show), 
and 2) there is at least one local AM talk radio station that is interested in airing the shows, and 3) if the 
shows are popular, we can start selling commercial time and/or show sponsorships, which will provide 
much needed revenue to the CAPS entity.  

If the shows really take off in popularity, they could then be edited into “biography” style videos that we 
could potentially air on cable or broadcast TV.  This would only occur if we were able to operate this 
financially the black, as editing video is much more expensive than editing just audio, i.e. a radio show. 

Q:  Are my donations to CAPS tax deductible? 

A:  Yes, your donations to CAPS are fully deductible to the full extent of the IRS tax code.  CAPS is a 
501(c)3 non-profit corporation.  IRS documentation may be viewed on line on the CAPS website at 
www.combataircrew.org 

  

  

  



NEW ADDITION TO CAPS BOARD 

 Per the suggestion of the IRS, CAPS has added two Vice Presidents to its board.  Lt. Col. George Hittle, 
USAF (ret.) has been named as one of these officers.  George was one of the original CAPS Board 
members.   

The second new VP is Mary Berg.  Mary has been very active in the 8th Air Force Historical Society, 
Minnesota Chapter, and currently sits on their board of directors.  She will be a great asset to our Board.  
Welcome, Mary! 

WEB SITE UPDATE 

 Our web site domain name is www.combataircrew.org 

Our web site is currently under construction, and we hope to have a very educational and interactive site.  
Currently you can read the first two issues of “The Intercom”, as well as view our IRS non-profit approval 
letter. 

IN HIS OWN WORDS… 

In every issue we will print excerpt from an interview with one or more of our members.  Please note that 
the grammar used in these first person stories is pretty much that used by the interviewee.  In some cases 
the text has been edited for clarity.   

In this issue we feature the story of First Pilot Ray Hann.  Ray had some rather harrowing experiences as 
pilot in command of a B-17 in the 490th Bombardment Group, located in Eye, England. 

Ray’s first story relates to a harrowing incident on his second mission with a fire on his wing.  Later he tells 
of an incident on an early fog-laden Christmas morning, 1944 when the Eighth Air Force Command had 
decided to show the Germans that the Americans don’t even take a break for Christmas by sending out 25 
bombers from the 490th for a harassment raid.  Ray’s B-17 was number 24 of the 25 aircraft.  

RAY HANN, PILOT 

Jon:  What were your responsibilities as a pilot and to the 9 men on the crew? 

Ray:  To get us there and back – that’s pretty much it.  Well, we started out ten, and then they dropped one 
off for some reason or other.  And we only went over with nine. 

Jon:  Tell me about the October 2, 1944 mission on which you were hit. 

Ray:  This was my second mission.  I flew the first mission as a copilot and an indoctrination mission, and 
it was my crew’s first mission.  We got hit over Kassel, Germany and took number three out; it was on fire.  
So we dropped it down four or five thousand feet, opened the cowlings and put the fire out.  Managed to 
get back with group, and I guess just about the time we hit the English Channel, one of the boys noticed a 
blue flame coming up on the top of the wing off of the gas tank -  I suppose about six or eight inches.  It 
wasn’t big, but it was scary.  So we called the mayday and got away from the group, not knowing whether 
we were going to explode or just what would happen. 



So we’re about 10 or 15 minutes from the field when we’re starting across the channel, but as I let down, 
the flames were fed – of course by more oxygen,  and the flame just got bigger, until I suppose we were at 
about 5,000 feet and the whole wing just went up.  Well, we had a choice then, to try to take it in or bail 
out.  So I elected to take it in – right, wrong, or indifferently, but I knew we didn’t have time to go around 
the field.  So I took the first runway in, 1500-foot runway downwind.  We plopped that plane in, and we 
managed to stop it at the end of the runway.  And I told them on the way in that (they should) get out of this 
plane as fast as you can, or I’ll beat you out.  So that was our indoctrination into combat, and it was pretty 
rough. 

Jon:  Tell me about the incident where the fog was so thick that you ran off the 
runway.  

Ray:  Christmas morning, 1944 – I’ll never forget it.  We had to line the plane up by sight, and my 
engineer went out and lined the plane up so it’d be straight down the runway.  And we were taking off 
strictly by (compass) indicator and got about, oh, 70 mile an hour, and you need at least 80 to 85 to lift the 
plane.  And it was so foggy that you couldn’t see the wing tips.  It was that bad, and they had that, what do 
they call it over there, hoarfrost?  It was just ice on the runway.   

So we got up to about 70 miles an hour, and I felt the plane (go) off the runway.  And it had been cut out of 
a forest – the runway, and there was just stumps all along the edge of the runway.  So I yelled to my 
engineer to fire a flare and let them know, and my co-pilot to pull the wheels.  We pulled the wheels out 
from under the plane, throttled back, and next thing I knew I felt the ball turret, belly turret, hit a stump.  It 
helped to stop us.  It stopped the plane.  We managed to get out.  And I don’t know about the rest of them, 
number two was on fire at that time.   

Now we had a full load – 3,280 gallons of gasoline or fuel and bombs, and I didn’t know what would 
happen.  I knew that plane was gonna blow.  I jumped down through the nose (hatch) of the plane, and of 
course with the wheels down, it’s not far off the ground, right into a little pond – ice on it, just enough ice 
that it would break when you tried to get your way out.  One of the boys, and I never knew who it was; one 
of the boys came and helped me out.  And we hid behind a big mound of dirt until the jeep came and got 
us.   

They canceled the mission after that.  They took me out – I was sent up to talk to the CO, Colonel 
Baustrum, and he sent us on a R&R about a week later to recuperate, I think.  But it was quite a Christmas 
morning.       

Tell me about the weather in England. 

 Ray:  Sometime, uh, oh, I guess after about the third or fourth mission,  I had an opportunity to…or they 
sent me down to talk to Ben Line and B. B. Daniel.  Now this won’t mean much to you unless you’re a 
pretty old-timer; these were silent days movie, or screen stars.  

But Ben Line headed up the, what do you call them, the publicity for the Eighth Air Force over there.  And 
they asked me what was the most traumatic thing in going through a mission, and I explained - now this 
was over the radio where it was supposed to be broadcast to the States.  And my comment was that if you 
fly for 15, 20 minutes through cloud, fog, and what have you, you’re flying out so many minutes, making a 
180 (degree turn) and then coming back, meanwhile climbing.  And if you do that and everything works 
out perfectly, it’s fine.  

But when you’re at 10,000 feet, you can’t see your wing tips, and you hit prop wash, and there’s 1,200 
planes in the air; it’s a little bit scary.  So we would, we’d climb through that stuff every now and then.  
The weather was horrible over there.  It was always raining, cloudy.  How those people ever get suntans is 
beyond me.   



Jon: Other than the weather, what you were concerned about?     

Ray:  Oh, do you want an instance?  We were coming…we got hit, no, no, we aborted.  We couldn’t go in 
to the target.  Just before the target our number three engine went out, and we were flying a flak plane.  
That’s a plane that drops silver or metallic slivers.  When you dropped it - you’re on the lead plane when 
you’re doing this - when you dropped it, it had an effect on the radar of the Germans.  Anyway, we lost 
number three, and we aborted before we actually got in to the target, so we were not with the group.   

So we were coming back alone, and this is something you don’t like to do too often; running through 
clouds in order not to get hit by fighters.  And we hadn’t gone any more than 15 minutes, and my navigator 
called and said let down – start letting down.  We were at about 26 to 28,000 feet, but I’d call Jimmy, my 
navigator, and said there’s no way that we could be there (home) by now.  He said we must have one God-
awful tail wind.  So I looked down.  Next thing you know, there’s firecrackers going off alongside of us, 
and we cussed those Limeys.  There’s no way that they gonna shoot us down.  We‘re over London itself.  
We finally let down.  We were in a cloud deck, all this time, and we got down to around…well, you could 
see people on the street, so I’d say maybe 2,000 feet.   

And I looked down, and I put the wings on a church steeple and just flew around – did a 360 around the 
church steeple.    And my God, I could swear we saw wooden shoes on them.  We were over the Zuider 
Zee, the Hague (in the Netherlands).  So, they were shooting at us, so I called to the boys and told them to 
get behind the metal bars, or heavy metal that protects you from flak.  To get behind, stay behind, not to 
shoot, and I put it down at about 10 or 15 feet above the ground, and got out of there as fast as we could.    

I knew that they couldn’t lower those 37 millimeters, antiaircraft; they couldn’t lower them that fast.  I’d 
been in the infantry previous to my experience in the Air Force.  So we were hit, we were hit a lot, but we 
were hit by 50 caliber machine guns rather than antiaircraft.   

So I took it out…now remember we had just three engines at the time, took it out to, oh, I guess four or five 
miles and then chandelled on up into the clouds.  But then the number two engine started acting up, so I 
called to my radio operator to get his beads out – he always carried a rosary.  Every time we got into 
trouble, I’d call back to Mike and have him say his beads, which was rather often.  But, we called in to 
Brussels, Belgium, I believe, to try to land there, because we were in trouble.  And they wouldn’t let us 
land.   

We called the air/sea rescue and let them know where we were, and we were trying to make it home.  They 
wouldn’t give us any alternate choice, and we did get back to England, but just barely.  On the way in on 
the approach, we were fortunate.  It was a 10,000-foot runway, but on the approach we lost number two.  
And we got out of that plane at the end of that runway, and I’ll tell you we kissed old Mother Earth.  But 
that plane was marked up with black, like a crayon from these 50 caliber machine gun bullets ricocheting 
off of the fuselage.  It was a mess. 

Jon: Earlier you had mentioned the poor weather conditions.   
Were mid-air collisions fairly common with the poor weather situation?  
 
Ray:  Oh, yes, we lost probably, I’d say, 25 –30 percent of our planes were lost in mid-
air collisions.  You put 1,200 planes in the air in a given area at one time and you’re 
gonna have some collisions, particularly if they are mingling if the weather’s bad.  But 
you have 10 -12,000 feet of clouds, it’s rough, believe me.  It’s getting that many planes 
and being perfect in your maneuvers.  

  



Jon: Tell me what it was that hit you that time when you got hit on October 2.  

Ray:   Flak, and it was bad.  As a matter of fact, I think I saw the burst that got our number three engine.  It 
was so bad that, I mean, so close that when we got back there was a powder stain on the nose of the plane.  
And it had hit the number three engine and put it on fire.   

Jon: What was flak like as you approached a target? 

Ray:  One instance in particular… now I didn’t see nearly as much as my crew saw.  I’m flying the plane.  
In fact, I had the easiest job on the plane.  I was busy all the time.  They just sat up there and prayed.  But, 
going into Merseberg, which was very, very difficult…it was an oil refinery, and let’s say 50 miles before 
we got there, you could see those black puffs of smoke.  It looked like you could get out and walk on it, and 
you know you were going into it.  And you get on the IP – that’s the Initial Point of your bomb run, and I’d 
turn the plane over to my bombardier, and I’m just sitting there looking out.             

That flak, it just looked like you could get out and walk on it.  That’s the one time that I really saw it.  Later 
on they took the bombardiers… now this was, oh, I guess about the first of December (of 1944).  They took 
most of the bombardiers off of the plane and supplanted them with toggliers, which was a staff sergeant, 
and he just flipped a switch.  They were dropping the bombs on cue of the lead plane.  

Jon: Tell me about the importance placed on staying with your group and not 
becoming a straggler.  

Ray:  You can’t be by yourself.  The reason for a formation is the ability to have so many guns available to 
shoot down intruders, or your enemy fighters.  And the closer formation, I can say we were very fortunate, 
we saw very, very few fighters, because the 490th bomb group, they had a good bunch of pilots.  They flew 
a close – good close formation, and when you’re that close, and have so many guns ready to knock them 
down.  The Germans weren’t too anxious (to attack).   

But if you were a straggler, you were dead… you were a sitting duck.  All you had was your guns, and 
they’d come in at you from any angle.  And they’d get three or four Jerry fighters in on you, and you’re 
gone.  Now I didn’t see much of it; I was the pilot, and my time was taken up just flying the plane.  But I 
know my crew would come, and they’d tell me that this one went down.  And I only saw one B-17 go 
down, oh, two, the whole time that I flew.  But they saw lots of them.  No, you couldn’t be a straggler and 
get away with it. 

Jon: If you B-17 was seriously damaged, did you make a decision that you would 
stay with the aircraft as long as possible to let the rest of the crew get out in case you 
had to ditch?  

Ray:  Oh, my, I don’t know.  Anybody can pilot an airplane.  I mean, it’s like driving a car.  There’s 
nothing to it.  You’re not a pilot until you’re in trouble, and then you’ve got to make up your mind.  And 
nobody knows what will happen until the time comes.  That determines whether you’re a pilot or not.   

The 100th bomb group had a reputation – the “Bloody 100th”  they called them.  They were only five miles 
from us, and had quite a number of the people, the officers, that I had gone through training with.  They 
were quite a number of them lost.  McNab, close friend of mine – he was a cadet, I think the pilot just got 
too frustrated or something, did something too fast, and the two planes crashed.  Two planes went down 
just like that.  No, you don’t know what you’re going to do until it happens.  And you don’t know whether 
you’re a real pilot until you’re in trouble.  Like I say, anybody can fly a plane; it’s when you’re in trouble 
that you know whether you’re a pilot or not. 



Jon: Tell me about the time you and the men were going to Sweden because of your 
critical situation.  

 Ray:  We, we were over Berlin, and number three engine had cut out.  I don’t think we were hit; I’m not 
sure, I wasn’t flying the plane.  My copilot had requested that I let him fly it, and we got over the target 
area to drop the bombs, and all of a sudden the plane just went in the vertical, and I took the plane over.  
We dropped down maybe 6 - 7,000 feet before I could right it.   

And then we found out that half the bombs hadn’t gone out.  And I later  I was told that my radio operator 
was in the bomb bay trying to kick the bombs out.  Well, rather dangerous, but they finally got the bombs 
loose, but by that time, our group was way ahead of us, and we couldn’t catch up with them.  And this was 
a rather rough place to be, over Berlin, outside of the flack area, cause that’s when your German fighters 
show.   

 So I tacked on to another group, held it as long as I could, but we just couldn’t keep up.  So we got into a 
cloud, found a cloud deck, got into it, and started trying to get home on our own.   I don’t know where we 
were, but it was just before we got to France, the prop wouldn’t feather on number three.  The prop 
wouldn’t feather, and it was shaking our ship to the point where it just felt like it was coming apart; no oil 
on the shaft (which prevented the propeller blades from feathering), so I dove down, oh, maybe four or five 
thousand feet, got as much speed as I could and I pulled it up fast, and the prop was going around so much 
faster, it broke the shaft, and the shaft spun up over the top of the fuselage.   

And we were in trouble then, because we were really alone, and there wasn’t even any cloud deck to get 
into.  My navigator gave me coordinates for Sweden.  We were closer to Sweden than we were to home.  
But by then we had, oh, I think, about 23 or 24 missions, and we didn’t have too many to go to get home, 
so, I elected to bring it on home.  And we managed to make it on a teaspoon of gas, I think, by the time we 
got back.  I don’t think Jimmy talked to me for a week.  He wanted to go to Sweden so bad.  But we made 
it.   

Jon: Switzerland was another option when airmen got into trouble.  What happened 
to airmen if they went to Switzerland?  

Ray:  Oh, I don’t really know.  We had one group, I don’t know, was that Spiegel? (Editor’s note: It wasn’t 
Spiegel—he crash-landed safely in Poland)  I don’t remember the name of the crew, but they wound up in 
Sweden.  But we didn’t hear anything from them.  I don’t have any idea what they did.  We were told if we 
couldn’t make it back to go on into Sweden, neutral country. 

 Jon: If you went to Sweden, were you interred and prohibited from going anywhere?  

 Ray:  When you were interred, you couldn’t go anywhere.  No.  As a matter of fact, they paid you a 
certain amount of money, a small amount, but something to exist on. I don’t know anything more about it 
than that.  Yeah, they were a little upset with me.  But we got back okay.   

Jon: How would you describe the B-17 as far as it’s’ ruggedness and dependability?  

Ray:  I can’t say anything about any other plane.  I don’t know any other plane.  Well, there’s not a B-17 
pilot ever flew one that wasn’t happy with it.  It was a workhorse.  It got you back.   I’ve seen a complete 
engine that fell out, and that plane got back.  No, it was a honey of a plane, though it was slow.  Our 
bombing missions went in and out at about 150 miles an hour.  That’s not much.  Think about it.  You 
could put a B-17 under the wing of one of these transports or your passenger planes today.   

 Jon: How would you describe the B-17 as to its survivability and airworthiness? 



Ray:  Well, of course, I’d have to say that it’s by far the best bomber that was in the sky, including the 
English Lennox, Landcasters, or the B-24.  A B-17 could go higher.  The Davis wing on a B-24 was long 
and slim, and it just didn’t have the altitude.  But, I can’t answer your question, because I’ve never flown 
any bombers except B-17’s.  

 Jon: Were your feelings toward the B-17 positive? 

Ray:  Obviously, because the 490th bomb group was a B-24 group, and it was later on supplanted by B-
17’s.  So, yes, I think that the 17 was…of course, you’d never get a B-24 pilot to say that… 

 Jon: Did it take a special kind of person to do the job you guys did back then?  
 
Ray:  Oh, without question.  That’s why they washed out so many of them.  I was a 
student officer…I was an officer in the infantry before I went into the Air Force.  I’d been 
in the infantry as a second attempt for about a year, and I was small arms fire instructor, 
settled in the States at Anniston, Alabama, and I just got fed up.  I wanted to get in the 
war, you know.  I was young enough not to know any better.      But I didn’t know a B-17 
from a P-51. I had no idea.  I tried to get out of the infantry, which I did by going directly 
to the Air Force (Army Air Corps-Editor).  They’d tear up my request before it ever got 
to battalion in the infantry.  But I could go direct to the adjunct general of the Air Force, 
so I was allowed to transfer to the Air Force.  And I was already an officer.  We had 18 
officers, started out.  Eight of us finished.  And of the eight, four of them were fighter 
pilots, and four of us were bomber pilots.      No, it took a certain kind of person.  I have 
no idea what their criteria was, but it took a certain kind of person for any airman.  You 
have no idea, unless you’ve been there and know what it means to get up at 2 o’clock in 
the morning and not just for the missions.  We had stand-downs - scrub missions – three 
times as many as we had missions.  And if you don’t think that’s bearing on your mind, 
let me tell you, you don’t know every time when you get up that morning whether you’re 
gonna come back or not.  And you don’t get out and walk (if your plane is shot down).  
 
Jon: Did you ever do anything to improve the survivability of your crew?  
 
Ray:  About my third mission, I called back to the crew, told them to clean the plane up.  
Now you bear in mind, I was an infantry officer.  There’s a lot of difference between 
infantry officers and Army Air Corps cadets.  When we got out of the plane, officers 
included, I walked through.  They hadn’t cleaned up – chewing gum wrappers, candy 
wrappers, spent shells – place was a mess.  I let ‘em eat dinner, called them all together, 
put them out on the ramp with gasoline and rags – officers, too, and told them to clean 
that airplane from top to bottom.       They weren’t very happy with me.  Matter of fact, 
for a couple of days I don’t think they even talked to me.  But they learned that in the air, 
it was Sir, and when I said something I meant it.  When we were on the ground, it was 
Ray, and we were a happy bunch of kids.  But I had a bunch of 19-year-old kids.  I was 
an old man; I was 22.  
 
Jon: What did Cooper say about the cleaning?  
 
Ray:  Heavens only knows.  They weren’t happy with me.     



Jon: How many missions did you fly? 

Ray: We flew 28, and about the first of February, I was approached by the CO.  And I didn’t find out until 
later because it’s now in the material from the government, they took the best crews.  And I don’t mean to 
blow my own horn, but they took the best crews and put them into a scouting force.   

We were assigned, or they…Colonel Baustrum, came to me and asked me if I’d like to go to a scouting 
force.  And I told him that’s the end of the war for me.  I’d be happy to if my crew could go with me.  Well, 
then there was a decision to be made, because the essential crew, that is, the pilot, co-pilot, navigator, 
engineer, and radio operator are essential, but my gunners, it was questionable.  So I told him I’d go, I’d 
love to go, but I’ll go only if I had my whole crew.   

Three days later, they called me up and told me I could take my whole crew.  So we were assigned to photo 
and aerial recon.   

Jon: What did that entail, and what type of plane were you flying? 

Ray:  I checked out in a P-51 later, but initially, we had brand new B-17’s, no armament.  These were relay 
ships.  The 51’s would go over somewhere in the target area, check the weather, and they would relay, or 
send the message to us in the relay plane.  We were somewhere over France, and we would relay it on back 
to England where they were getting ready to take off for a mission.  Then later on, of course, I think any B-
17 pilot would like to fly a P-51.  So I went to Colonel Powers, asked if I could, and I think they gave me 
two landings, and next thing you know I was flying a P-51. 

Jon: What did you think about flying a P-51 as opposed to the heavy four-engine 
bomber?  

Ray:  Oh, there’s no comparison.  One is a truck; the other is a racing car.  It was a lot of fun, there’s no 
question about it.   

Jon: What was it like after the atomic bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, knowing 
that this new technology would eliminate the large bomber formations you were 
accustomed to?   

Ray:  I don’t know.   I didn’t think about that so much as I did when I got back to the States and was flying 
in my work, and they had these prop jets, or turbo props.  And they were so much better than what we had 
– so fast.  They could reverse their props - slow it down.  It was so much better than what we had over 
there, and it was only a year or so later.  It just seemed like, oh, boy, I wish we’d had that then.   

But, no, I have several friends that flew B-29’s, and it must have been quite an airplane.  But I knew 
nothing about it.  I was requested, or not requested, but asked that if I wanted to check out in B-29’s when I 
got back.  And we put a quietus to that right off the bat.  We’d rather stay over there and fly air photo recon 
and weather photo recon rather than going back to the States and going over to the Far East.  No, thank 
you.  We’d had a belly full by then.    

Jon: Was there anything else interesting about your tours? Ray:  I tell you… when 
we were flying weather in the Third Scout Force, one morning we got up, and it was 
foggy.  You couldn’t see the wing tips.  And after crashing on Christmas morning, of 
course, we had a different plane that was light, no armament.  It took an awful lot of guts 
to take that plane off, knowing what had happened before.  That was a little traumatic.       
And then, of course, while we were Third Scout Force, we had the opportunity to go to 



Paris.  We flew the generals around, and we went to Paris and Ireland.  Went up to 
Scotland once to pick up some booze.  Uh, we a good time, and I got to fly the P-51’s.   

Editor’s note:  Ray Hann passed away on November 13, 2000.  His legacy and story 
lives on… Fabled Flying stories…   

An internet story (one of the internet hoax sites could neither confirm nor deny the validity of this “true” 
story): 

A man was flying from Seattle to San Francisco.  Unexpectedly, the plane stopped in Sacramento along the 
way. The flight attendant explained that there would be a delay, and if the passengers wanted to get off the 
aircraft, the plane would re-board in 50 minutes. 

Everybody got off the plane except one gentleman who was blind. 

The man had noticed him as he walked by and could tell the gentleman was blind because his seeing eye 
dog lay quietly underneath the seats in front of him throughout the entire flight. He could also tell he had 
flown this very flight before because the pilot approached him, and calling him by name, said, "Keith, we're 
in Sacramento for almost an hour. Would you like to get off and stretch your legs?" 

 The blind man replied, "No thanks, but maybe my dog would like to stretch his legs." 

 Picture this:  All the people in the gate area came to a complete standstill when they looked up and saw the 
pilot walk off the plane with a seeing eye dog! 

 The pilot was even wearing sunglasses. People scattered. They not only tried to change planes, but they 
were trying to change airlines! 

True story.... Have a great day and remember... things aren't always as they appear.  

FLYING FUNNY PAGES 

 “Though I Fly Through the Valley of Death, I Shall Fear No Evil.  For I am at 80,000 Feet and Climbing!” 
(Sign over the entrance to the old SR-71 operating base Wadena, Japan). 

--------------------------------------------- 

The only time you have too much fuel is when you're on fire. 

------------------------------------------------------------ 

If the wings are traveling faster than the fuselage, it's probably a helicopter -- and therefore, unsafe 

------------------------------------------------------------- 

When one engine fails on a twin-engine airplane you always have enough power left to get you to the scene 
of the crash. 

--------------------------------------------------------------- 



Without ammunition, the USAF would be just another expensive flying club. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

What is the similarity between air traffic controllers and pilots?  If a pilot screws up, the pilot dies; If ATC 
screws up, ...the pilot dies. 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

Never trade luck for skill. 

-------------------------------------------------- 

The three most common expressions (or famous last words) in aviation are: "Why is it doing that?", 
"Where are we?" and "Oh Sh*t!" 

------------------------------------------------------------ 

Weather forecasts are horoscopes with numbers. 

------------------------------------------------------- 

Progress in airline flying: now a flight attendant can get a pilot pregnant. 

------------------------------------------------------ 

Airspeed, altitude and brains...two are always needed to successfully complete a flight. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

A smooth landing is mostly luck; two in a row is all luck; three in a row is prevarication. 

------------------------------------------------------- 

I remember when sex was safe and flying was dangerous. 

---------------------------------------------------------- 

Mankind has a perfect record in aviation; we never left one up there!  
(This was true until they built that ungodly thing called "Space Travel") 

------------------------------------------------------------ 

Flashlights are tubular metal containers kept in a flight bag for the purpose of storing dead batteries 

-------------------------------------------------------- 

Flying the airplane is more important than radioing your plight to a person on the ground incapable of 
understanding or doing anything about it. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 



When a flight is proceeding incredibly well, something was forgotten.  Just remember, if you crash because 
of weather, your funeral will likely be held on a sunny day. 

------------------------------------------------------------- 

Advice given to RAF pilots during WWII:  When a prang (crash) seems inevitable, endeavor to strike the 
softest, cheapest object in the vicinity as slow and gently as possible. 

---------------------------------------------------------- 

Never fly in the same cockpit with someone braver than you. 

----------------------------------------------------------- 

“There is no reason to fly through a thunderstorm in peacetime.”   
(Sign over squadron ops desk at Davis-Monthan AFB, AZ, 1970). 

------------------------------------------------------------ 

The three best things in life are a good landing, a good orgasm, and, a good bowel movement.  A carrier 
landing at night is one of the few opportunities in life where you get to experience all three at the same 
time. 
(Author unknown, but surely someone who's been there) 

-------------------------------------------------------------- 

If something hasn't broken on your helicopter, it's about to. 

---------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Basic Flying Rules: 
Try to stay in the middle of the air. Do not go near the edges of it.  The edges of the air can be recognized 
by the appearance of ground, buildings, sea, trees and interstellar space. It is much more difficult to fly 
there.   

Cockpit Quotes: 
 “If an airplane is still in one piece, don't cheat on it; ride the bastard down.” 
(Ernest K. Gann, Author & Aviator) 

“If you're faced with a forced landing, fly the thing as far into the crash as possible.” 
(Bob Hoover - renowned aerobatic and test pilot 

Blue Water Navy Truism:  There are more planes in the ocean than submarines in the sky. 
(From an old carrier sailor) 

 “You've never been lost until you've been lost at Mach 3.” 
(Paul F. Crickmore - test pilot) 

 



“The Piper Cub is the safest airplane in the world; it can just barely kill you.”  (Attributed to Max Stanley, 
Northrop Test Pilot) 

 “A pilot who doesn't have any fear probably isn't flying his plane to its maximum.” 
(Jon McBride, Astronaut) 

  

Join the Combat Aircrew’s Preservation Society (C.A.P.S) 

The Combat Aircrews’ Preservation Society is dedicated to recording and preserving the first person stories 
of military aircrews for the purpose of distribution to the educational and broadcast media markets.  Your 
continued support will help us to keep this mission going. 

Membership levels:    Membership benefits/gifts 

[  ]  AIRCREW:    $35    Newsletter, membership certificate, lapel pin  

[  ] SQUADRON:   $50      All of the above plus pen  

[  ] GROUP:    $100       All of the above plus cap with logo  

[  ] WING:     $500         All of the above plus flashlight  

[  ] DIVISION     $1000 & above      All of the above  

[  ] $10,000 and above:  small bronze bust 

Name_________________________________ email _________________________________ 

Street Address _________________________________________________________________ 

City _______________________________ State ____________   Zip Code ________________ 

Phone Number _______________________________  Military Unit ______________________ 

Aircrew Position ______________________________  Aircraft type(s) ____________________ 

Check here [   ] if you’re associated with a foundation that financially supports historical projects. 

PLEASE return to:   CAPS P.O. Box 490   St. Croix Falls, WI 54024 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 
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