The Last Flight of old “Blood and Guts”
By T /Sgt. Harry J. Fink

The following is the account of the 17th mission of the B-24 bomber “Blood and Guts” on 17 February 1945. Lt.
L. Macdonald Duncan, 1st pilot. We were part of the 8th Air Force, 453rd Bombardment Group, 733rd
Bombardment Squadron. The mission was Magdeburg.
We were forming on buncher 6 over the North Sea about halfway between England and Norway. We were
climbing and circling through 10/10ths cloud cover with our de-icer boots on. As the flight engineer, I was
monitoring the de-icers from the flight deck and reporting to Lt. Duncan whether we were icing up or not. WE
definitely were, and after reporting this, Mac hit the alarm button. The next thing I heard was “For Christ’s sake,
Charlie, get out of here!” Charlie was our navigator, Lt. Charles Frank. The plane made a shallow slide to the left as
if falling out of the air. I had my chest pack sitting on the flight deck bench; I grabbed it and turned to Mac who was
frantically trying to fly straight and level so all of us could get out of the plane. I asked Mac if there was anything I
could do and he said, “Harry, get out of here; I’m right behind you!” I snapped on my chest pack and climbed into
the bomb bay. I took one last look back at the flight deck where it seemed that Mac was getting ready to leave the
ship. That was the last time I was to see Lt. Duncan.
I dove headfirst into the overcast and pulled the ripcord handle and nothing happened. I reached up to the zeus
fasteners holding the chute closed and pulled up; the pilot chute came flying out, cracking me across the right eye
but happily pulling the main chute after it. As my chute opened I came through the overcast happy and thankful that
I had exited the plane safely. But my joy was short-lived as I looked below to see the forbidding expanse of the
North Sea offering the choice of freezing to death or perhaps drowning if the chute settled over my head upon
landing. Unfortunately, we had not had time to send out even one “May Day,” therefore no one knew we had gone
down. Luckily the wind was in my face as I hit the water, causing my chute to settle in back of me, enabling me to
scramble out of the harness and to inflate my Mae West.
The next thing I did was to start swimming – toward France? – toward England? – toward Norway? After three
or four strokes I realized, even in my befuddled mind, that I was not going to swim to safety from the middle of the
North Sea, so I settled in the water with my Mae West holding my chin just above the waves, waiting for I really
didn’t know what. I do remember thinking; “my loss is going to kill my mother.” I had no sense of how much time
had passed, but it had to be less than half an hour because Capt. Pelham told me later that the temperature of the
water was eight degrees above freezing that day, and even with all the gear on, a human being could live less than
half an hour in it.
Like something out of a movie I had seen, a ship came over my limited horizon. I began waving frantically and
yelling until I realized that in all this vastness of water I was not going to be seen and I would be passed by. Then
the miracle started to happen. The ship was getting larger as it turned toward me. In a matter of minutes that seemed
like an eternity, the ship stopped dead in the water, lowered a dinghy with four or five British seamen in it. Rowing
furiously, they reached me quickly, all the time yelling for me to keep moving and talking to them. They pulled
alongside me and tried to pull me into the boat. They were unable to do that, so two of the seamen removed their
outer clothing and dived into the icy water to push me up into the boat, and then back to the ship.
The ship that rescued me was the British minesweeper H.M.S. Dark Waters, commanded by Capt. Rodney S.
Pelham. Capt. Pelham told me later that he had cut the sweep off the stern of the ship in order to be able to
maneuver faster to get to me. He also told me that if it had been a British airman in the same circumstances, he
would have had to maneuver his ship with the sweep on. His words were, “I had instructions to pick up Americans
at all costs.
Here I offer some imponderables, or at the very least, some ironies. What are the odds of a lone human head being
spotted in the very choppy North Sea on a gray overcast day from the crow’s nest of a 22,000-ton minesweeper?
Further ironies are Capt. Pelham saying his squadron of three minesweepers were the only Allied ships in that area
of the North Sea that day, and it was the first time in two years his squadron had been in those waters. Of course, the
biggest imponderable of all is: why me? I truly believe the only answer is that God saved me so I could take care of
my mother as my Dad passed away ten days before I got home from overseas.
Footnote: Only four of the 10-man crew were recovered. The survivors were Lt. Charles M.Frank, Lt. Harold E.
Prout, Lt. Harry Stein, and T/Sgt. Harry J Fink. Those who lost their lives were: 1st. Lt. L.M. Duncan,
T/Sgt. R.A.Beltz, S/Sgts L.Patsey and J.N.Redman, and the identical twins S/Sgts. Edward J. Hensley
and Edwin J.Hensley.
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