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From B-17 waist gunner to life in German POW camp

By Glen Allen

I trained at Gunnery School in Denver, Colorado (Lowery Air Force Base) for “pursuit

armament”.

From Denver, I came home on an emergency leave when my daughter Shirley was born.

Our crew formed in Ft. Myers, Florida, and we went to England aboard the Queen Elizabeth.

Because of an emergency appendectomy, I was hospitalized a week or two in England and

missed the first seven combat missions my crew flew. We flew out of Thorpe Abbott Air Base.

(The 100th Bomb Group has a museum now at Thorpe Abbott).

Our group was called the “Bloody 100th” because they pretended

to be crippled one time to draw the planes in and when they came

in, they opened fire on them and shot them down. The Germans

hated them after that.

Our plane was a B-17 and carried twelve 500-pound bombs. On

the one combat mission we flew on D-Day, our plane was fitted

with a special external 1,000-pound bomb. We were told if we

got in trouble not to come back to base. We were told to fly just

as far as we could.

On my 17th combat mission, the #3 engine was shot out of the

wing and the plane was on fire. Flames were going back as far as

the tail of the plane on the right side. I was thrown over on the ball turret and it tore off all my

intercom equipment and oxygen. I was the Left Waist Gunner, but the Right Waist Gunner

pulled on his chute and beat me to the waist door and yanked off the safety pull. We were 22,000

feet up without oxygen or communication equipment. Even though we had never jumped from a

plane before, without hesitation we jumped, pulling the chute cord almost as soon as we cleared

the door. The jar from the chute opening, jerked off my electrical heated boot so I was barefoot

on one foot. On the way down, that foot got awfully cold. The pilot and co-pilot went down with

the plane.

I landed about a third of the way out in the Seine River. My chute came down all around me. I

finally inflated my “Mae West” life preserver and gathered up my chute and swam about 30 feet

across the river. Two German soldiers were waiting for me with rifles and yelled hands up. I was

scared.

We were moved by train, only traveling at night, from France to Germany. We were crowded,

Figure 1 Glen Allen in World War II



FNB Chronicle, Vol. 15, No. 4 Summer 2004
First National Bank (page 3 & 14)
P.O. Box 4699
Oneida, TN 37841

Page 2 of 3

uncomfortable, unable to talk to one another and spent many sleepless days and nights during

this three-week journey. Many times we were on side tracks in railway terminals that we had

previously bombed. Some of the times we would hear shelling so close to us that we feared we

would be bombed by our own allies.

Our destination was Stalag Luft IV in Northern Germany, south of Kiefheide, near the Baltic

Sea. It’s estimated there were nearly 10,000 Air Force non-commissioned (English and

American) soldiers in this camp. We were issued prison dog tags that we wore along with our

American dog tag. There was an extreme shortage of food; all we got was one bucket of boiled

potatoes per day to be divided among 24 men. Eventually we were given a loaf of bread a day,

also to be divided among 24 men. The bread was good even though it seemed to contain a lot of

sawdust. It helped the hunger pains. I still have the fork with a swastika engraved on it that we

were issued in the prisoner of war camp.

Day and night “goons” listened to overhear information. We could be pulled out for interrogation

at any time. We were not forced into any kind of labor or work.

On Christmas day, December 25, 1944, we received Red Cross parcels containing canned turkey,

plum pudding and other food items prepared for our Christmas. We had to be careful not to

overeat. It sure tasted better than the so-called soup and bread that we were rationed daily.

We were moved from Stalag Luft IV because word was that the Russians were coming. In

groups of 100 or so, we were marched day in and day out, from barn to barn. We were back to

cooked potatoes once a day and now they are cooked in the same big pots that potatoes are

cooked for the hogs. Worse still, the potatoes were dumped in the hog troughs, but none of us

turned them down. There were no “big I’s and little you’s”; we all lined up for our share and

were glad to get it! We stole potatoes when we could and cooked them in Clem cans.

On May 1, 1945 we awoke to find the German guards had

vacated the camp. Everyone is extremely happy and can’t believe

it really is happening. Word was received that Hitler was dead.

We tore down the barbed wire that had imprisoned us for almost

a year. We are free to roam and await being taken home. On May

12, 1945, cheers of gladness came up in the camp when we saw

the first formation of 36 converted B-17 bombers that were

coming to take us to Laon Airfield in France. On June 12, 1945,

we boarded ship for an eight day journey that brought us to

Norfolk, Virginia and home.

Some years later, a lady moved from France to Wisconsin. Some

of our crew had landed in her garden. She came back to the

United States and decided to look up our group and she got

everyone’s address and visited each one of us. She told us that the plane crashed in a barn and
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two German soldiers were out there just loafing around and killed the pilot and co-pilot. The

Engineer-Gunner had both legs shot up so someone threw him from the plane. French

underground got him to a hospital so he wasn’t captured. The navigator was captured, but was

never a prison of war because he warped a guard over the head with a milk stool and knocked

him out and escaped.

Our crew has a reunion every two years at various places in the United States, but our number is

dwindling. I wasn’t able to attend last year due to illness. My buddy and crew member, Carl R.

Carlson, the Right Waist Gunner, kept a personal diary of his prisoner of war experiences and

has published them in a book entitled Return Ticket.


