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The story of "A Higher Call," authored by Adam Makos and Larry Alexander, transcends the standard narrative of

World War II aerial combat. It recounts the extraordinary encounter between 2nd Lt. Charlie Brown, a B-17 Flying

Fortress pilot from the 379th Bombardment Group, and Lt. Franz Stigler, a veteran Luftwaffe ace. While the story is

often celebrated for its humanitarian weight, a deep technical analysis of the event reveals the intersection of

advanced 1940s aeronautical engineering, ballistics, and the rigid ethical frameworks that governed military

aviation. To understand the "Higher Call" made by Franz Stigler, one must first understand the mechanical

environment in which that decision was made.

The Technological Landscape of the 1943 Air War

By December 1943, the Allied strategic bombing campaign against Germany was reaching a fever pitch. This era 

represented a peak in the technological arms race between heavy bombers and interceptor aircraft. The incident in 

question involved two of the most iconic aircraft of the era: the Boeing B-17F Flying Fortress and the 

Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6.

The Boeing B-17F Flying Fortress: A Structural Analysis

The B-17 was designed as a high-altitude, long-range strategic bomber. Its primary defense mechanism was not

speed or maneuverability, but its structural redundancy and defensive armament. The B-17F model, which Charlie

Brown piloted (named "Ye Olde Pub"), featured several critical engineering components that allowed it to survive

levels of damage that would have disintegrated lesser aircraft.

•  Structural Redundancy: The B-17 utilized a semi-monocoque design. Its circular fuselage was supported by a 

series of bulkheads and longerons, which distributed stress across the entire skin of the aircraft. This meant that 

even when large sections of the fuselage were blown away, the remaining structure could often maintain flight 

integrity.

•  Propulsion: Powered by four Wright R-1820-97 Cyclone turbocharged radial engines. These engines were 

legendary for their ability to continue functioning despite significant cylinder damage. The turbochargers, located on 

the underside of the nacelles, allowed the aircraft to maintain power in the thin air of 25,000+ feet.

•  Armament: Equipped with up to 13 .50 caliber Browning M2 machine guns. This "combat box" formation 

strategy turned a squadron of B-17s into a flying fortress of overlapping fields of fire.

The Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6: The Interceptor’s Edge

Conversely, Franz Stigler was flying the Bf 109 G-6, the "Gustav." This aircraft was optimized for climb rate and

firepower, designed specifically to bring down the heavy American bombers.

•  Engine: The Daimler-Benz DB 605A inverted V-12 liquid-cooled engine. It featured a fuel injection system, 

which provided a significant advantage over carbureted engines during negative-G maneuvers.

•  Firepower: The G-6 was often equipped with the MK 108 30mm cannon or the MG 151/20 20mm cannon 

firing through the propeller hub, along with cowl-mounted machine guns. The 20mm shells were typically 

"Minengeschoß" (mine-shells), designed with thin walls and a high explosive payload to cause maximum structural 

damage via blast overpressure rather than kinetic penetration.



Comparative Technical Specifications

To understand the tactical disparity during the encounter, the following table compares the operational parameters

of the two aircraft involved in the incident.



Feature B-17F Flying Fortress (Ye Olde Pub) Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6

Maximum Speed ~299 mph at 25,000 ft ~385 mph at 22,000 ft

Service Ceiling 35,000 ft 39,000 ft

Engine Output 1,200 hp (per engine) 1,475 hp

Empty Weight 34,000 lbs 5,893 lbs

Primary Armament 13 x .50 cal Browning M2 1 x 20mm MG 151/20 &amp; 2 x 
13mm MG 131

Role Strategic Heavy Bomber Short-range Interceptor

The Incident: Ballistics and Structural Failure Modes

On December 20, 1943, Charlie Brown’s B-17 was targeted by German flak and interceptors during a bombing run 

on Bremen. The resulting damage was so severe that it provided a unique case study in combat survivability.

Analyzing the specific failure modes of "Ye Olde Pub" illustrates why the aircraft should have technically suffered a

structural collapse.

1. Propulsion System Degradation

During the initial engagement, Engine #2 (inboard left) was struck by flak and ceased operation. Engine #4

(outboard right) was also damaged and had to be throttled back to prevent fire. In a four-engine aircraft, losing 50%

of thrust while fully loaded results in a catastrophic loss of lift-to-drag ratio. The B-17 dropped out of the formation,

becoming a "straggler," the most vulnerable target for Luftwaffe pilots.

2. High-Altitude Physiological Hazards

The B-17’s nose was shattered, and the oxygen system was severed. At 25,000 feet, the atmospheric pressure is 

approximately one-third of that at sea level. Without supplemental oxygen, the crew faced Hypoxia. The "Time of

Useful Consciousness" (TUC) at this altitude is roughly 3 to 5 minutes. Charlie Brown himself lost consciousness

temporarily, with the aircraft entering a spiral dive. The thickening air at lower altitudes eventually revived him,

allowing for a pull-out just above the treetops.

3. Ballistic Impact Analysis

The aircraft was intercepted by multiple Bf 109s and Fw 190s before Stigler arrived. The tail gunner was killed, and 

the horizontal stabilizer was nearly severed. Technical records indicate that the B-17's radio room and mid-section 

were riddled with 20mm cannon fire. The fact that the control cables—which ran along the fuselage to the

elevators and rudder—remained intact was a statistical anomaly. The 1/8th inch steel cables were often the first

things to snap under cannon fire, which would have rendered the aircraft uncontrollable.

The Ethical Framework: The "Higher Call"

When Franz Stigler approached the B-17, he did not see a combatant; he saw a "sieve." Stigler’s decision not to 

shoot down the B-17 was rooted in a specific code of conduct instilled in him by his first commander in North 

Africa, Gustav Rödel. Rödel had famously told his pilots: "If I ever see or hear of you shooting at a man in a

parachute, I will shoot you down myself. You fight by rules to keep your humanity."



Military Law vs. Individual Morality

In the context of the Luftwaffe, Stigler’s restraint was technically an act of treason. The German military code

(Kriegsgerichtsrat) mandated the destruction of enemy aircraft. By escorting the B-17 to the North Sea and

preventing other German pilots or flak batteries from firing on it, Stigler risked execution by firing squad. 

Psychological Dynamics of the Encounter

Stigler attempted to communicate with Brown through hand gestures, suggesting a landing in neutral Sweden or at

a German airfield where the crew could receive medical attention as POWs. Brown, confused and suffering from

the after-effects of hypoxia, refused. Stigler then took a position off the B-17's wing, effectively acting as a shield.

This tactical maneuver utilized Stigler’s own aircraft to prevent German anti-aircraft batteries on the coast from

firing, as they would not risk hitting their own ace.

The Mathematical Reality of the Return Flight

The return flight of "Ye Olde Pub" across the North Sea is a testament to the B-17's glide slope and aerodynamic 

endurance. With two engines failing and extreme drag from the damaged skin, the aircraft had to maintain a 

specific airspeed (V_glide) to avoid stalling while also maximizing the remaining fuel in the functional tanks.

1.  Fuel Management: The crew had to manually transfer fuel between tanks to balance the aircraft as the 

asymmetric thrust from the remaining engines created a constant yaw.

2.  Weight Reduction: Everything non-essential was jettisoned to reduce the wing loading, which was critical for 

maintaining altitude with damaged airfoils.

3.  Navigation: With the radio destroyed and the navigator (2nd Lt. Copeland) wounded, the crew relied on basic 

dead reckoning to find the English coast.

Post-Incident Investigation and Reconciliation

For decades, the incident remained a secret. Charlie Brown’s superiors at the 8th Air Force classified the event to

prevent the spread of "chivalrous" feelings toward the enemy, which was seen as detrimental to the war effort. It

wasn't until 1986, at a gathering of pilots, that Brown began searching for the man who saved his life.

The Search and Identification Process

The identification of Franz Stigler was a triumph of historical research and veteran networking. In 1990, after Brown

published a letter in a combat pilot association newsletter, Stigler—then living in Canada—responded. Their

subsequent meeting confirmed the details that only the two pilots could know, such as the specific hand gestures

and the state of the B-17’s engines.

Historical Impact Table: The Charlie Brown and Franz Stigler Legacy



Metric Details

Date of Incident December 20, 1943

Lives Saved 9 American crew members

Duration of Secret 46 Years (1943–1989)

Post-War Relationship Became close friends, described as "brothers."

Historical Significance Cited as the most incredible encounter of WWII aviation.

Technical Challenges and Troubleshooting in Combat Recovery

The survival of the B-17 "Ye Olde Pub" provides a framework for understanding Battle Damage Repair (BDR)and

structural resilience. Modern aerospace engineers study such cases to understand the limits of material fatigue and

structural failure.

Common Failure Modes in Crippled B-17s

•  Asymmetric Thrust Management: When an engine on one wing fails, the aircraft yaws toward the dead 

engine. Pilots must apply opposite rudder. In Brown's case, with a damaged rudder, this required physical strength 

and the use of trim tabs to prevent a roll.

•  Hydraulic Fluid Loss: Cannon fire often severed hydraulic lines, leading to a loss of brakes and landing gear 

deployment issues. The crew of Ye Olde Pub had to prepare for a belly landing or manual gear cranking.

•  Cold Exposure: At high altitudes, temperatures drop to -60°F. With the nose blown open, the crew faced 

extreme frostbite, which complicates the physical ability to perform emergency repairs or pilot the aircraft.

Solutions and Field Expedients

The crew’s ability to survive was not just luck; it was a result of rigorous training in emergency procedures. For 

example, using intercom bypass protocolswhen the main system failed allowed the pilot to coordinate with the

tail section, which was essential for monitoring the pursuing Bf 109.

Broader Implications for Military Ethics

The story told in "A Higher Call" serves as a critical case study in the Just War Theory  and the Geneva 

Conventionprinciples. While the law of war dictates the neutralization of enemy assets, Stigler’s actions highlight

the distinction between an "asset" and a "human life" in a state of helplessness. This distinction is still debated in

modern autonomous weapon system programming and Rules of Engagement (ROE) training for contemporary

pilots.

Ultimately, the technical resilience of the B-17 provided the platform, but the human choice of a Luftwaffe pilot

provided the miracle. The mechanical endurance of the Flying Fortress and the tactical skill of the Bf 109 pilot were

the variables, but the constant was the code of honor that prevented a tragedy. As modern warfare moves toward

de-personalized combat through drones and AI, the "Higher Call" remains a poignant reminder of the necessity of

human judgment and empathy in the theater of war. The incident stands as a definitive example of how technical

mastery and moral courage can intersect to preserve life amidst a global conflict of unprecedented destruction.
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