
I Remember “Mama” 

By Donald Herman 

 It’s been 36 years and when I close my eyes I can still see all 200 pounds of him through 
the little circular window in my ball turret. His name was Jerry Yates and he was the radio 
operator on “The Maverick,” our B-17.  We called him Mama because he took such good care of 
us between missions. Jerry was from Omaha and he never stopped talking about the girl who was 
waiting on him to win the war so they could get married. He seldom left the base and saved 
every dime he could. When he wasn’t cleaning his machine gun or working on his radio 
equipment, he was sewing on buttons or pressing pants for the rest of us. He wanted to go home 
with as much money as he possibly could so he and the little woman could get married right 
away. He was probably the straightest man I have ever known and we all respected him for it. He 
was actually willing to put off living until the war was over. 

 We had just formed the 8th Air Force and our casualties were extremely heavy. We were 
bombing occupied France with 36 B-17s and losing 5 or 6 on each mission. Most of us grabbed 
every pass like it was going to be our last one and live every minute to its fullest. Jerry just 
laughed and said a German hadn’t been born who could keep him from going back to Omaha. 

 It was late 1942 and we had to fly 25 missions before we could return to the States for a 
rest. Shortly before Thanksgiving we heard that our guys had invaded North Africa. Four days 
later we were stationed at an air base just outside Oran. Now we were in the 12th Air Force and 
instead of 25 missions we were required to fly 50. There were snipers all over hell and we were 
loading gas, ammunition, and bombs ourselves. Our ground crews couldn’t keep up with us. Try 
loading 1700 gallons of gas in a B-17 from 5 gallon cans, load all the ammunition for 11 50 
calibers, and crank the bombs in by hand, after you fly a 13 hour mission to Naples, Italy. In 
addition to that, the Italians were giving up by the thousands and had to be fed, so we were on 
short rations and hungry all the time. I remember trading a mattress cover to an Arab for 300 
eggs and we scrambled them in out helmet liners. We were practically living on eggs and veno. 

 We were not in Africa very long before the most important target we had was the port of 
Bizerte. The ‘Flak-run’ was murderous and the fighter opposition was worse. I have seen hard 
men come apart at the seams when they found out our target for the day was Bizerte. It was on 
such a day in December of 42 that our crew was given a nice big orange to eat during the mission 
so we wouldn’t get too hungry. Prior to assuming our combat positions, jerry and I always sat in 
the radio room and tried to make each other forget that in a few short hours, all hell was going to 
break loose. We were a couple of tired, hungry, 20 year old kids that were scared as hell. We 
knew Hal Brasher was an excellent pilot, Bud Sharp would cover our rear from the tail gun 
position, and Don Kopp was a damn good man on the upper turret, but it didn’t help much. 



During the small talk, Jerry decided he would wait to eat his snack (the orange) until we were on 
our way home from the target. I remember telling him I wasn’t so damn sure we would return 
and he sat there and watched me eat every bite of mine. 

 I had been in my turret for about 4 hours when we approached the target. The flak was 
exceptionally accurate and we all dreaded the final bomb run when Milton Zahn, our 
bombardier, would have to fly the ship perfectly straight to allow the bomb sight to function 
properly. The enemy fighters never bothered us while we were in the Flak-run but we could see 
them waiting to jump us as soon as we left the target. We were about halfway through the 30 
second bomb run when it happened. We took a direct hit from a German 88 that knocked us out 
of formation and the plane went into a flat spin. We were at 32 thousand feet when we started 
spinning and finally leveled out at about 10 thousand feet. All the way down, enemy fighters 
made pass after pass at us, trying to finish the job. My oxygen supply was shot out, the front 
window of my turret was blown away when a 20 millimeter sheared off my left machine gun, the 
controls on my turret were shot out and if we hadn’t lost so much altitude, the lack of oxygen 
would have killed me. I finally hand-cranked my turret to a vertical position so I could re-enter 
the plane. My first thought was to get into a parachute but it was blown apart. The door to the 
radio room was in splinters. I jerked it open and Jerry was laying on the floor. He looked up and 
said, “Please Don, don’t move me.” He was shaking real bad, so I took off my heavy flight jacket 
and covered him up. I didn’t know it then, but he had been hit eighteen times with machine gun 
bullets. 

 I grabbed a waist gun and started to help our waist gunner who had a knee cap blown off. 
The intercom was shot out so I didn’t know that Don Kopp was shot through the legs, Hal 
Brasher was flying the plane with one leg, the copilot was shot in the head, the navigator took 
one in the shoulder, and Bud Sharp and I were the only ones who weren’t hit. The enemy fighters 
were still making passes at us when we finally ground looped the plane on a short 600 foot 
runway. We didn’t know it, but we were 5 miles behind our own lines and had used a spitfire 
landing strip at Bone, Tunisia.  

 Once we found out that we had actually made it back to friendly territory, I returned to 
the radio room to see if I could help Jerry. He was laying very still and was real white, but he 
looked up at me and smiled. His next words to me have had more influence on the decisions I 
have made in the past 36 years than all of the things I learned from school, church, or parents. 
With a smile on his face and in a very weak voice he established my philosophy of life: “You 
were right, Don; I should have eaten that orange when I had the chance.” Jerry died about 10 
minutes later, but somehow I know he finally realized why some of us grabbed every minute of 
life we could and tried never to delay all the good things that life has to offer. I owe him much 
and realize it every time I see an orange. 


