
INTRODUCTION
Of the hundreds of thousands of

American combat airplanes built from the
start of the Army/Navy expansion pro-
gram in 1940 to the end of World War II,
only one American combat airplane is
known to have seen continuous service
from 7 December 1941 to 14 August
1945. And while a small number of later-
model Boeing B-17 Flying Fortresses exist,
that airplane is also the sole survivor of
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Kurtz would later command a B-17
Group, flying aB-17G named The
Swoose, 1944 Version, father a daughter
named Swoosie, and be instrumental in
saving 3097 from the scrappers. 

A long way from correspondents and
photographers, damaged and repaired
several times, The Swoose fought a los-
ing battle before being relegated to sec-
ond-line service while younger siblings
carried the fight to Japan. She was bat-
tered and re-built, modified more than
once, and finally preserved only through
the efforts of the pilot she’s most associ-
ated with. The authors have researched
The Swoose for several years with the
help of the National Museum of the

USAF (NMUSAF), National

Air & Space Museum
(NASM), Royal Australian Air Force
Museum (RAAFM), the LBJ
Presidential Library, the Pacific Wrecks
forum, and many individuals. We have
also mined the “five boxes of materials
donated to the NASM” after Herbert
Brownstein published his invaluable
story of The Swoose. To the best of the
authors’ knowledge, this is how B-17D
40-3097 became The Swoose, what she
accomplished, and our best estimate of
what she may have looked like through-
out her career. 

the 133 “Shark-Fin” B-17s built. This par-
ticular aircraft set several speed and dis-
tance records in wartime service, partici-
pated in a number of historic “firsts,” and
although recognized as such by only a few
professional and amateur WWII aviation
historians, became the first American air-

craft to complete a tour of combat duty
and return to the United States.

That aircraft is B-17D USAAC s/n
40-3097, known forever as The Swoose,
and this is her story.

The three best-known American
bombers from WWII are the Boeing 
B-29 Superfortress Enola Gay, that
dropped the first atomic bomb; B-17F
Memphis Belle, generally, but incorrect-
ly, thought to be the first American
bomber to complete 25 combat mis-
sions and return to United States; and
The Swoose, B-17D 40-3097, the sole
surviving B-17D. Both B-17s and the

B-29 Bockscar, which dropped the
bomb that ended WWII, are now at
the National Museum of the United
States Air Force (NMUSAF) with the
Belle undergoing restoration and The
Swoose awaiting her turn. 

As The Swoose was the first of these
milestone bombers, it’s important to
take a closer look at what she did,
where she did it, and what she may
have looked like while making history.
We may never know how many bomb-
ing missions The Swoose flew; records
from the Philippines and Java, where
American air crews fought not to
defeat the Japanese juggernaut, but to
slow it down, were mostly lost. But it is
certain that The Swoose flew many
more than 25 combat area missions,
including bombing, reconnaissance,
anti-submarine patrol, leading fighters
to far-flung island bases in the
Southwest Pacific combat theater, and
several hundred hours as Lt. Gen.
Brett’s personal transport. 

While the Belle may have amassed
150- to 200-hrs during her combat mis-
sions, The Swoose, according to pilot
Frank Kurtz, flew more than 150-hrs a
month for several months just as Gen.
Brett’s transport before returning to the
United States. When she returned to
Hamilton Field, California, on 12 August
1942, her original pilot, Lt. Henry
Godman and his crew, had long since
gone on to other things and she was
flown home by Maj. Frank Kurtz with
Gen. Brett aboard.

BOEING
B-17D 40-3097

B-17D 40-3097, a bright and shiny
bare-metal omber, rolled out of the
Boeing plant and was accepted by the US
Army Air Corps on 28 April 1941. She
was flown for 7.2-hrs of acceptance testing
before being delivered to the 19th
Bombardment Group at March Field,
California. On 14 May 1940, 40-3097 was
one of 21 B-17Cs and B-17Ds of the 19th
BG to complete the first mass flight of
land-based aircraft to Hawaii.
Interestingly enough, the new D models
were in the as-delivered bare metal with
pre-war markings, while
the Group’s
C s

had been through depot maintenance and
were freshly painted in Olive Drab and
Neutral Gray with the national insignia
now placed on the aft fuselage as well.

After arriving in Hawaii, the 14th
Bombardment Squadron was organized
as part of the 11th Bombardment
Group, Hawaiian Air Force in
September 1941, and 3097 was one of
the B-17Ds transferred to the 11th
Bombardment Group. As such, the des-
ignations “21” and “11B” were painted

on her shiny shark-fin vertical stabilizer. 
In July 1940, the decision was made to

send B-17s to defend the Philippines and
the 14th Bombardment Squadron B-17s
were selected. Preparations were made to
fly from Hawaii to Clark Field in the
Philippine Islands via Midway; Wake
Island; Port Moresby, New Guinea; and
Darwin, Australia. Nine B-17s of the 14th
left Hickam on 5 September 1941, to begin
the longest overseas flight ever attempted
by the Army Air Corps, finally arriving at
Clark Field on 12 September. Lieutenant
Henry Godman had been flying 3097 since
June and would be her assigned pilot until

Cecil Combs took over during the Java
campaign in Jan-
uary 1942.

D u r i n g
the next three-
months, 3097 flew
approximately
45-hrs in train-

ing and reconnaissance flights.
Although camouflage painting was
directed by Technical Order (TO) 07-
1-1 in April 1941, it appears that only
one 11th Bombardment Group B-17
was properly camouflaged in the main-
tenance hangars at Clark Field prior to
hostilities. Pilots had reported Clark
Field could be found from 70-mi away
by seeing the sun reflecting off the
parked B-17s. Frank Kurtz, then pilot
of 40-3099 Old 99 was told that his air-

Later variants of the Flying Fortress had a purposeful, combat-ready appearance but the earlier B-17C/D aircraft were
sleekly elegant in their polished metal finish — the streamlined appearance of the “shark-fins” highlighted the popular
Art Deco movement of the time period. In this view, a B-17D heads for its designed operating stage — high altitude.
Once troubles with the turbo-superchargers were overcome, the Wright R-1820 radials performed superbly. 
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Boeing B-17C and D models at Hamilton Field, California,
before their flight to Hawaii in May 1941. Most of the D models
were reassigned to the 14th Bombardment Squadron, 11th
Bombardment Group, in September, 1941, just prior to their
departure for the Hawaiian Islands. (NMUSAF)

B-17D 40-3097 at Jackson Airfield (7 Mile Drome) 2.4-mi
northeast of Port Moresby, on 9 September 1941 during aerial
deployment from Hickam Field, Hawaii, to Clark Field, The
Philippines. (NASM)

Color image of one of the 11th BG B-17Ds at Port Moresby
on 10 September 1941. (NMUSAF)


