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To say that Ray Fowler has a lot of energy would be an
understatement, a big understatement. We had lifted
off in the Baron from Van Nuys Airport and were
soon climbing over a thickening marine layer on the

way to Gillespie Field, near San Diego. Ray was in the right
seat with George Hulett in the left while I was in the back fid-
dling with the cameras. “You know, it is a bit hard to believe,
but I have been fly- ing B-17s for 25-
years. That’s a quarter of a
damn century!” Ray had come
in by airline from Ore-

Although a bug sprayer for many years,
Madras Maiden is a bit unique in the
fact it was never a fire-bomber.

COURTESY OF THE ERICKSON
AIRCRAFT COLLECTION, THE
LIBERTY FOUNDATION IS BACK
UP AND FLYING AND
THOUSANDS OF AMERICANS
NOW HAVE THE CHANCE TO FLY
IN A NEW B-17G

BY MICHAEL O’LEARY

gon and we had picked him up to head to San Diego to fly
Madras Maiden for the photos in this article. The goal was to
get the bomber over to the Palm Springs Air Museum where it
would be on display while giving Liberty Foundation flights.
As soon as we landed in Palm Springs, Ray would do a quick

press flight, then hop in an airlin-
er for the trip home to Georgia
where he could resume flying 

F-16s for the Air
National Guard
and the major air-
line that is his “day
job.” That is what I
mean about energy.

“I started out flying
the B-17s operated by the
Collings Foundation and the
EAA,” recalled Ray as we flew
over the cloud deck. “I got to
learn about that airplane and got to
love it. Of course, I then started fly-
ing all sorts of other Warbirds so I
began to build a really good perspective
of what it was like to be a bomber/fighter
pilot during WWII.”

When asked about hours in B-17s, Ray
had to pause for a minute. “That’s a good
question. I am not so sure I have ever totaled
them up but it would probably be north of a
thousand hours.” We talked about the Liberty
Foundation, the Erickson Aircraft Collection, and
Madras Maiden. “Right before you guys picked me
up, I was at Madras to get a checkout in the P-38 but
something broke and I could not
do that. However, Erick-

son had just purchased
Tony Banta’s Curtiss P-40E so I was able to

give them checkouts in the Kittyhawk. I have got-
ten a lot more involved with the Erickson folks
and am really enjoying our relationship. With the
B-17, they have just been super to work with. I
could not ask for better people. They are allow-

ing thousands of Americans the experience of fly-
ing in their B-17 — each of our history experience flights

brings home the sacrifice and dedication of all those young
men and women.”

As the flight droned on, we chatted about the usual stuff
— airplanes, the people we knew, and what was happening in
the Warbird Movement. Arriving at Gillespie, we found the
Fort was fueled, oiled, and ready to go. The volunteer group
had done their usual superb job. Copilot Dave Lyon was on
hand and after a quick photo flight briefing, it was time to
crank up the Wrights and get going. First, however, let’s take a
quick look at the historic bomber we would be photographing.

USAAF SERVICE
Like so many surviving military aircraft from WWII, early

records are often incomplete and vague. Flying Fortress 44-
8543 was one of hundreds of G models cranked out by the
skilled workforce at Vega. When completed, the bomber was

flown from Burbank to Cheyenne, Wyoming, for standard
combat modifications prior to being assigned to a unit.

The USAAF accepted 44-8543 on 17 October
1944 and it almost immediately was flown by a

ferry crew to Cheyenne. Now, B-17
historian Scott Thompson has come

up with an interesting
theory.

plate for the aircraft has had an “A” suffix added — 
44-8543A. Some researchers have stated the addition of this A
meant that the Fort was destined to become a pathfinder air-
craft with the belly turret replaced with a H2X Mickey radar
unit. Once again, there are no definite records to prove this
happened to 44-8543. 

The records that did survive begin in September 1945. The
war was, of course, over and the majority of the Flying Fortress
fleet was on its way to RFC/WAA storage facilities but our
subject aircraft was redesignated as a TB-17G and assigned to
Patterson Field, Ohio, as part of the Air Technical Services
Command. It then became part of various “base” units —
rather non-specific assignments that probably meant the Fort
was used as a hack, transport, or for some form of low-level test
work. It appears that 44-8543 was assigned to the All Weather
Flying Center where it would have donned the very distinctive
bright red and yellow markings that identified that unit. 

Records do show that on 16 March 1949, the Fort became a
ETB-17G and this designation suggests a long-term modification
for test work. On 21 June 1951, the Fort was assigned to the
2750th Base Wing at Wright-Patterson AFB as part of the recent-
ly established Wright Air Development Center. Also newly-created
was the Air Research and Development Command and the
WADC became part of that Command, which had also taken over
command of the All Weather Flying Center. Confused yet?

By this point in time, once common Fortresses were now a
rare sight in American skies but our subject air-
craft just kept on flying. On 9 November 1952, 

Scott postu-
lates that since many
other Forts from this 
B-17G-70-VE block of
bombers were sent off to Britain, it
might be possible that 44-8543 joined
them. Scott states that most of these aircraft
were assigned to the 486th Bomb Group, but unfor-
tunately there is no direct proof that this happened. In his
research on this aircraft, Scott also notes that the original data


