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There are men who remember the
aircraft By-Golly, for she was a
proud ship with a record that
would make any Air Force man

proud to have been a part of her crew.
This is the story of those who remember
her best — the crew, the personnel of
the 397th Bomb Group, and the flight
crews of other aircraft that flew beside
her in combat.

In the military, a plane is usually
referred to by its identification number
and By-Golly was #138. The aircraft’s
USAAF serial number was painted in
black numerals across the top of the rud-
der 296138 (42-96138). Another iden-
tifying mark were the squadron code let-
ters U2 located at the back of the fuse-
lage. This was followed by a letter “C,”
which indicated the individual aircraft
within the 598th Bomb Squadron.

Records show that #138 was com-
pleted in the Baltimore Plant of the
Glenn L. Martin Company during
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No one wanted to go down behind enemy lines in Occupied Europe and after being hit by flak, Capt.
John Q. West got the stricken By-Golly back to to a newly built USAAF forward airfield. However,
damage from the enemy’s guns had knocked out the hydraulic system and West was forced to make
a gear-up landing on 16 July 1944. As soon as the Marauder came to a stop, the crew exited via any
open hatch — a good thing because the B-26 soon caught fire.

intensive training was begun in flying the
B-26B Marauders and, as the crews
began to gather and train as a team, the
397th Bombardment Group was born.
Colonel Richard T. Coiner Jr. command-
ed the Group here and continued with
them throughout the war. As an interest-
ing aside, while at MacDill, the Group
participated in the making of the film A
Guy Named Joe. Sergeant Chester
Natanek, Radio Operator/Gunner on By-
Golly, describes how this came about:
“Our Marauders had Japanese insignias
painted on them for the movie and we
played the part of a Japanese bomber

squadron. It took weeks of flying to make
this film and we must have really looked
the part because, later on, after a naviga-
tion mission over the ocean we were

and Capt. West received his wings as a
USAAF Pilot.

At MacDill Field in Tampa, Florida,

January 1944, and designated as a 
B-26B Marauder — emerging from the
factory in bright natural metal finish
and equipped with a pair of Pratt &
Whitney 2000-hp Double Wasp R-
2800 radial engines, she was a beauti-
ful sight to behold.

An aircraft is only as good as its
crew and the driving force behind By-
Golly was her skipper, Capt. John Q.
West. He was dependable and compe-
tent and could always be counted upon
in any emergency. His skill as a pilot
was the product of many months of
Army Air Force training that began
with Primary at Helena Aero Tech in
1941. This included Ground School
and 60-hours of flight training in 
PT-17 Kaydets. Next came
Intermediate Flight School at Gunter
Field, Alabama, for cross-country and
formation flying. His Advanced
Training was finished at Blytheville Air
Force Base, Arkansas, in January 1943,

Colorized portrait of Capt. John Q. West.
There were photo studios near every
USAAF base where pilots and crews could
get these types of photos to send to “the
folks back home.”

BY-GOLLY’S 
WAR

returning to the Florida coast when the
US Coast Guard took several shots at us.

“We were scheduled at last to go
overseas but it was learned that the
Group didn’t have enough formation
time so the ground crews went to Camp
Atterbury, Indiana, while the flying
crews put on airshows at Godman Field,
Kentucky; Wichita Falls, Texas; Tulsa,
Oklahoma, and several other locations.

“On one occasion, the squadron went
on a cross-country flight to Reading,
Pennsylvania, where we got weathered
in for almost a week. The flying crews
made great friends with almost everyone

Rare in-flight view of By-Golly shortly after
6 June 1944 — the Marauder is wearing full
D-Day identification stripes. As American
forces advanced deeper into France, a
directive was issued to overpaint the
upper surface stripes since the lower flying
Marauders could be easily spotted by
Luftwaffe fighters.

The By-Golly crew undergoing training at
Hunter Field, Georgia, with Marauder

Cloud Chaser. Note the large training code
number. From left to right: Robinson,

Picklesimer, Hughes, West, Hunsicker,
Zola, and Natanek.


