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The history of aerial warfare is often characterized by the cold, calculated application of physics, ballistics, and 

strategic attrition. However, the events of December 20, 1943, documented in the investigative work "A Higher 

Call"by Adam Makos and Larry Alexander, present a unique intersection of mechanical failure, lethal force, and

psychological decision-making. This article provides a comprehensive technical analysis of the encounter between

2nd Lt. Charlie Brown’s B-17F Flying Fortress and Oberleutnant Franz Stigler’s Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6. By

examining the structural integrity of the aircraft, the ballistics of the engagement, and the ethical framework of the

'Higher Call,' we can better understand how this incident redefined the boundaries of combat chivalry in the 20th

century.

The Strategic Landscape: Operation Pointblank and the Combined Bomber 
Offensive

To understand the technical context of "A Higher Call," one must first analyze the environment of the Combined 

Bomber Offensive (CBO). In late 1943, the United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) was engaged in Operation 

Pointblank, an attempt to cripple the German Luftwaffe's fighter strength and industrial capacity through daylight

precision bombing. This strategy relied on the perceived 'invincibility' of heavy bomber formations, a theory that

would be rigorously tested by the technological evolution of German interceptors.

The Theoretical Framework of Formation Defense

The core concept of the USAAF bombing strategy was the Combat Box formation. This was a non-linear, three-

dimensional arrangement designed to maximize the interlocking fields of fire from the B-17’s .50 caliber Browning

M2 machine guns. Theoretically, no single German interceptor could attack a bomber without being targeted by

dozens of defensive guns simultaneously. However, the technical reality of high-altitude turbulence, pilot fatigue,

and the sheer speed of head-on attacks by the Luftwaffe often compromised these formations, as seen during the

379th Bomb Group's mission to Bremen.

Technical Profiles: The Adversaries of 'A Higher Call'

A technical comparison of the two primary aircraft involved in the incident provides insight into the immense 

disparity in combat capability at the moment of the encounter. The Boeing B-17F Flying Fortress (Ye Olde Pub) 

was a heavily armored strategic asset, while the Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6was a high-performance interceptor

optimized for short-range lethality.

Table 1: Technical Comparison Matrix



Feature Boeing B-17F Flying Fortress Messerschmitt Bf 109 G-6

Powerplant 4 × Wright R-1820-97 Cyclone 
Engines (1,200 hp each)

1 × Daimler-Benz DB 605A-1 V12 
(1,455 hp)

Max Speed ~300 mph (480 km/h) at altitude ~398 mph (640 km/h) at altitude

Service Ceiling 35,000 ft (10,668 m) 39,370 ft (12,000 m)

Primary Armament 11 to 13 × .50 cal M2 Browning 
Machine Guns

2 × 13mm MG 131s, 1 × 20mm MG 
151/20 cannon

Role Heavy Strategic Bomber Intercontinental Fighter/Interceptor

Defensive Protection Self-sealing tanks, heavy armor 
plating for crew

Lightweight armor, emphasis on agility

The B-17F 'Ye Olde Pub' Structural Vulnerability

During the mission, Brown’s B-17 was subjected to a relentless technical assault. The B-17F was susceptible to 

damage in its oxygen systems and hydraulic lines. Once the oxygen system was punctured by 20mm cannon fire, 

the crew’s cognitive abilities began to decline rapidly due to hypoxia. This physiological failure is a critical

component of the technical narrative in "A Higher Call," as it explain why the bomber fell out of formation, becoming

a 'straggler'—the most vulnerable target in the sky.

Damage Assessment and Failure Modes

The damage sustained by 'Ye Olde Pub' was not merely cosmetic; it was a near-total systemic failure. A forensic

analysis of the descriptions provided by Adam Makos reveals several key failure modes that should have led to the

aircraft's destruction.

•  Engine Failure: Number 2 engine was knocked out, and Number 4 was failing. The B-17 was incapable of 

maintaining level flight at its designed cruise speed, leading to a loss of lift and a potential stall.

•  Airframe Integrity: The nose cone was shattered, causing high-velocity wind entering the cockpit, dropping 

internal temperatures to -60 degrees Fahrenheit. The horizontal stabilizer was nearly severed, and the rudder was 

severely damaged, compromising the aircraft's yaw and pitch control.

•  Communication and Defense: The radio system was non-functional, and the defensive gun turrets (Ball and 

Tail) were jammed or destroyed. The tail gunner had been killed, and most other crew members were incapacitated 

by wounds or lack of oxygen.

Aerodynamic Considerations of Damage

From an aeronautical engineering perspective, the B-17's ability to remain airborne with half its horizontal stabilizer 

missing is a testament to the structural redundancyof the Boeing design. The B-17 utilized a 'fail-safe' approach

where structural loads were distributed across the skin and multiple internal longerons. This allowed the airframe to

absorb high-kinetic energy impacts from German 20mm shells, which typically exploded on contact, creating large

apertures in the duralumin skin.

The Moment of Interception: The Stigler Decision

When Franz Stigler approached the B-17 in his Bf 109 G-6, he was technically one trigger pull away from his 



Knight’s Cross. He had already downed two B-17s that day. However, upon visual inspection of the bomber,

Stigler observed the extent of the damage. His observation protocol followed a technical and psychological

checklist:

1.  Identification: Recognized the aircraft as a B-17F, identifying its lack of defensive capability (guns were 

stowed or limp).

2.  Status Assessment: Noted the gaping holes in the fuselage through which he could see the crew tending to 

the wounded.

3.  Ethical Evaluation: Recalled the words of his commanding officer, Gustav Rödel: "You are fighter pilots first, 

last, always. If I ever hear of any of you shooting at someone in a parachute, I'll shoot you myself." To Stigler, the 

crippled B-17 was essentially a parachute—a helpless vessel.

The Geometry of Escort

Instead of attacking, Stigler performed an unprecedented technical maneuver: he flew in close formation with the

bomber. This was a tactical attempt to protect the B-17 from German anti-aircraft fire (Flak). German Flak batteries

on the coast were less likely to fire on a formation that included one of their own fighters. Stigler took a position

near the bomber's left wing, effectively acting as a shield and a guide towards the North Sea.

The Post-War Search: Historical and Technical Validation

The second half of "A Higher Call"focuses on the decades-long search for the German pilot. This process

involved extensive archival research and technical cross-referencing of mission reports (After Action Reports or

AARs) from the 379th Bomb Group and the Luftwaffe’s Jagdgeschwader 27 (JG 27).

Reconciliation Methodology

Charlie Brown began his search in 1986 by placing an ad in a newsletter for former Luftwaffe pilots. The technical

verification of the story relied on matching the specific time, location (near Bremen), and the unique description of

the bomber's damage. When Stigler responded, the two men compared flight logs. The mathematical alignment of

their paths—Stigler’s takeoff from Jever and Brown’s exit path over the coast—confirmed the validity of their shared

memory.

Leadership and Ethical Models in Extreme Conditions

The incident is now frequently used as a case study in military academies and corporate leadership seminars to 

illustrate the Ethical Decision-Making Model (EDMM). In a technical environment where the objective (destroying

the enemy) is clearly defined, Stigler chose to prioritize a higher moral imperative.

Table 2: Ethical Decision Matrix in Combat



Factor The Standard Military Response The 'Higher Call' Response

Objective Eliminate enemy assets and crew. Preserve life when the enemy is 
incapacitated.

Risk Assessment Low risk; the target cannot return fire. High risk; potential court-martial for 
treason.

Outcome One additional kill toward a medal/
promotion.

Survival of 9 enemy crew members; 
moral integrity.

Long-term Impact Statistical contribution to the war of 
attrition.

Legendary example of humanity and 
reconciliation.

Technical Challenges in Modern Aviation Historiography

Documenting an event like the one in "A Higher Call"presents significant challenges for technical writers and

historians. Memory is often subjective, and the 'fog of war' obscures technical details. Adam Makos addressed

these challenges through several layers of verification:

•  Mechanical Forensics: Analyzing the survivability of B-17 components based on surviving airframes and 

engineering manuals.

•  Witness Corroboration: Interviewing surviving crew members from 'Ye Olde Pub' to verify the sequence of 

events and Stigler's positioning.

•  Combat Reports: Reconciling Luftwaffe fuel logs and ammunition expenditures to verify Stigler's presence in 

the sector.

The Physics of the Final Approach

The B-17's return to RAF Seething was a feat of marginal aerodynamics. With several control cables severed, 

Brown had to use differential engine powerto steer the aircraft. By increasing thrust on the right engines while

decreasing it on the left, he could induce a turn. This technique is technically difficult and requires precise

coordination, especially when the engines themselves are damaged and prone to surging or failing. The landing

was achieved with zero hydraulic pressure, meaning the brakes were non-functional, requiring a landing on a long

runway with a gradual rollout.

The Impact of 'A Higher Call' on Aviation Culture

The publication of this story has had a profound impact on the culture of aviation and military history. It serves as a

reminder that even in an age of automated systems and beyond-visual-range (BVR) engagements, the human

element remains the ultimate arbiter of action. The technical specifications of the Bf 109 and the B-17 are historical

artifacts, but the decision-making process utilized by Franz Stigler remains a relevant framework for modern rules

of engagement (ROE).

Operational Procedures for Modern Chivalry

In modern military contexts, the 'Higher Call' incident helps define the transition from Total War to Proportional 

Response. It emphasizes that the goal of combat is the neutralization of a threat, not necessarily the destruction of

a human life that no longer poses a threat. This is integrated into modern international law through the Geneva

Conventions, specifically regarding the protection of wounded combatants and those in distress at sea or in the air.



Troubleshooting Common Historical Misconceptions

In analyzing the data from "A Higher Call,"certain technical misconceptions often arise. It is important to address

these through a lens of factual accuracy:

•  Myth: Stigler helped fly the plane. Fact: Stigler provided a visual escort and diverted Flak, but the physical 

piloting of 'Ye Olde Pub' was entirely the work of Charlie Brown and his co-pilot, Spencer 'Pinky' Luke.

•  Myth: The B-17 was 'protected' by the Luftwaffe. Fact: Only Stigler chose not to fire. Had other German 

fighters or different Flak batteries identified the bomber without Stigler's proximity, it would likely have been 

engaged.

•  Myth: This was a common occurrence. Fact: While instances of chivalry occurred, the 'Higher Call' incident is 

remarkable specifically because of the extreme level of damage the B-17 had sustained and the proximity with 

which the pilots interacted.

The story of Charlie Brown and Franz Stigler, as detailed in Adam Makos' "A Higher Call,"transcends the simple

narrative of a wartime encounter. It is a complex study of mechanical resilience, the technical limitations of WWII-

era aviation, and the enduring power of the human conscience. By examining the B-17 and Bf 109 not just as

weapons, but as the stages upon which an ethical drama unfolded, we gain a deeper appreciation for the technical

and moral nuances of history. The technical redundancy of the B-17 kept the crew in the air, but it was the moral

redundancy of Franz Stigler—his refusal to let the brutality of war override his sense of honor—that ultimately

brought them home. This intersection of engineering and ethics remains one of the most compelling chapters in the

annals of aviation history, serving as a permanent record of a moment when the 'Higher Call' was answered amidst

the most destructive conflict in human history.
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