
 

1st Lieutenant Earl Thompson, WW II Veteran, 11th Mission 
 
On the morning of 4 October 1944, we left our base (Panatella) near Barieta, Italy to join a large 
contingent of aircraft of the 15th Air Force on a bombing raid on the railroad yards in Munich, Germany.  I 
was the navigator of B-24, tail number 252485, nose art “Brownnose”. 
 
About 12 noon we started the bomb run from the initial point at an altitude of 21,000 feet and were 
immediately hit by several bursts of flak from German 155 antiaircraft guns.  The hydraulic lines were 
severed and the plane caught fire in the navigator’s compartment where I was located.  I manually opened 
the nose wheel door to bail out and the combination of air blowing through the nose turret (the front of the 
turret had been blown open by flak) and down through the nose wheel door blew the fire out.  Our wing 
tanks had been punctured and gasoline was running down the trailing edges of the wings into the open 
bomb bay and out through the rear of the fuselage.  The aircraft was rapidly descending because all four 
engines stopped .  The engineer and pilot were able to reroute fuel and restart both left and right outboard 
engines.  With these two engines operating we were able to maintain some altitude control.  Next the 
engineer, using a screwdriver, was able to pry loose our bomb load of ten 500 pound bombs (the hydraulic 
release was not operational).  After releasing the bombs we were able to maintain an altitude of 9,000 
feet. 
 
Since our gasoline supply was being depleted rapidly the pilot and I decided to head for the south of 
France.  Our flight path would take us over the extreme northern part of Switzerland.  Heading on a 
westerly course our first landmark would be Lake Constance (the Bodensee) at the border of Germany 
and Switzerland.   We proceeded towards the northern end of Lake Constance to avoid overflying the 
armed German town of Friedrichschafen.    

France 



 
We crossed the Swiss border at the northern end of the lake at an altitude of about 9,000 feet and were 
immediately picked up by two ME-109 fighter aircraft with Swiss markings.  We were fired on by one of the 
Swiss ME-109’s resulting in holes in the gas tanks above the bomb bay.  We assessed this as “hostile 
action”, however we did not return fire.  I now believe they just wanted to make sure we followed their 
direction.  The Swiss fighters lead us to a small airfield in Dübendorf, Switzerland ( 8 miles NE of Zurich).  
We crash landed there on a short 2,500 ft. grass field.  During the landing we ran over an irrigation ditch, 
ripped the nose wheel off and further damaged the nose of the plane (see picture taken by Swiss officials 
below). 

 
 
As we emerged from the plane, we were confronted by armed Swiss troops with drawn guns.  The 
severely injured crewmembers (3) were taken by ambulance to a hospital in Zurich, Switzerland and the 
remaining crew (seven of us, including me) were taken to a small building to be interrogated. 
 
During interrogation by a Swiss Colonel the pilots of the Swiss ME-109’s were present.  We asked the 
pilots what they would have done if we had continued our original plan to fly to southern France and they 
advised us that their orders were to shoot us down.  In the next thirty five days we were forcibly detained 
by what we considered was a hostile force. 
 
Following interrogation on October 4, 1944, the remaining seven crew members (including me) were 
transferred under armed guard by bus and train to Camp Maloney at Adelboden, Switzerland.  We were 
held in quarantine, under armed guard, for 14 days.  During this period, the three officers, including 
myself, were separated from the enlisted members of the crew and we were not required to work.  We 
were confined in a separate building that was under armed guard. 



 
At the end of the 14 day quarantine the three officers (including myself) were transferred, under armed 
guard, by bus and train to Davos, Switzerland.  That day, the pilot and I were allowed to visit the 
hospitalized, injured members of our crew in the Zurich, Switzerland hospital.  During this hospital visit, a 
member of the American Legation was present and he slipped us an address in Zurich where we could get 
help in escaping the country if we could arrange getting to Zurich from Davos on our own. 
 
While in Davos we were assigned a room in a minimally maintained old hotel and we were guarded by 
armed guards.  Our food was black bread and soup.  The amount of food was just adequate for survival.  
Being under continuous detention by armed guards was very stressful and unnerving.  We spent most of 
our time in our rooms. 
 
Through the assistance of a hotel employee we established contact with a Swiss couple that could arrange 
to get us to Zurich, Switzerland for a fee.  They got us civilian clothes and forged Swiss Army identification 
along with rail tickets to Zurich.  On about the 6th of November 1944, we slipped from our room (the pilot 
and myself) and met the Swiss couple who accompanied us to the train station and on to Zurich where we 
separated from them at a restaurant.  We went to the address given to us by the representative of the 
American Legation.   
 
We were billeted there for two nights and transferred by car to a house in Bern, Switzerland.  We stayed 
there over night and then transferred to another house where we spent an additional night. 
 
We were then transferred to a French Doctor’s Psychopathic Home just north of Geneva, Switzerland.  
This was accomplished in a beer truck.  We were hidden between the barrels of beer.  We were stopped at 
two road blocks but were undetected. 
 
At the Psychopathic Home we were given Boy Scout uniforms and packs of medical supplies that were to 
be carried into France to be used by the Free French of the Interior (FFI).  We were then transported under 
cover of darkness to a gathering point near the French border.  At that time there were 8 of us.  Three 
were Yugoslav soldiers.  We met our armed FFI guide and proceeded to walk through the mountains to 
France.  On our hike across the border we were detected by a Swiss Border Guard and were fired on.  The 
armed FFI guide took care of the border guard and we proceeded to a small town just north of Annecy, 
France. 
 
We then were picked up by U.S. army solders from the Garrison in Annecy, France.  They arranged 
transportation for us by truck to Lyon, France and then by Military Air Transport Service to Naples, Italy.  
We spent two nights in Naples and then were flown to the 15th Air Force Headquarters in Bari, Italy to 
report for further duty. 
 
We were then returned to our Squadron north of Bari where we were told we would be returned to the 
U.S.A . 
 
 
Earl Thompson 
 



Letter sent to Earl Thompson’s wife following his successful escape 


