
Beyond Courage: Air Sea Rescue by Walrus Squadrons in the Adriatic by Norman Franks.  

https://books.google.com/books?id=C9IcEAAAQBAJ&pg=PT67&lpg=PT67&dq=%22JOHN+W+SHINNERS
%22+PILOT&source=bl&ots=Bs-
0G4IhKW&sig=ACfU3U3AphpHiAInjHvhIWFaRqOE9gdL_A&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiF9e7Rhqf2AhVb
k2oFHTsxCOwQ6AF6BAgKEAM#v=onepage&q=%22JOHN%20W%20SHINNERS%22%20PILOT&f=false  

 

Lt. Paul Devlin was the pilot of a B-25 Mitchell assigned to the 12th Bomb Group 82nd Bomb 

Squadron based at Gerbini, in central Sicily.  1st Lt. Paul Devlin was flying his last, and 50th 

mission, on Nov. 3, 1943. 

 

According to the book, a PR press release by the 82nd Squadron was as follows: 

 

Flying at 12,000 feet, the 12-plane formation levelled off and dipped lower, as ordered, for the 

final approach to the target.  It was about then, with the target in sight but still some distance, 

that puffs of smoke and dull thuds in the sky signaled that the enemy was alert and attacking with 

flak, and AA guns sent tracer bullets ever closer. 

 

Midway through the bombing run anti-aircraft fire tore into Devlin’s aircraft and the plane 

shuddered.  “We knew we were hit. Would hear it and we could feel it.  But we didn’t know how 

bad it was.  Our plane seemed to be under control and we still had bombs to drop so we went in 

on the target”, 2nd pilot William E. (Billy) McGonigle recalls. 

 

As soon as the mission was accomplished the squadron hustled out of anti-aircraft range and 

headed for home but [when Devlin’s plane was only a few miles from the target with lands-end 

well in sight it became apparent that the Devlin plane could not hold its altitude and it dipped 

low over the water. 

 

Once over the sea the damaged starboard engine became total useless and was smoking, which 

presented another threat.  One of the crewman, a Lieutenant Steinberg, breathed easier as the 

damaged airplane cleared land and headed out to sea.  The Lieutenant, a bombardier, is Jewish 

and didn’t relish the thought of being captured by the Nazis. 

 

Once over the water, the pilots set out to feather the smoking starboard engine, but the feathering 

device didn’t work and the propeller windmilled, adding to the danger and threatening more 

trouble.  It wasn’t long before everyone aboard knew they would have to abandon the aircraft 

and Captain Devlin gave the order to inspect parachutes and get ready to jump.  A jomp rotation 

was directed and it was decided that Devlin would handle the controls while everyone evacuated 

except McGonigle.  The Devlin would jump while McGonigle held the controls.  Once Devlin 

was clear, McGonigle would hold onto the controls only long enough to get into position to 

jump. 

 

“As soon as I turned loose of the wheel the plane went into a spin and threw me out through the 

bottom escape hatch.  The plane’s tail just missed my head as I twisted clear of the wreckage and 
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watched it plunge toward the water”, McGonigle reported later.  “Then I made a point of 

counting the ‘chutes which had opened ahead of mine and found the other four (besides his) 

floating safely downward.  I saw the plane hit the water and was surprised to see a tiny life raft 

pop out.” 

 

Since McGonigle was the last man out he landed in choppy water closer to the raft and the 

rapidly sinking airplane than anyone else.  It was clear the plane was sinking and pulling with it 

the life raft which was secured to the wreckage with a single rope.  All the crew had life jackets 

but it was obvious that the only life raft in the vicinity would sink with the plane if someone 

didn’t cut it loose.  McGonigle decided it was his responsibility to get to that raft before it 

disappeared into the sea.  It was about this time that he noticed also that other planes from the 

squadron had observed the whole bale-out operations and were circling to off whatever help they 

could, and hopefully noting the position of the men in the water. 

 

An official report of the incident said crew members who landed in the cold, choppy waters 

barely had strength to unbuckle their parachutes and tread water in their jackets.  “Lt. 

McGonigle”, the report said, “through sheer determination and will, managed to overcome hi 

shock and temporary exhaustion and swim for the raft.” 

 

He reached the life saving equipment in time to cut the raft loose from the sinking aircraft 

wreckage and climbed in.  Paddles which are standard equipment on such rafts were missing and 

McGonigle decided he would strip off his uniform and swim with the raft in tow towards the 

other crewman, no scattered over a broad expanse of the Mediterranean Sea.  It was apparently 

2-1/2 hour before the five crewmen were all in the life raft.  The afternoon sun was still shining 

and planes overhead were making notes of the location of the downed airmen.  After that the 

observation plane took off , supposedly to seek help, dropping another life raft.  McGonigle 

swam to it and tied it to the original life raft as back-up equipment.  They then waited.  

McGonigle, who had discarded his clothing to swim to the first life raft, commandeered the raft’s 

only blanket. 

 

About dusk, a British single-engine plane – a Walrus – spotted the rafts, landed on the water 

nearby and taxied to the five men who had begun to get more anxious as darkness drew near.  

The five airmen left their raft and climbed into the rescue craft with near disastrous results.  The 

tiny plane, now seriously overloaded with approximately 800 pounds representing the combined 

weight of the five crewmen, also faced the difficulty of taking off in a sea which had grown 

rougher as darkness approached.  The pilot, an Australian sergeant, tried repeatedly to take off on 

the choppy sea and then both Devlin and McGonigle tried their more experienced hands at 

getting the craft airborne.  For the next 10 to 12 hours the plane drifted while firing occasional 

flares to attract the attention of anything that might be in the vicinity. 

 

Shortly before midnight they lost a wing float to the elements and it seemed uncertain whether 

the craft would remain afloat.  It was just before dawn, about 4:30 am, when flares attracted the 

attention of a hospital ship, which came cautiously closer until the distressed men about the 



British plane recognized the red cross on the ship’s side and magnified their efforts to attract 

attention. 

 

Once it was established that the hospital ship and the rescue aircraft were both allied forces it 

was relatively easy to pull the two craft together and get the downed airmen aboard.  “There 

were two hitches”, McGonigle told his friends.  “First, the Australian pilot refused to leave his 

ship to be rescued until we pulled rank and ordered him onto the hospital ship.  Second, I had 

lost my clothes in the process of our exploits in the Med, and just before we made contact with 

the ship I lost my blanket.  I boarded that ship stark naked.” 

 

In all, the crew had spent 10 hours on the rough sea.  The crew all received Purple Hearts and 

later McGonigle received the Air Medal with Oak Leaf Cluster and the DFC. 


