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CHAPTER 3

Taking It Apart
APRIL 2009 – DECEMBER 2010

“Tommy and I knew this was going to be a winning project. . . . 
I have never regretted for a moment getting involved.”

Dr. Harry Friedman

Jim Grismer arrived at the museum at 8:30 a.m. on April 15 with 
an industrial power washer in the back of his truck. He was met by 
a very excited crew of volunteers, and, by 9:00, the machine was at-
tacking the gunk on our B-17—without a lot of success! While there 
was some progress, multiple volunteers worked the high-pressure 
water up and down on the landing gear and right wing until 8:00 
p.m., but nobody was happy with the results. Years and years of 
crud on our “new” airplane was not going to depart without a fight. 

Jim Grismer: The phrase “cleaning the airplane” implies an act 
akin to a car wash. The cleaning that we undertook in April of 2009 
was  something far more colossal. It took forty people a full year of 
very hard labor. We enlisted all nature of skills and devices to blast, 
grind, peel, scrape, brush, and flush away 64 years of foreign matter 
off of and out of the aircraft. A good deal of power washing and steam 
cleaning was successful in removing the material that had adhered to 
the airplane over the years, but much of the more difficult portions of 
crud under the wings had to be removed by hand. 

After the failure of the power washer and discussion with 
Bruce Johnson, the museum’s chief of maintenance, it was decided 
that the answer to our cleaning needs was not a power washer, but 
a more powerful machine, a steam cleaner, which could also be 
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utilized by the museum in future cleaning chores. As our budget 
at this point was almost nonexistent, the museum purchased the 
machine, and we anxiously awaited its arrival.

Bill Liening: I remember the volunteer turnover rate during this 
time was very high. Guys would come in once or twice and we would 
never see them again. I had to keep telling my crew to keep in mind 
the end product, a beautiful, shiny B-17. After a while, the hard-core 
guys that stuck it out would just tell me to shut up. 

While we were waiting for the steam machine that we believed 
would be the answer to our prayers, we received good news for 
both the museum and the City of Savannah team. Henry Skipper 
informed us that the museum was getting visitors at a record rate, 
a fact that the museum staff attributed to spring vacationers stop-
ping by to see the museum’s newest exhibit. The increased amount 
of visitors, however, created some awkwardness with regard to how 
the volunteers dealt with the public: the inquisitive visitors were 
constantly engaging the work crews in dialogue and cutting back 
on the amount of cleaning work that we were doing on the airplane.

In order to address the issue of providing goodwill discussions 
with visitors and also getting the job of cleaning the airplane done, 
a special recruitment request went out with Sheila Saxon’s update to 
the volunteers on April 24. 

Sheila Saxon: Would you enjoy talking to the public about the 
“City” for three hours every Wednesday? We have immediate need 
for several volunteers from our pool of applicants to answer questions 
from the public as the Wednesday crew works on the aircraft. . . . The 
visitor population is increasing and many of them are asking ques-
tions of the volunteers, which, in turn, is delaying work on the aircraft. 

There was only one response to Sheila’s plea for help; that came 
from yet another New Yorker, Dave Talleur. Dave was retired from a 
career in which he was both a corporate pilot and an aircraft main-
tenance supervisor—he knew a lot about airplanes! He was also the 
poster boy for extroverts. Dave was the perfect man for the job. He 
began his new job on April 30, 2009, and soon formalized his pres-
ence to the public by ditching his City of Savannah T-shirt and add-
ing a set of mechanic’s coveralls and patches from the Eighth Air 
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Force and the museum. He was quickly dubbed “the BS guy” and 
took over the job of conversing with the public, leaving his com-
rades to devote their time to working on the airplane. 

Attempting to clean the airplane during the month of April 
brought about concern from several of the volunteer aviation pro-
fessionals that we needed to have a thorough corrosion inspection 
of the entire aircraft. Jim Argo was asked to conduct the inspection 
and let us know what work might be needed.

Jim Argo: I was asked by Jim Grismer to go over the airplane 
from nose to tail and put together a report on what I thought were 
corrosion conditions that would have to be addressed early in the res-
toration. The first thing that I noted was several areas around the 
cockpit that would have to be worked on right away. There was more 
corrosion in the fuselage as I worked my way to the tail. I was wor-
ried that even though the airplane is indoors, the corrosion would get 
worse if it was not treated correctly. It was especially important for the 
final display of the aircraft, if the restoration was to be at the very high 
level that we were talking about. I inspected the fuselage through all 
72 ribs and noted if they were clear or in need of work. Later I found 
more corrosion in the wings. We jumped on it with ACF-50—power-
ful stuff—and the immediate corrosion problem was under control.

Dave Talleur interviewing a WWII veteran while wearing his “BS Guy” uniform. (CoS 
Archives)
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Early in April we received a request from the Eighth Air 
Force Historical Society’s Birthplace Chapter to give its members 
an update on the plane’s first 100 days under the museum’s roof. 
We were more than happy to accommodate their request. Jim 
Grismer, Marshall Brooks, and I attended the society’s April meet-
ing to give a report on our adventures since we first heard about 
the gifting of the airplane to the Mighty Eighth at the December 
meeting only four months earlier. Jim spoke to the group first, 
explaining the plans for the restoration. Next, Marshall spoke 
about our adventures up in Virginia and about bringing the air-
craft home to Pooler. Finally, we asked the group to adjourn to the 
Combat Gallery, next to the airplane, and I told them all that we 
knew about the history of our “new” airplane. There were many 
questions from the group and obvious excitement and pride that, 
after more than a decade of existence, the museum now had a 
B-17, the airplane that will always be associated with the Eighth 
Air Force in World War II, inside of the building. 

Before the end of the month, the much-anticipated steam clean-
er arrived. The first areas attacked with our new tool were the land-
ing gear and the underside of the wings, areas that had seen little 
improvement with just hand cleaning or with the power washer. The 
big problem with the steam cleaner was how to deal with all the water 
it generated, which could easily flood the Combat Gallery. A very 
unique and strange-looking piece of equipment was invented by Jim 
and the Wednesday (Day) crew. It consisted of several commercial 
plastic covers, a half oil drum, and a dolly that was found in the mu-
seum shop. The contraption was moved around under the wings, en-
gines, and fuselage as the steam cleaner attacked the grime on the 
airplane. Periodically, when the drum was near full, the steam cleaner 
would be shut down and the drum would be run outside the visitor’s 
door of the gallery to be dumped in the garden’s sewer system. Yes, a 
very strange operation, but it worked, and the underside of the air-
craft and the landing gear began to look a lot better.

Jim Grismer: Eventually, our beloved contraption became more 
sophisticated with the addition of a submersible pump, which sped 
up the operation significantly. Several hundred feet of garden hose 
stretched from the pump to the museum’s garden saved us countless 
hours.
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At the end of April, an event that started as a simple conversa-
tion with a parts dealer in Oregon became an iconic moment for the 
project. While reading a copy of Air Classics magazine, I had no-
ticed an advertisement for a dealer who specialized in World War II 
military aircraft parts. I contacted the dealer, Don Keller, of Beaver-
ton, Oregon, and introduced myself as the new project manager for 
the City of Savannah restoration. It wasn’t long before I realized that 
I had made a very worthwhile call. Don was quite knowledgeable 
about the B-17 community and had me writing notes for almost 45 
minutes. The most important part of our conversation was when 
Don told me it was imperative that I contact a man by the name 
of Harry Friedman in Memphis, Tennessee. Harry, Don told me, 
was the head of an informal group of B-17-related organizations 
throughout the United States and, in fact, had been the leader of 
the group that had rescued the most famous B-17 of them all, the 
Memphis Belle. Don gave me Dr. Friedman’s e-mail address, and I 
immediately sent an e-mail: 

Sent: Tuesday, April 28, 2009, 7:32 AM

Subject: Mighty Eighth Museum B-17

Dr. Friedman - my name is Jerry McLaughlin and I am the 
Project Manager for the restoration of the B-17 City of Savan-
nah at the Eighth Air Force Museum here in Pooler, Georgia. 

“The contraption”—somehow it got the job done. (CoS Archives)
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I was given your name and e-mail address by Don Keller. Don 
told me that you are involved with an association of owners/
restorers of B-17s, and that it might be to our benefit here at 
the museum to make contact with your association. We ob-
tained our B-17G from the National Air and Space Museum 
three months ago, and are still in the very early stages of our 
restoration project. As the new guys on the block we are in the 
process of contacting as many B-17 related organizations as 
possible. Hoping to hear from you.

Jerry 

Only several hours later, I received a reply from Dr. Friedman:

Hello Jerry. It’s great to hear from you. I had been trying to find 
a point of contact for your restoration. We would welcome you 
and your group into the B-17 Co-Op. At present, I am planning 
the fall meeting. We are a group of B-17 owners, restorers, and 
current pilots and crew of the B-17. We have no dues or officers 
and have no official standing. We get together once a year to 
tour and discuss items of mutual interest both to the restora-
tion and to the flying community. Re your a/c, we saw it several 
years ago at one of our meetings held at NASM. It was in pretty 
rough shape then so I can imagine what a job that you have on 
your hands at present. I’m getting ready to go into surgery but 
when I finish later today, I’ll give you a call.

Regards,
Harry

Harry Friedman, M.D.
Memphis Belle Memorial Association, Inc.

Memphis, Tennessee
Harry was not kidding about contacting me, and called the 

same night. We talked for a very long time, and after our conversa-
tion, I began to see just a small crack in what I “didn’t know” about 
my new job. The next morning I replied:

Harry - I can’t thank you enough for your quick response to my 
e-mail and our great conversation last night. It was a relief to 
talk to someone who clearly appreciated my situation here on 
our project. Your multiple offers of assistance made my day. We 
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are firmly committed to creating a first class restoration and look 
forward to seeing what the other B-17 groups in the country are 
doing with their projects. I anticipate more conversations and 
sharing of information in the months (years?) to come. Again, 
thanks for the quick response and the offers of assistance. I have 
informed the museum CEO that the Mighty Eighth is now an 
official member of an un-official organization of B-17 groups. 

I will definitely be in touch.  Jerry
If there was one event, one friend gained, that could be rat-

ed as the biggest event in the City of Savannah project, contacting 
Harry Friedman was that one event. I am sure that we would have 
connected eventually, but Don Keller’s suggestion got things going 
sooner, rather than later, and, as you will see on the following pages, 
the good Dr. Friedman and his band of brothers began to play a 
major role in our work.

The month of April had been quite a leap forward for our still 
very young project.

The beginning of May, the fifth month of our efforts, saw 
cleaning chores expand from scraping the fuselage to cleaning years 
of petroleum-based debris from the airplane’s engines. We took the 
cowlings off of the #1 and #2 engines and began using the newly 

Jim Argo, JEB Harper, and Jim Grismer, discussing cleaning the engines and 
underside of the wings. (CoS Archives)
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arrived museum steam cleaner on the exposed power plants. The 
work area was tented and as the power of the steam hit the engines, 
years of debris fell into Jim Grismer’s catch-all “contraption.” The #3 
and #4 engines now had to undergo the same procedures. The sec-
ond set of engines was cleaned at a much more rapid pace. At this 
point, Jim declared victory and announced that the engines were 
as clean as they were ever going to be on his watch, and the engine 
cleaning project was officially declared as completed!

Bill Burkel: I remember looking at the aircraft with all the tape, 
Spraylat, Cosmoline, fire retardant, and other gunk that was on it 
and thinking this was going to be quite a job. We had a big learning 
curve as to what we had to use to get all the crud off the plane. But 
with cleaners, paint strippers, steam cleaning, wire brushes, and other 
methods, we finally got down to the aluminum skin of the aircraft. It 
seemed like we spent as much time mopping up our mess on the floor 
as we did cleaning on the B-17.

It was about this time when we realized that we were accu-
mulating some very interesting pictures and aircraft-related pieces 
that might be of interest to the museum visitors. As the organiza-
tion we were creating always seemed to step up to any challenge, 
in this case it was Scott Whitcher, a multi-talented volunteer who 
happened to have strong carpentry skills on his résumé. Scott built 
two exhibit cases mounted on wheels. We dedicated one exhibit 
case to materials from the original City of Savannah and crew and 
the second to our airplane, and filled them with pictures and arti-
facts. While the pictures and artifacts have changed over the years, 
the exhibit cases remain next to the aircraft, and will be for the 
foreseeable future.

Scott Whitcher: Jerry McLaughlin, the restoration’s project 
manager came to me with a request to build a couple of display cases 
which would be used to hold articles relating to the project. He had 
seen a case at a display in Delaware and provided a photo to use as an 
example for our cases. I was able to come up with a design that was 
approved and built two display cases that resembled shipping cases 
that may have been used during the war period. Museum-quality 
acrylic tops were manufactured by Walter Sheridan of Sheridan De-
sign, Charleston S.C., and attached to the top of the cases.
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Our next big event was the arrival of some serious polishing 
professionals who came to the museum to take over from the ama-
teurs and make the City of Savannah look like she had just come off 
the assembly line. Steve Ward, who had visited the museum previ-
ously and asked how he could get involved, was employed at the 
time as a supervisor at International Aerospace Services, a company 
that just happens to polish airplanes as its main line of business. 
When Steve saw what we were doing on the City of Savannah he 
told us to “get the crud off of it and then I’ll bring in my guys.” 

As the museum opened on May 27, Steve’s crew arrived with the 
necessary polishing equipment in hand. Steve had arranged for a lo-
cal tool rental company, NES rentals, to supply three air compressors 
to run his equipment. Something can be said for the hard work that 
our volunteers had done working on the airplane, but nothing was 
going to match Steve’s crew with their compressor-driven equipment. 
The International Aerospace Services team was at the museum for 
two days, and when they left, you can be sure that 44-83814 had not 
looked better in 70 years! WTOC-TV came out on the second day to 
video the final result, and JEB Harper and Jim Argo got interviewed 
for the evening news. Our first media darlings!

Steve Ward (third from right) with the International Aerospace Services professionals 
who were finally able to clean the aircraft surface to its 1945 shine.  (CoS Archives)
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Steve soon joined us as a full-time volunteer and worked with 
us for over a year until transferring out of Savannah for a new job, 
after a very “bright” tenure with the project.

June was a big month for the airplane on the public relations 
front. The first of two events was a gathering of the American 
Society of Aviation Artists at the Mighty Eighth, sponsored by 

Gulfstream Corporation. The two 
prominent leaders of the sympo-
sium were the internationally re-
nowned artists Keith Ferris and 
Gil Cohen. The artists spent two 
three-hour shifts sitting around 
the City of Savannah while the 
volunteers worked cleaning the 
fuselage and became, as they were 
referring to themselves, “models” 
for the artists participating in the 
symposium. 

Some of the artists were work-
ing with pencils, others charcoal; 
still others were painting. When the 
symposium was completed, several 
of the artists presented their work 

Symposium artists gathered around the nose of the City of Savannah.  
(CoS Archives)

Artist Priscilla Patterson presented 
Jim Grismer with her pencil drawing 
of Jim cleaning debris from the side 
of the aircraft. (Jim Grismer)
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to the volunteers they had used as subjects, but alas, not a single 
modeling contract was offered.

It was during the visit of the artists to the museum that we 
first began to think about how we would paint the nose of the 
airplane to match the nose of the original City of Savannah. We 
discussed using a local artist, or art students, and finally decided 
that we would do some research and find someone with appropri-
ate aviation credentials to do our work. Frankly, we never had any 
idea how lucky we would be in achieving this goal; more on this 
story further down the road. 

The second national event involving the City of Savannah proj-
ect in June of 2009 was the publication of an article in the magazine 
Warbirds International. I have been a subscriber to Challenge Pub-
lications’ warbird magazine, Air Classics, since 1972 and thought I 
would take a shot at sending them an article about our early adven-
tures with 44-83814. I took my e-mails and notes, along with a few 
pictures, and put together a story about moving the airplane from 
Virginia to Georgia. I sent the package off to California with little 
hope that there would be any result, and only a week later I was no-

tified that my article would 
be published in Challenge 
Publications’ other magazine, 
Warbirds International. Who 
knew? The article was our 
first national exposure and 
brought several inquiries via 
telephone and e-mail. The ef-
fort had paid off.

June also saw us start-
ing to realize that while ev-
eryone had ideas about what 
we should do to organize 
our project, it was neces-
sary to formulate an official 
plan that could be submit-
ted to museum management 
who could, in turn, bring 
the document to the board 

Cover of the July/August 2009 edition of 
Warbirds International. City of Savannah’s 
first national media coverage. (Challenge 
Publications)
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of trustees for comment and approval. All of the volunteers were 
asked to contribute. Despite a good amount of executive experi-
ence in previous lives by several of the volunteers, not one had any 
experience in preparing a plan for restoring an airplane. Examples 
of plans were checked on the Internet, and finally a document, 
which we billed as our Strategic Plan, began to come together. 
After several weeks of writing, rewriting, and asking both volun-
teers and friends with business experience to review our work, 
Jim Grismer and I submitted the plan to Henry Skipper on July 
15. In retrospect, I believe that the plan was more of a tactical 
than a strategic plan, but it worked! Henry approved the plan and 
we began to organize teams with specific assignments to multiple 
sub-projects. 

Thus, at the end of the first six months of work on the City of 
Savannah project, we had assembled a group of good people and we 
had a plan. We were on our way!

The assignments that evolved from the Strategic Plan had vari-
ous degrees of difficulty.  The four teams of volunteers were led by 
Bill Burkel, Wednesday (Day), Bill Liening, Wednesday (Night), 
Ron Gunnells (Friday) and JEB Harper (Saturday). The volunteers 
on the four crews all agreed that the very worst assignment during 
this period was removing the accumulated crud that built up over 

First City of Savannah Annual Group Photo (July 24, 2009).
Front Row: Bob Brunn, Tyson Morrison, Bill Burkel, Danny Harden, Dave Talleur
Row 2: Ben Ridgdill, Jack Nilsen, Tonnie and Mort Glick, Author, Scott Whitcher, JEB 
Harper, Henry Skipper.  Row 3: Dave Pinegar, Jim Grismer, Bill Liening, Ken Rombouts, 
Joe DeNapoli, Bruce Johnson, Steve Ward (CoS Archives)
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the years on the underside of both wings, mostly between the en-
gines. All four crews were involved and nobody was happy.

Paul Abare: I can say it was a lot of work upside down on the 
underside of the wings stripping the crud and other material one layer 
at a time. The chemicals were very strong, but not as strong as the 
crud. It took many days to get it all off.

Milt Stombler: Who can forget the thrill of paint stripper run-
ning down your arm as we worked on the bottom of the wings? As we 
labored on the wings, I remember that our motto was “do no harm to 
the airplane” as we tried one method after another to get the crud off. 
We slowly became more aggressive as we learned more about what we 
were dealing with and the proper tools and chemicals that we needed. 
Near the end we used wire brushes and Scotch-Brite abrasive pads 
that mounted on power drills. We had to keep ordering the pads by 
the case. 

Joel Hedgpeth: I came on board when the main chore was 
cleaning the underside of the wing around #3 and #4 engines. What 
a mess. All that Jasco paint stripper burned my skin but had minimal 
effect on the wing.  I think it must have taken two months just to get 
that one piece of wing cleaned.

Early in August, we received our first official visitor from 
the national B-17 community. Thanks to the efforts of Dr. Harry 

Joe Pritchard, Mike Callahan, and Danny Harden working on the right wingtip.  
(CoS Archives)
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Friedman, our visitor arriving from New Smyrna Beach, Florida, 
was Gary Norville, owner of a company by the name of American 
Aero Services (AAS). Gary is one of the premier B-17 mainte-
nance managers in the United States. His company works with the 
Collings Foundation and does annual maintenance work on the 
Foundation’s several flying WWII aircraft, including the B-17 909.

Gary met with the management team to learn where we 
were—not very far—and then climbed into the airplane and did 
a nose to tail inspection of both the interior and exterior of the 
City of Savannah. When he was finished with his inspection and 
we sat down with him again, he had suggestions for work on each 
interior compartment and for the repair of some exterior damage 
that had occurred during the trip from Virginia. His most impor-
tant comments regarded corrosion issues throughout the aircraft. 
He also suggested we remove the bomb bay doors for a special 
cleaning due to the amount of residue accumulated during the 
aircraft’s time as a fire fighting bomber in the 1970s. The several 
hours spent with Gary were very important to us in that he was 
generally impressed with the condition of the aircraft, a compari-
son that we were not qualified to determine, and his professional 
advice would guide us as we continued to prepare our B-17 for its 
restoration.

Greg Braselton mounts a crud attack. (CoS Archives)
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Shortly after Gary’s visit, Henry Skipper told me that he had 
been invited to speak to the Eighth Air Force Historical Society at 
their annual meeting in Cincinnati, Ohio, in late August, and that 
he would like me to attend the meeting with him and address the 
society on the early progress of our project. I could hardly say no! 
As a bonus the two of us would take a day trip and visit the National 
Museum of the Air Force at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in 
Dayton. 

The presentation to the Historical Society was well received. 
Walt Brown was able to attend and I spoke with him—for the last 
time. The next morning Henry and I left for Wright-Patterson where 
we met with General Charles Metcalf, the director of the Museum 
of the United States Air Force, and Roger Deere, the curator of res-
toration. Roger was a wonderful host, and we were given the grand 
tour of the museum’s superb restoration shop and spent a great deal 
of time watching the museum team working on the most famous 
B-17 of them all, the Memphis Belle.

Little did I know that inspecting the work on the Belle would 
lead to a very embarrassing episode for me when we returned to 
Pooler. I noticed that one of the workers was using an amazing 
spray cleaning device that when run over the very old metal of the 
airplane gave the old metal a bright, new-looking sheen. When the 
worker stopped to look over his progress, I got his attention and 

Jack Nilsen, Bill Burkel, Gary Norville, Mort Glick, Bill Liening and JEB Harper during 
Gary’s inspection of the airplane. (CoS Archives)
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asked what the machine was 
called and how it worked. 
He was more than happy to 
praise the Cold Jet dry ice 
cleaner and explained to me 
that the machine had been 
rented from the manufac-
turer and was amazing in its 
ability to bring metal back to 
its original newly manufac-
tured sheen. I was, unfortu-
nately, very impressed. More 
to come on the now infamous 
Cold Jet technology later in 
our story.

Shortly after our return from Ohio, we had some important 
out-of-town visitors arrive to check out what we were doing on 
the project and offer help and advice for the future. The first visi-
tor was Dr. Harry Friedman, the aforementioned leader of the Na-
tional B-17 Co-Op. Harry served in various leadership positions 
for many years with the Memphis Belle Memorial Association in 
Memphis before the Belle was turned over to the National Museum 
of the United States Air Force for its final restoration. His travel-
ing partner for this trip was Doug Birkey, the Co-Op’s Washington 
Connection. Doug is on the staff of the Air Force Association in 
Washington, DC, having joined that body after serving for several 
years as a Congressional staffer. Prior to his white-collar positions 
he had earned his B-17 credentials flying as a crew member on the 
Collings Foundation’s B-17, 909. We were in pretty fast company 
when these two gentlemen showed up. 

Harry Friedman: In 2008, rumors circulated that the Kolb B-17 
that we had last seen in the Smithsonian hangar in 1986 might go to the 
National Museum of the Mighty Eighth Air Force in Pooler, Georgia. 
Several of us, including Tommy Garcia and Buck Rigg of the Barksdale 
Air Force Base Museum, wondered how the Mighty Eighth would be 
able to take on the challenge of restoring the aircraft. Tommy and 
I were wondering whether or not we should offer to inject ourselves 
into the project, when on 28 April 2009, I received an e-mail from 

Visiting the Memphis Belle at the National 
Museum of the United States Air Force. 
(Author photo)
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Jerry McLaughlin, the Mighty 
Eighth’s designated project 
manager for the restoration. 
Jerry told me he was looking for 
help and asked if the B-17 Co-
Op would provide guidance on 
the restoration. He had learned 
about us through an aircraft 
parts vendor in Oregon. I re-
sponded that I would be more 
than happy to do so and called 
him that day to discuss the 
project further. This resulted in 
a visit by Doug Birkey and me 

to Pooler at which time we forged a personal commitment to helping 
out in this project. Tommy had planned on making the trip with us 
but had to cancel at the last minute. What impressed me was the in-
tensity of purpose and enthusiasm of Jerry and his group. What they 
lacked in technical knowledge was quickly overcome by teamwork. It 
almost became an obsession with them to learn and perform. I told 
Tommy I knew this was going to be a winning project and that we 
were going to have fun helping the museum and preserving history. 
From the very first day I have enjoyed working with the City of Sa-
vannah team.

The visit from Harry and Doug was a giant step for us in that 
when they left, Jim, Marshall, and I finally felt as if we had, as Jim 
put it, “adult supervision.” These were people who actually had 
done what we were just starting to learn. They were friendly while 
remaining professional, and they obviously were very interested in 
helping us in any way that they could, without telling us to do it 
their way. We would have been even more impressed with the vis-
iting group had the third member of the trio, Tommy Garcia, not 
had to cancel his trip at the last minute. When Tommy heard from 
Harry and Doug that we were open to outside help (and needed 
plenty of it), he called and made arrangements for a visit to Pooler 
to see for himself what was going on at the Mighty Eighth.

Tommy is the hands-on guy of the Friedman, Birkey, Garcia 
trio, and in the years to come, he would spend many hours literally 

Dr. Harry Friedman. (CoS Archives)
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crawling around our airplane helping to instruct and solve prob-
lems. He would visit us in week-long working marathons, often 
bringing Karen, his wonderful wife, who, thank goodness, took a 
strong liking to the actual city of Savannah, not the airplane! When 
Tommy came into town it was called “Garcia Week” and everyone 
who could make time to participate spent as much of that week at 
the museum as possible.

Tommy Garcia: I first heard about the Smithsonian’s B-17, 
44-83814, going to the National Museum of the Mighty Eighth Air 
Force in Georgia from my longtime friend, and fellow B-17 Co-Op 
partner, Dr. Harry Friedman. Harry called me and said that the air-
plane had been awarded to the Mighty Eighth and would be moved 
there in January of 2009. We had no idea who might be in charge 
of the operation. Doc said he would do some research and find out 
what he could. I wondered how the museum planned on conducting 
the restoration, with staff or volunteers, or both? Most restoration 
projects begin with high expectations, but lose their staying power 
because of a lack of commitment. Would the museum team have that 
commitment? Personally, I was wondering if they would be open to 
talking with some of us that had experience in this field? Many new 
restoration projects do not accept offers of assistance because they 
feel that accepting such help is a sign of weakness on their part. I 
hoped that between Harry and me we could connect with the Savan-
nah team and that they would be open to having us work with them. 

I knew that the Savannah 
area had to have a good 
pool of aviation profession-
als available because of the 
presence of Gulfstream Cor-
poration and military avia-
tion, and I couldn’t help but 
hope that the restoration 
team came from this group 
of people and that they had 
some type of organized plan 
for how they would conduct 
the restoration. The most 
important question on my Tommy Garcia. (CoS Archives)
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mind would take a while to answer: Did the group have staying 
power – a strong level of commitment?

I also wondered if, despite what Harry had said, they would ac-
cept me to work with the project the way that I would like—getting 
my hands dirty—and if they would listen if I offered my opinions? My 
hope was that I could steer them in directions that I knew had been 
successful in the past, and away from what I knew to be bad practices 
with a start-up restoration.

Tommy had his concerns about what he would find when 
he visited the Mighty Eighth, but those concerns were put out of 
the way almost from the moment of his arrival. I was out of town 
when Tommy made his first visit, but Jim Grismer and Marshall 
Brooks could not have been better hosts. The three of us had a 
meeting before Tommy’s visit and discussed that all we knew about 
this new visitor was what Harry and Doug had told us: “He knows 
more about B-17s than anybody we know.” Now that’s a strong rec-
ommendation! While Tommy was wondering if we would accept 
him, we were plotting to kidnap him, if necessary, to make him as 
involved in our project as humanly possible. He later told us that 
many new organizations are reluctant to accept outside help. We 
laughed and told him about our first motto: “We don’t know what 
we don’t know!” We were more than ready to bring in outside ex-
pertise; and based on our very positive opinion of our first visitors, 
Harry and Doug, and their recommendation for Tommy, he was in 
the club before he ever arrived in Pooler.

Tommy Garcia: Returning home from my first visit to Georgia, 
I evaluated my visit and decided that this was a team of people I could 
work with, and even more important, that they were very open to help 
from those of us who had been restoring B-17s for many years. My 
fear that they would not be willing to accept outside help was never 
an issue. They were very interested in what I had to say, and their 
unexpected offer to pay my expenses on any return trips meant that 
I would be part of their project in the future. I did have several ques-
tions in my mind: Will my relationship with this new team allow me 
to leave a part of my spirit with this aircraft? How can I make them 
understand that part of what they are about to undertake is adding 
a soul to the machine? (Many, many of the men I met early on in 
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my B-17 restoration days told me that if you cannot add a soul to 
the machine you have not done your job right.) Savannah has a very 
strong aviation community, the center of which is a local Gulfstream 
manufacturing facility. Thinking about the people I had met, I real-
ized that the new restoration team had a good core of people with 
aviation backgrounds. The question was, will the rest of the group 
listen to the aviation professionals and can the professionals lead the 
rest of the group? My most important feeling was that they appeared 
to be serious about making their B-17 a real showpiece, honoring the 
Eighth Air Force. 

I was also glad to see that they were legally obligated to create 
a static display that would remain in the museum forever. The B-17 
community, in my opinion, needs more static displays that put ma-
jor effort into restoring the interior of the aircraft—effort that is not 
possible when all the cash and effort has to be expended in assuring 
airworthiness.

Now it is time to come back to the Cold Jet dry ice blaster 
story. As you remember, I was much impressed with the results I 
saw of the machine rejuvenating the metal of the fuselage of the 
Memphis Belle, and I was quick to point out that performance to 
Henry before we left the Air Force restoration facility. On the trip 
home we discussed at length the possibility of renting one of the 
Cold Jet machines for use on the City of Savannah in areas that 
still had crud problems, such as the underside of the wings and the 
bomb bay. The endeavor would be costly. In addition to the rental 
fee for the machine, there was the cost of the dry ice that the ma-
chine used to do the cleaning and, additionally, the machine re-
quired a large compressor to supply the force needed to spray the 
ice pellets. Henry listened to my plea and finally agreed that the 
possibilities of what the machine might accomplish on the airplane 
were worth the investment.

Contact with Cold Jet corporate management brought some 
unexpected good news. The company would provide a machine at 
no charge if they could use their involvement with our program for 
marketing purposes. Things were really looking up. The machine 
arrived with a company representative to instruct us how to oper-
ate the machine and, after several hours of instruction, the volun-
teers began to attack the City of Savannah gunk and sludge with a 
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vengeance. The results were not what we expected! The Memphis 
Belle metal I had watched shine from the ice pellets had not been 
covered with the gunk that was everywhere on the City of Savan-
nah. Then the final catastrophe came! After a frustrating day trying 
to clean the area beneath the wings and the interior of the aircraft, 
several of the volunteers decided to enhance the power of the sys-
tem by disconnecting the governor on the compressor. “Now,” they 
reasoned, “we’ll really get some cleaning done.” They attacked the 
gunk with the ungoverned Cold Jet machine and were very pleased 
with the results. Very pleased! They commented to each other as 
to what an amazing job the machine was finally doing cleaning the 
filth from the airplane! Their happiness was short lived. Museum 
staff came running into the Combat Gallery screaming for them 
to shut down the machine. The gunk that the dry ice was blasting 
off the airplane was leaving the airplane looking like new, but the 
flying gunk was entering the museum’s air conditioning system. By 
the time the shouting staff members arrived in the Combat Gallery, 
there was not a flat space in the building that was not covered with 
a very slight, but rising, layer of black gunk that originated from 
our airplane. The Cold Jet dry ice machine, renamed “McLaughlin’s 
Folly,” was never seen again. 

As the year came to a close, I was working on an end-of-year 
progress report for museum management when Marshall Brooks 
brought me some news that would have a great deal of influence 
upon the project—we would be meeting in several days with a gen-
tleman by the name of Bob Mikesh. Bob literally wrote the book on 
how to restore airplanes (Restoring Museum Aircraft, Airlife, 1997) 
when he was the senior curator for Aeronautics at the National Air 
and Space Museum. Several unique circumstances brought Bob to 
the NMMEAF. First, he was a boyhood friend of Marshall’s, and 
second, he had actually negotiated the trade for 44-83814 between 
the NASM and Arnold Kolb that had brought our B-17 from Ari-
zona to the freezing cold hangar in Chantilly, Virginia. 

Bob was very interested in what was happening to the B-17 
he had worked so hard to obtain for the NASM. He stopped in 
Pooler on his way to Florida at Marshall’s request. Saying that Bob’s 
visit had a major effect on how we would conduct our restoration 
would be an understatement. Over dinner at a restaurant near the 
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museum, Bob shared with Marshall and me a two-hour synopsis of 
his book, and a great deal of personal advice regarding conducting 
an aircraft restoration. I took several pages of notes, which boiled 
down into the four factors that Bob said determine if an aircraft 
restoration project succeeds or fails: 

1. The airplane should be indoors. Volunteers do not show up 
when the weather is hot, cold, raining, and so forth. 

2. A system of stable and firm management needs to be estab-
lished from the very beginning of the project. A chain of com-
mand, hopefully a short chain, must be established and filled 
with individuals who have the respect of the participants. 

3. There must be a process to raise money. Unless the project 
leaders are immensely wealthy, and willing to part with their 
fortune, an income flow, through donations or gifts, must be 
established; and

4. Local resources need to be available and recruited. These 
resources must have the requisite knowledge, skills and abili-
ties to perform the technical requirements in support of the 
restoration.

The dinner with Bob was an evening I will never forget. It is 
not often that you get to sit down with an acknowledged world-
class expert in an area in which you are just learning the ropes. Fur-
ther, Bob is a fine gentleman to share a meal with, and he very much 
wished that his boyhood friend, Marshall, and the other volunteers 
working on the City of Savannah project, would be successful in the 
restoration of the B-17 that was part of his past with the Smithson-
ian. It was quite an evening.

As I drove home that evening I thought about how we matched 
up against Bob’s make or break factors for a successful restoration: 

1. The City of Savannah was indoors. 

2. The management chain of command seemed to meet his 
requirement for being “stable.” 

3. The museum’s fund-raising system was established and had 
been working successfully for years; and 
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4. The Savannah community is blessed with an abundance of 
aviation community organizations, ranging from Gulfstream 
Corporation and its many subcontractors to multiple military 
aviation units. 

I felt very good about what Bob had stated and what I knew 
about how we matched up to his four principles for success. We were 
starting to graduate from “We don’t know what we don’t know,” to 
learning how to function within a system we were developing and 
that we hoped would lead us to a successful restoration of the City of 
Savannah. Not a bad report card for our first year on the job!

2010
When we came back to work in January, we got some sad news 
when Sheila Saxon announced she was leaving the museum for a 
job closer to home. Her last assignment with us was to organize a 
dinner for all the volunteers on the 15th of January, celebrating the 
first anniversary of the arrival of the airplane. 

Henry Skipper was the master of ceremonies at the dinner and 
thanked the volunteers for all their work and their families for all 
the time they spent away from home working on the airplane. He 
announced that the group had volunteered 3,391 hours during the 
first year of the project and that ten of the volunteers had contrib-
uted over 100 hours. At the end of the dinner, I asked Sheila to come 
to the front of the room where I thanked her for everything she had 
done for us and presented her with a bouquet of flowers, and the 
group gave her a major round of applause.

Following the dinner, it was time to start the second year of 
operation on our airplane. LMI Corporation started off the year 
with yet another contribution; this time their donation was not 
time and expertise, but hardware. Surplus workbenches were de-
livered to the museum, and the City of Savannah’s designated shop 
area, adjacent to the Combat Gallery where the airplane stood, be-
gan to look like a legitimate working shop. We also began to form 
something of an organizational structure with the appointment of 
Dave Talleur as the deputy project manager. As the technical nature 
of the actual restoration work was becoming more apparent, it was 
essential that a decision maker with aviation expertise become part 
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of the management team. Dave’s background as both a pilot and a 
maintenance manager was the correct résumé. We let his new job 
evolve as the restoration developed, and his interaction with our 
contractors would later have significant impact upon our success. 

It was also in January that Harry Friedman passed on another 
small gem of an idea that would have a large impact on the project. 
When I told him that the museum archives had a large amount of 
WWII radio equipment, but that we could not find anyone who 
had knowledge of what the equipment was, he suggested I contact 
the local HAM operator club and ask for some help. I did make the 
contact, and as Harry had predicted, big-time help arrived almost 
immediately! I was first contacted by Guy McDonald, a USAF vet-
eran, an electrical engineer by trade, and most important to us, the 
president of the Coastal Amateur Radio Society (CARS). Guy and 
Mac McCormick, another CARS member, came out to the mu-
seum and met with us to discuss the equipment from the museum 
archives and, we hoped, to become involved with the restoration 
of the radio room. We were not disappointed! Guy arranged for 
the CARS’ March meeting to be held at the museum, and I was 
asked to speak to the group about our project. After the meeting 
the group visited the Combat Gallery where Bill Liening had pre-
pared the airplane for a tour by using ladders that would allow the 
visitors to actually view the radio room. Before the evening was 
over, the CARS members were on board with the City of Savannah 

The Three Amigos and their first girlfriend, Sheila Saxon. (CoS Archives)
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project and have been ever since. A group of CARS members of-
ficially filled out project application forms and became our radio 
team, with Guy as their chief. 

Guy McDonald: (E-mail to his colleagues in the Coastal Area 
Radio Society) We have a very unique opportunity to contribute to the 
restoration of a piece of American history. We were contacted about 
our interest in helping restore the radio compartment of the B-17 that 
is currently undergoing a thorough restoration at the National Muse-
um of the Mighty Eighth Air Force here in Savannah. Wow, of course 
we are interested. On January 20th Mac-KF4LMT and Guy-K4GTM 
went over to the museum and met with Jerry McLaughlin who is the 
Project Manager of the restoration. Jerry and Marshall Brooks took us 
into the aircraft, where we had a good look at the radio compartment. 
Afterwards we went into the artifacts room to check out all of the ra-
dio equipment and associated gear. What a treasure! We then spent 
some time with Jerry and Marshall discussing how we might be able 
to contribute to this effort. Some of the next steps will be to research 
what exactly should be in the compartment, determine the feasibility 
of making some of the radio gear operational, helping the museum to 
acquire any missing equipment, and, of course, installing the equip-
ment in the radio room. Whew, lots to do. This should be an extremely 
rewarding project. Stay tuned for more information.

While the volunteer work crews continued to work on the 
challenges of restoring the airplane, there were several events tak-
ing place that would significantly enhance the future of the restora-
tion. The first was the arrival of Jane Grismer (Jim’s daughter) as 
Sheila Saxon’s replacement. Jane jumped into her new job with the 
enthusiasm you would expect from one of the Grismer clan, and 
almost immediately came up with an idea that would become insti-
tutionalized and bring considerable financial support to the project 
and the museum itself over the years to come: the annual Flying 
Fortress 5K Run and Walk. More to follow on this subject.

It was at this point in the project that we brought on board a 
most unexpected volunteer, Brigadier General Jeffrey Phillips, from 
the 3rd Infantry Division at nearby Fort Stewart. “General Jeff,” as 
he became known, was a lifelong fan of B-17 bombers and the son 
of a WWII C-47 pilot. Jeff would work with us, getting dirty and 
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enjoying the camaraderie of 
the group, for almost a year, 
until his assignment at Ft. 
Stewart ended. After leaving, 
he stayed in touch, visited on 
several occasions, and turned 
out in uniform, sporting his 
second star, when the air-
plane was dedicated in 2015.

June of 2010 was also 
the first time that I was asked 
to address the board of trust-
ees with regard to the project. 
I had made similar presenta-
tions to management groups 
back in the days when I 
worked for a living, but never 
on a subject in which I could 
still be considered a trainee. 
My philosophy was that while 
I was still learning, nobody in 
the room knew more than I 

did. The presentation went well and I breathed a sigh of relief as the 
board members gave strong support and congratulations on what 
had been accomplished in the first 18 months of the project.

The most significant issue we were facing in the summer of 
2010 was what to do with the interior of the airplane. We realized 
that we would not be able to restore the fuselage interior to the bare 
metal look that we had been able to achieve on the exterior. It was 
finally decided that we would paint the interior of the aircraft in 
good old Army olive drab. We also knew that before we could be-
gin the interior painting, there were two major chores that needed 
to be accomplished: a strong attack on the bomb bay, which con-
tained enormous amounts of crud left over from the days when 
fire-fighting slurry was released from that compartment; and ad-
dressing many corrosion issues within almost every area of the air-
craft. We thought we had solved the corrosion issue in 2009, but we 
were wrong. Gary Norville returned for a second visit to discuss 

Our own “General Jeff” Phillips. (Jeff Phillips)
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our corrosion plans and helped a great deal with technical issues we 
were facing. Once again, we had a plan.

Cleaning the bomb bay was easier said than done. The crud, 
however, was not as bad as under the wings, and with the help of the 
steam cleaner and Jim’s water-catching contraption, the Wednesday 
crew was able to finish the project in only several shifts.

Jim Grismer: Much has been said about the crud, the nature 
of which called for serious action to implement its removal, namely 
steam cleaning. In short order we realized that these methods cre-
ated an ocean of water that we had to contain. Thus, we always had 
an army of squeegee men and wet-vac operators attempting to stay 
ahead of the tide of water. We designed a 300-gallon mobile trough 
to sit beneath the bomb bay doors and catch the bulk of the mess that 
flowed out during the cleaning. Most of us threw away the clothing we 
wore during this task. 

Joel Hedgpeth: During the steam cleaning of the interior of the 
airplane, particularly the bomb bay, we had to wear rain gear, and 
there was a bucket brigade draining the crazy big blue drain pan in the 
museum storm drains. Later, I spent many, many shifts curled up in the 
area aft of the tail wheel trying to get the crud out of that small space. 

The corrosion issue was a much more profound and sophis-
ticated operation than the crud in the bomb bay. It was formally 
attacked, after a great deal of preparation, on the last day of June 
with what was advertised as a “maximum effort,” an often-utilized 
expression with the Eighth Air Force in WWII. The all-day af-
fair to apply an anti-corrosion agent, known as Cortec VpCI-427, 
throughout the interior of the aircraft began at 9:00 a.m. and was 
not completed until 7:00 p.m. that evening.

The group that showed up at 9:00 consisted of members of all 
four crews. Jim gave an in-depth briefing on the VpCI-427, address-
ing how it needed to be applied, and the safety measures that all 
involved would need to carefully observe. It was finally determined 
that two crews could, in fact, work at the same time in separate 
compartments within the airplane. A third team was stationed be-
neath the aircraft to catch the run-off after the 427 was applied. Af-
ter application it was wiped from the metal interior which was then 
washed to remove any remaining chemicals. This method worked 
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well through the morning. Lunch was provided by the museum and 
refreshments were available all day for the volunteers. Mid-after-
noon, more volunteers arrived to relieve the morning crew, and 
when a dinner break was declared, the evening crew ate a museum-
supplied pizza dinner. Following dinner, the area surrounding the 
tail wheel was cleaned, and the day was declared a victory. It was 
truly a total day of dedication by the entire volunteer crew.

Even though we had made the decision that we would paint 
the inside of the airplane and had done so much preparatory work, 
we had not as yet determined just how we would do the painting. 
We came up against many issues. Our first concern was the mem-
ory of our environmental trauma over the Cold Jet machine. How 
could we use the appropriate spray method of painting the interior 
and not have the paint enter the museum air conditioning? How 
could we seal the airplane for the painting and not inhale all the 
paint ourselves? Could we do the painting with spray cans? Could 
we do the painting with plastic brushes? There was a great deal of 
hand wringing and no good answers. And then, as would seem to 
occur whenever we faced major problems, one of our original vol-
unteers, Jim Argo, a Gulfstream Corporation employee, came up 
with a mind-blowing solution. 

Jim met with several senior managers at Gulfstream and ex-
plained our problem. As a result of Jim’s efforts, Henry Skipper and 

Morning crew before attacking the interior of the aircraft with anti-corrosion material. 
(CoS Archives)
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I were invited to visit the Gulfstream aircraft repair facility, which 
is located near the museum. Jim met us at the gate and escorted us 
inside the facility where he explained how the company used state 
of the art equipment to paint aircraft interiors with total environ-
mental safety while inside a building. Henry and I were shown the 
equipment that was placed outside the sealed aircraft to move the 
filtered overspray safely outside the building. He also introduced 
us to one of the painters, Tony Hall, who was preparing to paint 
the cockpit of the aircraft we had been observing in the paint shop. 
Tony explained to us how the aircraft was sealed and that the paint-
ers were equipped with completely secured suits with an outside 
air supply as they did the painting. It was an amazing set up. Then, 
once again, a stroke of luck hit. Tony asked why we were interested 
in the system. Jim explained that Gulfstream senior management 
had approved that he and several other City of Savannah volunteers 
would be trained to use the Gulfstream equipment and would paint 
the interior of the B-17. Tony broke out in a big smile. “You don’t 
have to go through all that; I’ll paint the airplane for you. It will be 
a privilege.” Another major problem addressed. 

It would take a while to make arrangements for the painting to 
be scheduled, and while those details, mostly logistical, were being 
taken care of, the first of what would become many working visits to 
Pooler by Tommy Garcia occurred in early September. Tommy ar-
rived bearing gifts, many gifts! Over the years he had accumulated 
many B-17 parts that appeared on our ever-developing wish list. We 
were about to benefit significantly from Tommy’s generosity.

Tommy was so anxious to get started that he showed up early, 
but luckily found Rocky Rodriquez and his Saturday crew on the 
job and ready to help him unload his truck full of presents. We were 
actually able to field a Sunday crew for this occasion. They were at 
the museum at 9:00 a.m. to get started with Tommy, as all of his 
gifts were lined up in the hall to be photographed and entered into 
the museum’s archive storage list. Foremost among Tommy’s gifts 
was a complete radio transmission set that he repurchased from a 
friend in nearby Charleston. Two volunteers from the radio team, 
Steve Jonas and Bill DeLoach, volunteered to drive to Charleston 
and bring the equipment to Pooler.

Monday of the first Garcia Week was to this observer the 
most exciting day of the project since the arrival of the airplane. 
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Jim Grismer had seven carpenters and an equal number of helpers 
working with plywood that he had purchased the previous week. 
They were using the plans that Tommy had obtained from a Holly-
wood contact on the Memphis Belle movie that showed, in detail, all 
of the woodwork that was needed for completing the interior resto-
ration of the airplane. Watching the woodworking team, one would 
have thought that this group had been working together for years. 
Not so! Some of the volunteers, because they normally worked dif-
ferent shifts, had not even met each other until that morning. Tom-
my was in the middle of the project, often interpreting instructions 
he had written on the plans and templates twenty years earlier when 
he had been hired by the Hollywood team to put them together. 

We sent the carpenters home in the mid-afternoon, just prior 
to the arrival of Jack Nilsen, from the night crew metalworkers. 
Tommy and Jack introduced themselves and then began a nose to 
tail tour of the City of Savannah that lasted until the rest of the night 
crew arrived. 

Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday became a blur as the car-
penters began building the more complex wooden pieces for the 

Material that Tommy Garcia brought with him to donate to our restoration, including 
radio transmission equipment that he purchased from a dealer in Charleston, SC.  
(CoS Archives)
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airplane, including the floors and the tables for the navigator’s sta-
tion and radio room. Sixty-five years and thousands of flying hours 
had, as Tommy had anticipated, changed the shape of our airplane’s 
fuselage from the exact dimensions it had when it left the factory 
in 1945. The carpenters spent hours adjusting the material they had 
built to fit the current shape of the airplane.

Everyone associated with the restoration had need for Tommy’s 
expertise and he was very generous in sharing his time. On Wednes-
day evening a staff meeting was held, at which time the management 
team gathered with Tommy in the museum conference room and 
everyone was given the opportunity to discuss the issues that they 
were facing with regard to their distinct portion of the restoration. As 
always, Tommy had answers. When the meeting ended, he took the 
team through the airplane, discussing problems and offering sugges-
tions for issues that he believed would challenge us. When the tour 
of the airplane was finished, the team sat in the shop and talked and 
talked and talked, until the museum maintenance man told us that 
we better leave because he was locking the doors.

The final event of Garcia Week I was the gathering of all of 
the volunteers who could make it to the museum on Friday to have 
lunch in the restaurant. Henry Skipper and I both heaped praise 
upon our Texas hero, and presented him with a copy of Donald 
Miller’s ultimate history of the Eighth Air Force in WWII, Masters 
of the Air, which had been signed by all the volunteers, and a Thank 

Tommy Garcia, in hat, explains B-17 plywood floor drawings he made many years 
earlier for the Memphis Belle movie project to the carpentry team. (CoS Archives)
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You certificate that included a 1-inch square of fabric from the City 
of Savannah’s original rudder. Tommy assured us that there would 
be more to come . . . and he was right.

Events were happening so fast at this point in the restoration 
that it was hard to keep up with all of the incoming great news. As 
soon as we were finished with Garcia Week, Jim Argo notified us 
that we needed to prepare for the arrival of the painting team and 
their equipment from Gulfstream Corporation.

The painting did not go unnoticed outside of the building. 
Thanks to a heads-up from the museum staff, a reporter from our 
local newspaper, Savannah Morning News, learned about Gulf-
stream’s upcoming gift to the project in the form of the painting 
equipment and professional team of painters. When we picked up 
the newspaper the next morning, there was a picture of our latest 
media darling, Jim Argo, on page one, with an accompanying story 
about how he had gone to his senior management to find a solu-
tion to our painting problem, and how the managers, as well as the 
painting team, became the solution.

The day of the big event, a large crew of volunteers turned out. 
They would mainly be observers after they helped to seal the air-
plane, but they didn’t care. This was going to be a very exciting day 
for the project. The day before, a very large Gulfstream truck had 
delivered the painting equipment (paint, hoses, etc, etc, etc) that 

Tommy Garcia with the certificate presented to him at the end of Garcia Week I. (CoS 
Archives)
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was required for the painting to be conducted in an indoor facility 
that was not classified as a Gulfstream factory floor. 

Jim Argo was, naturally, the crew supervisor for our volun-
teers. He had been carefully briefed beforehand by Tony Hall on 
how to prepare the airplane for the painting team. Under Jim’s su-
pervision all of the preparations were completed to the final details. 
There was no room for error with this system for indoor painting. 

The most convenient surprise for the Gulfstream team was the 
fact that we did not have a tail turret on the aircraft. Although the 
empty hole at the back of the aircraft was an embarrassment for us 
(the original tail turret is on display at the American History Museum 
in Washington, DC), it offered a wonderful open port for the large 
orange hoses that would take the filtered air outside of the museum.

The entire aircraft was sealed to strict airtight requirements 
from nose to tail, under Jim’s direction. A large plastic tent covered 
the tail area and five exhaust tubes led to a refrigerator-sized filter 
that rendered the overspray of paint from inside the airplane to an 
environmentally safe level as it was sucked out of the fuselage and 
forced out the door of the building. Another group of hoses entered 
the museum from a compressor parked outside, which powered the 
entire operation. 

This was Jim Argo’s page one macho shot. (Savannah Morning News)
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After completing a full day of work at Gulfstream, Tony Hall 
arrived at the museum shop area with his painting partner, Frank 
Quirk. Tony and Frank inspected the work the volunteers had done 
sealing the aircraft, and then it was time for them to begin. The first 
night’s work, Tony told us, would start from the tail and go through 
the radio room in the first of two phases they would use to paint the 
airplane. The bomb bay and upper and lower cockpits would be com-
pleted in the second phase. Tony also recommended that a primer 
coat of paint be applied to ensure the longevity of the interior paint. 
This would extend the length of the painting time required and the 
work of the painters, but Tony felt it was appropriate and it would not 
cause any additional expense to the project’s limited coffers. Tony’s 
recommendation was approved by Henry Skipper, and the painting 

The 
amazing 
exhaust 
system 
required 
by the 
Gulfstream 
painting 
team. (CoS 
Archives)
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began. Tony and Frank worked well into the evening hours before 
they called it a day, changed out of their painting gear, and headed 
for home. It had been a very long day for them, and we appreciated it. 

The painters returned the following morning and applied their 
second coat of paint for Phase I of the painting project. When they 

These pictures give a good look at how carefully the airplane was sealed. (CoS 
Archives)
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were finished, they quickly departed for their real jobs at Gulfstream, 
and the volunteers, again under Jim Argo’s supervision, packed up 
all the painting and environmental gear and loaded the equipment 
onto a Gulfstream truck to be returned to the factory. Phase I of the 
painting was complete and looked terrific—so much for spray cans 
or plastic brushes—the professionals had done a great job.

It seemed like the month of September 2010 would never end. 
The weekend after we finished Phase I of the painting, we had an-
other visit from the American Aero Services (AAS) folks from New 
Smyrna Beach. This visit would mark the final movement of the 
City of Savannah before she was placed on stanchions that AAS had 
built for us. The stanchions would support the airplane’s weight and 
take the tension off of the rubber tires. It was essential that the fi-
nal location of the airplane be determined beforehand and that all 
parties concerned agreed on the best location. The final decision, 
of course, would be made by Henry Skipper. Henry and I met sev-
eral times to determine what we considered the most appropriate 
location for the future presentation of the airplane to the public. 
We decided that guessing beforehand the best final location of the 
airplane was not a good idea. We would make the decision on the 
day it was moved.

The first chore after the arrival of the AAS team was to unload 
from their truck the jacks that would lift the airplane. For this chore 
we used a forklift loaned to us by our good neighbors, JCB Corpo-
ration. When the jacks were in place, the airplane was lifted off the 
ground and dollies were placed under all three wheels. At this point 

Left: Gulfstream 
painting team, 
Tony Hall and 
Frank Quirk. (CoS 
Archives)



Taking It Apart

97

Henry and I, along with the AAS supervisor, Whitney Coyle, held a 
discussion as to what would be the ideal location and direction for 
the airplane’s final disposition as an exhibit in the Gallery. When we 
had made our decision, Whitney placed observers at each  wing-
tip and the tail of the airplane. He then arranged our volunteers in 
position to provide the muscle to have the airplane make its final 
move. Everyone was tense with what would happen when Whitney 
called out, “1-2-3, push.” When everyone signaled that they were 
ready, he gave the command—and nothing happened! Then he had 
everyone stand down and gave some additional calming instruc-
tions. He went through his starting ritual again, and sure enough, 
the airplane moved several feet forward until he ordered everyone 
to stop pushing. Using this short movement method, which he was 
obviously familiar with, he got the crew to move the airplane to 
exactly where we had marked the floor for the port side main land-
ing gear tire. The next chore was to change the airplane’s direction. 
Again, observers were placed at the  wingtips and, utilizing the dol-
ly under the tail wheel, the City of Savannah made its final move, as 
it was pointed at the angle we had selected for its future display as 
the museum’s premier exhibit.

American Aero Services team and City of Savannah volunteers after moving the 
airplane for the final time. (CoS Archives)
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The final assignment of the AAS crew was to place the airplane 
on the steel stanchions that they had been contracted to construct 
for us. This was accomplished by once again using the jacks they 
had brought with them. Everyone gave a great sigh of relief as the 
jacks were lowered and the City of Savannah was placed in her final 
position. Yet another important step in preparation for the restora-
tion had been completed, with the help of our ever-growing group 
of friends in the B-17 community.

The back-to-back major workweeks on the airplane during 
September were taking a toll on our volunteers; luckily, we got a 
two-week break as we entered October. Then the pace picked up 
when the Gulfstream truck pulled up, once again, at the door to the 
shop with the painting equipment. This time the volunteers knew 
what was involved and the airplane was prepared for the Phase II 
painting in short order, awaiting Tony Hall’s return.

This time Tony had a surprise for us, a new partner. Frank 
Quirk, his original painting partner was not available, so he brought 
another expert painter, his son Terry. The Hall family checked out 
the preparations that the volunteers had made for them, gave a 
thumbs-up signal and then set to work. Again they worked into the 
evening. When Tony stepped out of the airplane at approximately 
7:00 p.m., his face was beaming and he told us that the job was com-
pleted. Another major accomplishment moving us down the road 

The cockpit of the City of Savannah, sealed and awaiting the arrival of the painting 
team. (CoS Archives)
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was now checked off the list, 
thanks to the initiative of Jim 
Argo and the cooperation of 
senior management of Gulf-
stream Corporation.

November 2010 brought 
a new event to our project that 
would have a long history of 
success, achievement, and 
income for our restoration! 
The event was the idea of 
Jane Grismer from the mu-

seum staff. Jane was involved in the road-racing community in 
Savannah and put together the idea of a 5K Run and Walk fun-
draiser for the City of Savannah project in coordination with 
some corporate friends and the museum’s next door neighbor, 
JCB Corporation. Working on her own time and without a 
budget, Jane was able to work with JCB to have a portion of the 
race pass through their Pooler property at no charge to the mu-
seum. When the race was finally mapped out, the vast majority 
of the 3.1-mile course was run on the JCB campus. Jane also 
partnered with the Savannah Striders running club and Fleet 

Tony and Terry Hall dressed for the start of 
Phase II painting. (CoS Archives)

Runners standing by for the start of the first Flying Fortress 5K. (CoS Archives)
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Feet Sports, a local company that provides management and 
timing services for Savannah-area running events. Museum 
staff members, particularly Maintenance Manager Bruce John-
son and the City of Savannah volunteers, helped Jane to meet 
the enormous logistical and administrative challenges involved 
with putting a race program together for the first time. Finally, 
with everyone hoping that the weather would be good, that the 
advertising had worked, and that many last-minute entrants 
would show up on race day, it all came together. A total of 346 
entrants ran the race, which turned out to be a major financial 
success and finally allowed the restoration of the B-17 to have 
a working budget. 

During the planning for the race, there was a strong effort 
put forth by all of those involved with the project, and the muse-
um, to bring out as many runners as possible to participate. What 
we did not expect was that we would have a champion amongst 
our own. It was obvious that the race would be a financial success 
from the early morning arrival of the participants, and many of 
the volunteers gathered together when the race was over to talk 
to the runners who had participated. Then Mike Manhatton, the 
official race emcee, from local television station WTOC, started to 

Milt “Crazy Legs” Stombler, surrounded by his adoring fans after his Flying Fortress 5K 
victory. (CoS Archives)
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announce the race winners according to their various age groups. 
Suddenly, our group was overjoyed to hear that Milt Stombler, 
our own retired physics professor and ace aluminum polisher, had 
won his age group. Milt quickly ran forward with us cheering be-
hind him as he picked up his first-place medal. From that day on, 
whenever the race was discussed, Milt would always be addressed 
by his new nickname, “Crazy Legs.” Another City of Savannah leg-
end had been born.

The Flying Fortress 5K became an annual event and continues 
to provide income for museum projects that include the City of Sa-
vannah.

It would seem that the year 2010 had certainly been filled with 
enough events to keep those involved with the project busy and ex-
cited with future possibilities. But, as we would say many times, 
there was more to come.

The week after the race, we hosted a special new friend of the 
project by the name of Skip Shelton. In October our Saturday 
Crew Chief, Rocky Rodriguez, had come upon Skip standing near 
the tail of the B-17 talking to other visitors about details of the 
bomber. Rocky was intrigued that the speaker was obviously well 
informed and a terrific conversationalist. When the visitor group 
began to move on, Rocky stepped forward and introduced himself 
to Skip, who, it turns out, had been a 19-year-old B-24 pilot in 
the 448th Bomb Group in 1945. During their conversation, Rocky 
learned that Skip was an artist with a working business in South 
Carolina and that he had been interested in art his entire life. In 
fact, he told Rocky, he had painted the nose art on his airplane and 
many other airplanes in the 448th. Rocky knew that part of our 
plan for the future was to replicate the nose and fuselage “art” that 
had been on the original airplane. We had yet to determine who 
would do the painting. Rocky didn’t waste any time and asked 
Skip if he would be interested in working with us. Of course the 
answer was “yes”! 

Rocky called me to let me know about meeting Skip and to 
provide me with his telephone number. I called Skip right away 
and we began to make arrangements for him to return and do the 
painting. He asked for detailed pictures of the original markings, 
which we provided. We also prepared the logistical support he 
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requested and notified the local media outlets that we would have 
a history-making event at the museum.

Skip and his wife, Shirley, also prepared well for their arrival. 
Utilizing the pictures that we forwarded, Shirley had created graph-
ite forms of the lettering on the original airplane by matching the 
size of the written letters against the rivets on the airplane’s fuselage! 
An amazing display of skill on the part of both Skip and Shirley.

We had a full team assembled in the Combat Gallery to pre-
pare for Skip’s arrival and the painting of the City of Savannah name 
on our B-17. The Wednesday Day Crew, museum staff, visitors, and 
the media were all assembling around the nose of the B-17 late on 
the morning of November 10 as Skip climbed the scaffold around 
the nose of the airplane with two of our volunteers, Allen Lewonski 
and Tom Van Tilson, to begin his work. Allen and Tom assisted Skip 
by using Shirley’s graphite forms to mark the fuselage with outlines 
of the individual letters in the words “City of Savannah” in the exact 
format as they had appeared on the original airplane.

At one point during this very busy day, as things were get-
ting a bit harried, Jim Grismer leaned toward me and, pointing to 
the nose of the airplane, he said, “Doesn’t Savannah have two n’s in 
it?” I nearly fainted! Just the thought that I would have to correct 
the master at his work in front of this audience was overwhelming. 

Skip Shelton replicating the nose art of the original City of Savannah. (CoS Archives)
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However, it was just Jim trying to divert my mind with humor from 
what was going on. I still haven’t forgiven him.

Skip worked through the day with only two breaks, one for 
lunch and one to hold a series of interviews with the several me-
dia representatives who were present. When the former Eighth 
Air Force pilot finished his work for the day, most of us who had 
been there when he arrived had departed for home, and it was 
the Wednesday Night Crew that escorted Skip and Shirley back 
to their hotel.

Thursday morning, appropriately Veterans Day, saw Skip and 
Shirley return to the museum to repeat the painting preparation 
process all over again, this time on the left waist area of the airplane. 
Again, there were ample volunteers to assist Skip and a new group 
of visitors to watch his work, as well as additional media as the day 
progressed. Working from the floor instead of a scaffold speeded 
the work up considerably, and on this day Skip finished his work 
during the mid-afternoon. I sat next to him as he was interviewed 
by a magazine reporter and learned more details of his very inter-
esting life. Skip told the reporter that manpower requirements had 
forced the Army Air Corps to cut the two years of college standard 
to qualify for pilot training, and he had entered flight training right 

Skip Shelton, author, and Shirley Shelton next to the B-17 as Skip finished work on 
Veterans Day, November 11, 2010. (CoS Archives)
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after completing high school in 1943. He graduated and received 
his wings in November of 1944 at the age of 19. He left shortly 
thereafter for England, where he was assigned as a copilot to the 
713th Squadron of the 448th Bomb Group. His Group commander 
noted that the new lieutenant had a flare for art, complimenting 
Skip on the nose art on his B-24, Frisky Frisco, named after a night 
the crew spent partying in that California city. Thereafter, Skip was 
appointed to paint nose art on all newly arriving aircraft. At the 
commander’s insistence, Skip was even removed from several mis-
sions to get the artwork done, something that Skip appreciated. As 
he told the reporter, “I was never shot at while painting an airplane.”

After the war Skip had a career as a corporate pilot, starting 
with war surplus DC-3s and eventually retiring from the cockpit 
of Savannah-built Gulfstream jets. After retirement he went back 
to artwork on a full-time basis, opening a studio in South Carolina.

Skip remained a member of our family, attending our annual 
dinner every year with Shirley. He passed away, after a short illness, in 
2014, a very good friend whom we treasured, but lost along the way.

After all the hard work in 2010, we deserved a high-note event 
to finish the year, and we got it. The story started in October when I 
was contacted by a woman named Margaret Watkins, who told me 
that her father had been the navigator of the original City of Savan-
nah with the tail number 43-39049 that had departed Hunter Field 
in December of 1944. I was, to say the least, taken aback by her call. 
She explained to me, making a long story short, that a family mem-
ber had noted a newspaper picture in the Savannah Morning News 
of the crew of the original City of Savannah that had been recently 
published in an article about the B-17 restoration at the Mighty 
Eighth. Her cousin, Jim Jones, had enlarged the picture and had 
brought it to family members, who agreed that the man kneeling 
in the front row in the crew photo beneath the nose of the original 
airplane was in fact Lt. John E. Watkins, father or uncle to all the 
senior family members. Margaret and I discussed some details of 
what she and I both had heard about the crew and their adventures, 
and we finished the conversation with an agreement that the family 
would come to Pooler to meet the restoration team.

The Watkins family arrived at the museum very near to the 
66th anniversary of the day that Lt. Jack Watkins and the rest of 
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(Left) The original City 
of Savannah crew just 
minutes before their 
departure from Hunter 
Field in December 
1944. Navigator 
Lt. John Watkins is 
circled. (Watkins family)

(Below) The Watkins 
family visit—(L–R) 
Beth Kennan (friend 
of family), Margaret 
Watkins (Jack 
Watkins’s daughter), 
Katherine Watkins 
(Jack’s wife), Robert 
Watkins (Jack’s son), 
Taylor Jones (great-
niece), Jim Jones 
(nephew)—66 years, 
to the month, after Lt. 
Jack Watkins and the 
Kittle crew departed 
Savannah for England. 
(CoS Archives)
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the City of Savannah crew departed from Hunter Field. They met 
the Saturday crew, who went out of their way to show the family 
around the airplane and explain how the restoration was progress-
ing. It was a great event for both the family and the volunteers—
and would not be the last time that we would meet the great folks 
from the Watkins clan.

It was great to end a year with so much success on such a high 
note—actually meeting the family of a crew member of the original 
airplane. We were all excited about what 2011 would bring to us.


