Thurman Shuller - Saturday Night Banquet Speaker

306" Bomb Group Reunion, Omaha, Nebraska 1983

Introduction by Russell Strong:

We have invited this evening to be with us, a close friend of a great many down
here. This man, who was not the first Group Surgeon, he was actually the second. But
he was the one who went overseas with the group as Group Surgeon and lasted about a
year. And then somebody else decided they wanted him some other place and then the
306™ lost him. As I'm sure all of you know, I was greatly indebted in trying to put
together a history of the 306™ on the diary of Dr. Thurman Shuller, which he kindly let
me read. I think he told me at the time that only his father had ever read it. It was a
fantastic piece of work. Well, Dr. Shuller has spent some months pouring over the diary
again in McAlester, Oklahoma, in between times of treating sick babies and I assume
making a house call now and then. Do you still make house calls? He still does. If you
have trouble with your grandchildren and house calls, move to McAlester. But it is a real
pleasure to have Thurman Shuller with us tonight and to reminisce with us a little bit. I
think we’ll have a few laughs and some fun and enjoy going back, turning back the
pages, to another era. Thurman....

I am delighted to have all this group together. This is the first opportunity I’ve
had to talk to all of you together since we gave those VD lectures in Wendover. We are
now in the third stage of life. If you want to know what the stages of life are: youth,
middle age, and you’re sure looking good.

We’ve all had a great time the last two days renewing old friendships, reviving
old memories and reliving some of the experiences of so long ago. Have you ever
wondered why we have retained such deep affection for some of our wartime buddies —
why a periodic reunion at this stage in life can be so meaningful, so much more so than a
class reunion, for instance? Andy Rooney, who generally hits us with such everyday and
simple truths, has in his book A Few Minutes with Andy Rooney included a piece called
“An Essay on War” in which he makes a very thoughtful statement... “If war brings out
the worst in people, it also brings out the very best. It’s the ultimate competition. One
lives at full speed finding strength he didn’t know he had, accomplishing things he didn’t
know he could do. Most of us get a warm sense of fellow feeling when we act in close
and successful relationships with others, and maybe that happens more in war than any
other time”.

But I do not intend to continue in such a serious vein. I’m going to be talking
about a few of my memories — some amusing, some sad — mostly trivia that doesn’t get
into history books. I won’t mention any names that I don’t have permission from. Russ
mentioned about the diary that I’ve written and I am going to read some extracts from the
diary. When I pick up one of these cards, you will know that I am reading something that
I wrote 40 years ago. (*)! That is not necessarily what I would write now, but I think it is

' * Asterisk at the beginning of a paragraph means a quote from the diary




a little fun to see what I wrote back then. I do want to say that we are indebted to Russ
Strong for this marvelous history that he has written, because it is really a great piece of
work. And it has put the 306™ on the map for good. I shall talk very little about combat
missions — these are covered in the history.

How many here are Veterans of Wendover? It is almost frightening to look back
at how incredibly green and inexperienced we were at Wendover. I shall never forget
reporting in to a very dour looking gentleman named Lt. Col. LeMay sitting behind a
desk. He could hardly have looked more formidable, though I’'m sure he would have
seemed more so had we realized he’d one day be a Four Star General and one day
command all the Air Forces. But I’'m sure that that sort of advancement was farthest
from his mind also at that time having been seemingly banished to the most desolate
place in all of Utah, and considering the rag tail personnel that was being sent in for him
to help Col. Overaker form into a fighting outfit. I’'m sure you’ve all read Col.
Overaker’s description of the mass confusion in organization and training of this group in
the unit history as well as excerpts from Gen. LeMay’s book published in last October’s
issue of 306™ Echoes. I didn’t know until I read the history just how bad things really
were. I thought that it was just standard Army procedure. I can only say that our own
medical section organization was just as confused. :

There were four of us doctors that had just come in there from Randolph Field.
And I will tell you that we knew all about it because we were just out of school, we had
read all the books, and we knew just exactly how to examine and determine who was
going to be capable of flying. Most of our duties to start with had to do with doing
physical examinations on flying personnel. And of course, you remember all those
immunizations. Nobody had immunization records and you already had half of them
somewhere else. But, of course, we started over and you got them all over again.

* 23 May 1942 — My Opinion of White I picked up a little of the American
fighting spirit today on one of my physical exams for combat crew. This particular man
is from Boston, is 26 years old, played football for Duke three years. It is easy to
recognize at first glance that he is far above the general run of soldier. Iinquired why he
didn’t take cadet training, and he replied that he had considered it but decided that he’d
rather be a gunner. That struck me as being a little out of the ordinary. He said that he
volunteered the day war was declared to try to avenge the death of his best pal at Pearl
Harbor. He doesn’t want one Jap, he wants at least a dozen. And he was just on edge all
the way through the examination for fear he might not pass. He appears to be a fine clean
lad. I’'m going to keep my eye on him to see how he turns out.

*7 June 1942 Did I ever miss the boat on that guy I was going to keep my eye
on a couple of weeks ago! His service record came through yesterday and it revealed that
he has been AWOL almost half of the six months he has been in the Army. Did I ever
fall for a real snow job !!!

I think that was fortunate that that happened to me right at the beginning, because
that sure taught me a lesson that I didn’t know as much as I thought I did.

One of my first days at Wendover I certainly remember as one of the exciting
things that happened, my first B-17 flight. I’'m sure that a lot of you fellows remember the




same thing. It was with Lt. Ryan. He was one of the first pilots at the time that had ever
flown a four-engine plane. He was checking out 3 pilots this Sunday afternoon that had
just finished flying school and was checking them out in rotation as co-pilots. And they
were just as new at it as I was. And I wrote:

*26 April 1942 — First B-17 Ride ~ Had my first ride in a B-17 today. We flew
over the salt flats for a couple of hours. Lt Ryan was pilot and three of the younger pilots
were taking turns as co-pilot. I had been looking forward to this first flight a long time.
When one looks out over those wings from the air, it looks like a city block flying
around.

If any of you got in a B-17 yesterday, you thought how small it is.

*1 August 1942 — Cost of Living . Chanute Field 12 noon — 1400 hours  After
all the planes landed we were taken to the mess for a late lunch. We were served a huge
steak, potatoes and gravy, a nice salad, asparagus, canned pineapple, milk, raisin bread
and blackberry pie ala mode ...... for 25 cents.

When we arrived in Thurleigh, I didn’t make a proper note at the time, but two
years later on that anniversary this is what I wrote:

*8 Sept 1944 11:00 P.M. — Arrival in England It has occurred to me that at this
moment exactly two years ago we were getting out of the G.L trucks for the first time at
Thurleigh. We had first touched foot to English soil in the late afternoon at Grafton-
Underwood because the airdrome at Thurleigh was not ready. It was cold and wet, the
blackout was rigid and pitch black, we stumbled into all the ditches and hit all the mud
puddles trying to find our barracks. There was a large chandelier flare hanging in the sky
which had been dropped by a German reconnaissance plane and we knew that J erry was
sending a welcome especially for the 306™. This was the war zone and we were all
wearing our trusty 45’s on our belts. We were prepared to handle any J erry who dared to
show up. We couldn’t understand why the English laughed at our gun toting and we
were thus convinced that the English didn’t know there was a war on. But we were fully
prepared to show them how a war should be fought.

As a doctor, I’'m naturally going to talk about things from a medical viewpoint.
But there must be some general interest in the medical aspect of War, or else MASH
wouldn’t have been on TV for so many years. That’s not to imply we were a MASH unit
— far from it. We had neither a Hawkeye nor a Hot Lips, but we did have a Houlihan.
But what we did, 1 think we did well and I make no apologies for doing a little bragging
about our Medical Section. Medical coverage was provided by the combined effort and
input from a superb group of doctors in the squadrons and the service group
supplemented by a most conscientious corps of medical enlisted men. We were simply
lucky on the draw, far above that of most Groups.

Three of us originals are here. We were lucky on the draw because we got six
excellent doctors who would work together and did the job. Most groups weren’t that
fortunate. Dr. Munal is here. He is the one who lasted through the whole time that they
were at Thurleigh. He was at the 368™ for a little over a year until he became Group
Surgeon for the rest of the time we were there. An excellent man. Dr. Sam Simpson is
with us. He was with the 423" for quite a period and also just an excellent man. The































