At the Grave of an Uncle, 65 Years Later
Kusel: Research of WWII Crash Recovery Working Group tracks down niece of a U.S. B17 gunner lost in a 1944 crash 
August 9th, 1944 in Kindsbach Germany: A formation of B17 bombers turned away from thunderstorms  into the fire of German anti-aircraft cannons. A plane was hit, spinning into the forest not far from the village of Kusel. Six crew members bailed out and survived, but three U.S. soldiers lost their lives, including top turret gunner S/Sgt Anthony Burroughs. Years later, his niece Jan Loftis began to research her uncle’s crash. At the same time, members of the Flugzeugabsturze Vermissung Arbeitsgruppe, a German group dedicated to the recovery of WWII air crashes, were doing the same. 
On Wednesday afternoon 15 April a line of vehicles met at the VdK home in Kusel. The group who assembled included members of the German Working Group for Missing Air Crew, staff of the U.S. hospital, two reporters from the U.S. newspaper "Stars and Stripes", a local witness to the crash, and the niece of Anthony Burroughs, Jan Loftis. Obviously moved that the fate of her uncle prompted such interest, Ms. Loftin tearfully joined the group heading into the forest toward the crash site.  Klaus Zimmer of the Working Group explained how the group’s research led to contact with the plane crew and their families. "Uwe Benkel discovered the military service number of one of the deceased soldiers in the cemetery register from Kusel," he said, of the tiny clue which started the research. After months of inquiries he eventually obtained the address of a surviving crew member and made contact.

"What really annoys me ', Uwe Benkel of the working group admitted, "is when artifact hunters deface and dishonour the site of an accident". Obviously souvenir hunters had probed the crash site months earlier, and had already removed some items, according to the Benkel. But his anger soon vanished as the group worked together to place a simple wooden cross with the names of the deceased at the site. The group fell silent in the woods.

With tears flowing down her cheeks, Jan Loftis laid flowers at the base of the cross honoring her uncle and his comrades.  Back in her Georgia hometown she often dealt with mourning and death in her role as a parish representative but today she struggled for composure at the memorial in the woods: "It is amazing that I can be here today, and my greatest wish is now fulfilled." With the Lords Prayer and some personal words about her brother, the 62-year-old Loftis ended the short service with a psalm. The event capped several days she spent at the airfield in England where her uncle was stationed.
Benkel summed up the service with a brief commentary on war. "We aren't politicians. There are no President Obamas or Chancellor Merkels here today. We are the normal people, the ones who always suffer the most in a war.”  He turned to present a metal object to Ms. Loftis: a clasp from a parachute harness found at the location of Burrough’s body. "This could have been the last thing he touched”, she murmured as raised it to her lips.
Artist Marek Dziewa of the working group next presented Ms. Loftis with a drawing of her uncle’s bomber. The detailed sketch showed the engine burning as the plane lost altitude. After the comments and presentation, the group lingered at the site exchanging information and listening to further details of the crash from witness Richard Graff.

Benkel and Zimmer agreed that  "such meetings are the highlight of our work.”  Ten years ago such events occurred more frequently, but the younger generation is not that interested in the fate of their grandfathers, he said. "It’s unusual now that a niece like Jan Loftis would visit the crash site of her uncle’s plane”, says Zimmer. 
As the group left the forest for the VdK hall, Loftis stayed behind for a quiet personal farewell at the place where her uncle’s body was found. She said later that she would like to come back in the future to meet the people here again and show her son everything. (bgi)

What happened on August 9th, 1944?

The heavy B 17 bombers, known as "Flying Fortresses", had orders on 9 August 1944  to bomb strategically important facilities in the southeastern Germany. To get to the target of Furth, first they had to fly over the heavily defended western border of Germany. 
But a threatening weather front developed and the formation was ordered to head back to England. They were to drop their dangerous bomb loads  over secondary targets in Holland and Belgium on the way back.
The "Bristol Machine", named after pilot 2LT Sterling W. Bristol Jr., did not make it very far, let alone to England. At 10.25 hour, German anti-aircraft fire over _____ Creek hit the bomber with its nine crew members aboard. The "Flying Fortress” limped toward  Kusel with one engine afire, where it broke into three pieces and was finally crashed to the ground in the _____ Forest.
Richard Graff saw the plane fall as a 14-year-old and shared his memories. "All of us looked up to the sky, spellbound, and thought the fireball was coming right down on us."  Every resident of Kusel thought the plane was going to crash into their house or barn. "Of course all of us then ran to the crash site. The emergency services were already there, trying to put out the fire. ", Graff remembered.

The younger responders helped put out the burning wreck with shovels of dirt.  Graff remembered a wing laying several meters from the cockpit, and then recognizing a severed leg.  The upper portion of the body, the first American soldier Graff had ever seen,  lay not far away.  Decades later, how was it proven that this American soldier was Anthony Burroughs?  It was known that he was killed by crash debris which struck him in the air, while the other crewman, T/Sgt Faulkner, was found still in his parachute, and Pilot Bristol never got out of the cockpit. 
The six surviving crews members, some of whom were seriously injured, bailed out and landed at Hamlet Creek, Kollweiler, Neunkirchen am Potzberg, and Kusel. 
