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DEDICATION  
 

To the honor and memory of 

 

Murrel C. Henry  
 

 

 

 

HIGH FLIGHT  
 

 

Oh!  I have slipped the surly bonds of earth 

And dance the skies on laughter-silver wings; 

Sunward Iôve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth 

Of sun-split clouds ï and done a hundred things 

You have not dreamed of ï wheeled and soared and swung 

High in the sunlit silence. Hovôring there 

Iôve chased the shouting wind along, and flung 

My eager craft through footless halls of air. 

Up, up the long delirious, burning blue, 

Iôve topped the windswept heights with east grace 

Where never lark, of even eagle flew ï 

And, while with silent lifting mind Iôve trod 

The high untresspassed sanctity of space, 

Put out my hand and touched the face of God. 

 

    ByéPilot Officer John Gillespie Magee Jr 
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PROLOGUE 

 

 

My parents came to visit while I was stationed in England. On a drive from Oxford to 

Cambridge, my father suggested we stop by the American Cemetery and see about cousin 

Murrel. Who was Murrel and why was he at the Cemetery near Cambridge? No one in 

the family had ever mentioned the B-17 pilot who disappeared in WWII: stranger still 

because I was an F-111 pilot in the Air Force with a long-time and well-known interest in 

aviation history.  

 

We stopped at the solemn and beautiful cemetery that silently honors the war dead, but 

Murrel wasnôt there. His name was chiseled in stone on the ñWall of the Missingò but his 

mortal remains were never found. And so, in 1982, the long search for information about 

1
st
 Lt. Murrel C. Henry began. It went slowly at first; I was commander of an F-111 

fighter aircraft squadron at Royal Air Force (RAF) Upper Heyford, England, and had an 

Air Force career to finish.   

 

Years later I researched events surrounding Murrelôs disappearance, located family 

members and even friends who could relate first person accounts. Also, the government 

provided very detailed files and records from the investigation of his disappearance. In 

short, a trickle of information became a river and then a deluge. Interestingly, Murrelôs 

loss was one of the several unfortunate incidents in Eighth Air Force during the first 

week of 1943 that were later used as the inciting events for the book and movie ñTwelve 

Oôclock High.ò  

 

A special thanks goes to the numerous combat seasoned WWII veterans in the 

Distinguished Flying Cross Society who were generous in sharing their experiences at 

our monthly lunches. Some were crewmembers in Murrelôs Bomb Group. The first hand 

recollections they shared about WWII flying training and B-17 combat operations were 

especially valuable 

 

The story that unfolds is of an American boy caught up in our countryôs struggle to 

prepare and fight WWII. Sacrifice by our armed forces keeps us secure and Murrelôs 

story reminds us that our military is made up of individuals. They are not faceless masses 

in uniform, but are our sons, daughters, cousins, and the kids next door.  

 

Don Henry 

Laguna Beach, CA 

December 2007 

 

Web Site: www.donhenry.net 

E-mail: Don-Henry@msn.com 
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CHAPTER  1 
Tennessee Family 

 

 

In spring 1941, Murrel C. Henry (pronounced Merl) 

completed his second year at Tennessee Polytechnic 

Institute at Cookeville and had decisions to make. He 

was proud of his accomplishments so far. He had 

graduated from Central High School and was doing 

well at Polytechnic. But life had not been easy and 

money had always been a problem. 

 

Murrelôs formative years had been spent at the family 

home near Phifer Mountain, a small log cabin on a 

farm far from town with no running water, indoor 

plumbing, or electricity. Murrelôs grandparents had 

owned the land since 1893 and his father, Burford, had 

been born there. Growing up, Murrel and his brothers 

slept in a loft where the occasional winter snow would 

blow thru the shingles and pile up on their blankets. 

His parents and sister slept in the room below, which 

served as both living room and kitchen. Sparse warmth came from two fireplaces, one at 

each end of the cabin. They heated and cooked with wood, which was in the hills all 

around them, or coal, from a mine his father worked nearby. Murrel preferred coal since 

holding a piece of wood while his brother, J.L., wielded the axe. His brother had missed 

the mark and chopped off the tips of both middle fingers on Murrelôs left hand.      

 

There were four Henry siblings: Ruth, 

the youngest and only girl, Murrel, the 

youngest boy, and older brothers Basil 

and James L. The four children were 

born at two-year intervals, all in 

Tennessee, except Murrel, who was 

born in Shamrock, Texas while his 

father worked as a Section Forman on 

the CRI&G Railway. Before Ruth 

came along the work in Texas ended 

and the family had moved back to 

Tennessee.  

 

 

The children attended Burnett School, a single room, single-teacher primary schoolhouse 

a few hundred yards down the road from the Henry cabin. But high school and most 

everything else teenagers were interested in was in Cookeville and getting there required 

a four-mile walk to Gafton where they could catch the bus to town. Farm work plus 

 Ruth     Murrel      Basil        JL 
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walking everywhere left Murrel and his brothers in excellent shape for school athletics. 

Murrel was on the varsity track, football, and basketball teams in high school and ran 

varsity track in college. School was a priority but often had to give way to helping their 

father earn money to support the family. As a result, James lost some time and graduated 

in the same class with Basil. Murrel also worked and slipped back, finally attending high 

school in the same class with his younger sister Ruth. 

 

Murrelôs grandparents and the home place on Phifer Mountain 

 

Murrelôs home on Phifer Mountain had been in the family since his grandparents, 

Madison Columbus Henry and Levisa A.Z. Henry purchased the property in 1893. 

Madison and AZ had raised 15 children on the 110 acre farm. The house, pictured in the 

circa 1915 photo here, was flanked by a barn, (barely visible in the right background of 

photo) a granary, orchard, and garden.   

 

 

Grandfather Madison Henry died unexpectedly in the summer of 1919. He was 58 years 

old and, for the family, things took a turn for the worst. A.Z. had problems that needed 

solving. She was a single mother with no source of income and 8 of her 15 children still 

living at home. Help came from two of her unmarried sons, Elisha Crockett Henry and 

Preston Henry, who offered to provide for the family if they would move to Indiana. 

Elisha and Preston had good jobs as farm hands running a large farm and grain elevator 

in Parr, Indiana. The boys arranged for the family to move into a ranch house in Parr 

where they could all live together.  

 

Leaving Tennessee would not be easy. Both A.Z. and Madison had lived their whole 

lives near Phifer Mountain as had most of their relatives for over 100 years. Families on 

Madisonôs side and hers, too, were large: 8 children at least but normally 10 to 16. She 

could not begin to count her aunts, uncles, and cousins that lived in the surrounding hills 

and valleys.  

 


