
http://www.normanlanejrmemorialproject.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

October 8, 2019 

 

To Friends of Norman Lane, 

 

In Stanton, Haywood County, Tennessee, it was Tuesday, July 9, 1968. With a population then of about 

450, Stanton was thirteen or so miles from Brownsville (population then about 7,000), the county seat. On 

that summer day, a special ceremony would be held at the Stanton home of Mr. and Mrs. William E. 

Wright. The occasion would be the Army's presentation of the Bronze Star Medal with "V" device and the 

Purple Heart, both awarded posthumously, to the parents of PFC Billy Wright. Billy, a 1966 graduate of 

Haywood High School (HHS) in Brownsville, had been serving as the medic for 1st Platoon, D Company,  
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Captain James Pedersen and the crew of Miss Fortune. Back row, left-to-right: T/Sgt. Michael Urban, Radio; Sgt. 

Daniel Bergin, Engineer/Top turret; S/Sgt. Emil Mateyak, Tail gunner; S/Sgt. Anton Kohler, Ball turret; S/Sgt. 

Robert Redding, Left waist gunner; S/Sgt. Frank Grubb, Right waist gunner. Front row, left-to-right: 1stLt. Harry 

Gorden, Bombardier; Capt. James Pedersen, Pilot; 2ndLt. Joseph Carter, Copilot; 1stLt. Owen Burgess, 

Navigator. On October 8, 1943, Miss Fortune was undergoing her 100-hour inspection. Capt. Pedersen and his 

crew flew the replacement aircraft, Blood, Guts, and Rust II, that day. Photo courtesy of Bob Jesko.   
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1/12 Cavalry, 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile). He had been killed in a firefight with an NVA platoon on 

the afternoon of February 1—the first full day of the Tet Offensive—three kilometers east of Quang Tri 

City. Billy had been buried in the Stanton cemetery a month later, on Friday afternoon, March 1. 

 

Among those attending the ceremony in the Wright's home that hot Tuesday in July was Owen Burgess, 

editor of the Brownsville States-Graphic. Then fifty-two-years old, "Mr. Owen" had been editor of the 

weekly newspaper since the mid-1950s. That week's issue of the States-Graphic would go to press on 

Thursday. Over his years as editor, Owen Burgess' signature front-page feature had been his "Local News 

Briefs," or sometimes simply, "News Briefs." Sometime between that Tuesday and the Thursday press 

deadline, Owen Burgess composed the following lines: 

 

 Old memories flooded back, almost to tears when the Colonel read the orders of commendation .... 

 "his display of personal bravery and devotion to duty". 

  We refer, of course, to the awards ceremony when Pvt. Billy L. Wright was honored 

 posthumously at the home of his parents, who live in Stanton. 

  Our memories went back to Hiram C. Skogmo of Milwaukee, Wade Hampton Sneed of 

 Georgia and Merle C. Cloud of Rule, Texas, and many many more comrades and friends of the 

 390th Bomb Group, whose families surely experienced similar ceremonies a quarter of a century 

 ago. 

  Back then, we had a cause. 

  Now, Billy and the thousands of others who will not return from Southern Asia have only 

  intangible uncertainty as to why they were there. 

  They only knew that their country called. They went. They died. 

  They are honored. 

  The small bits of ribbon and the bronze medals are left. 

  That .... and the memories. 

 

The focus of Owen Burgess' comments was to honor the memory and sacrifice of Billy Wright, while 

questioning the cause, if indeed there had been a cause, for which he died. But who were Hiram C. 

Skogmo, Wade Hampton Sneed, and Merle C. Cloud, and what were their stories? And how was Owen 

Burgess, from Brownsville, Tennessee, connected to these men, from the 390th Bomb Group?  

 

* * * 

 

Jerry Kizer Jr. grew up in Brownsville; his family lived at 430 West Main Street, a two-minute walk from 

the house where young Owen Burgess had lived during his school years there. In January of 2017, Jerry 

recalled: 

 

 Growing up in the 40’s and 50’s in a small town like Brownsville was about as good as it gets or 

 has ever gotten. 

 

Although Richard Carlton and I grew up in Brownsville during the 1950s and ‘60s—a decade behind  

Jerry and his friends—life was still very good during our years at Anderson Grammar School (Anderson) 

and HHS. One of our best friends and classmates was the late John Burgess (died of pancreatic cancer in 

2005 at age 53), who was four months younger than Richard and myself. John’s parents, Doris and Owen, 

had married on November 23, 1945—the day after Thanksgiving; Jerry Kizer's father was one of Owen's 

groomsmen. John's sister, Janice Burgess Harsh, recently recalled that she and her parents had moved to 

Brownsville from nearby Jackson when she was four years old (1951) and had lived in a house on Margin  
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Street, until she was in the fifth grade (1957-1958). John had joined the family there in July, 1952. In 

those days Margin Street led from Mr. Roy Sullivan’s corner grocery store, past the large 

recreational/playground area behind Anderson (http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963), past Oakwood 

Cemetery, down to South Washington and the Brownsville Louisville & Nashville (L&N) Railroad 

Depot. As late as 1968, the railroad was still running two passenger trains—No. 14 (southbound to  

Memphis) at 6:22 a.m. and No. 19 (northbound to Bowling Green, Kentucky) at 6:40 p.m.—with stops in 

Brownsville.   

 

But as Janice points out, her family had moved into Caroline Owen Burgess' large, Victorian-style home 

on West Main Street—that same house where young Owen Burgess had lived during the 1920s—when 

John was about five or six years old. Their new home was directly across the street from the entrance to 

Anderson, where John, Richard, and I would be classmates in grades one through eight, over 1958-1966.  

 

* * * 

 

Janice adds that the Main Street home remained in her family for three generations. Her great-

grandmother Cornelia Oldham Owen had moved there from Conway, Arkansas, after the death of her 

husband, John H. "Dixie" Owen. In his family memoir, which Janice shared with me, Owen, who passed 

away in September, 1993, wrote about his grandmother: 

 

 I haven't mentioned my grandparents. My father's parents died when he was real young, in 

 northeast North Carolina, near Hertford. My mother's mother was Cornelia Oldham before she 

 married John H. (Dixie) Owen. "Dixie" died from burns he received when their home burned in 

 Conway, AR. Cornelia, or "Nina" as she was called, was left with 3 small children and 3 older 

Anderson 

Grammar 

School, 

undated. 

Bicycle racks 

at the sidewalk 

level are 

clearly visible. 

West Main 

Street is in the 

foreground.  

The school 

was directly 

across the 

street from the 

Owen Burgess 

home (see 

page 4). Photo 

courtesy of 

Bennie 

Morrison and 

Mel Cox. 

http://tinyurl.com/jfk-nov22-1963
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 ones to raise. "Dixie" 

 was burned when the 

 steps caved in while 

 trying to go upstairs to 

 rescue the children who 

 already had jumped 

 from the porch roof. 

 

 The less-than-middle-

 aged mother moved her 

 brood back to 

 Brownsville and did the 

 best she could at 614 

 West Main. She even 

 helped raise me when 

 my mother was sick 

 when I was 5-8 years of 

 age. 

 

 She was a remarkable 

 person, who was born 

 at Eylau in northwest   

                               

 Haywood County and lived till about 90. She didn't learn 

 to drive a car until she was 69. [Eylau Mansion, built in 

 1835, located eight miles east of Ripley, Tennessee. In 

 1830, Dr. Samuel Oldham moved out of Virginia and, 

 with his slaves, spent five years constructing the 

 mansion. The home was completed in 1835.  Its timbers 

 were hewn by hand. The home had fourteen spacious 

 rooms. Eight rooms comprised what was known as the 

 "main structure," and two long halls twenty by forty-four 

 feet connected them with the second house at its rear 

 which contained six rooms. All of the rooms were twenty 

 by twenty-two feet. President James K. Polk was one of 

 the many distinguished guests at Eylau]. 

 

 As a girl she attended school in Staunton, Virginia, and 

 due to the times and distance, remained there until she 

 graduated. She was a Regent of the local David Craig 

 Chapter of the DAR, as I remember digging a hole in the 

 Haywood courtyard, to plant a tree in some DAR 

 ceremony. 

 

Janice Burgess Harsh's painting of the Burgess family home on West Main 

Street, from a photograph. The house was directly across the street from 

Anderson Grammar School (see page 3). Photo courtesy of Janice Burgess 

Harsh. 

Burial marker for Dr. Samuel Oldham, 

who, with his slaves, built the Eylau 

mansion over 1830-1835. Owen Burgess' 

grandmother, Cornelia Oldham Owen, 

was one of Dr, Oldham's children. Photo 

courtesy of Ceree Davis. 
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 I don't remember her age at death, but think she must have been in her 90s. A grand old woman.    

 

Cornelia Oldham Owen is buried in Oakwood Cemetery, Brownsville, Tennessee. She was born in 1860 

and died in 1950. 

 

* * * 

 

Janice's grandmother Caroline Owen Burgess and young Owen had lived there with Cornelia, at the 614  

West Main Street address, when they returned to Brownsville in about 1919, to be joined later by Owen's 

father George. Then, almost forty years later, the Owen Burgess family had moved into the Main Street 

home, joining Owen's mother. From the Burgess home, it was also a very short walk—down West Main 

to the stop light (installed about 1935), then up the hill to the right on Grand Avenue—to the HHS 

campus, where John, Richard, and I would continue as classmates from 1966-1970. To give you an idea 

of the short distances that separated the Burgess, Carlton, and Claiborne households, it would take John 

five minutes to walk from his house to HHS, and Richard's house at 722 Key Corner was literally a 

stone's throw from the campus. Our house at 509 West College was just down the hill from the school—

maybe a three-minute walk. Crossing through various friendly backyards, as had frequently been done 

during our days at Anderson, any one of us could be at the other's house in five minutes or less.  

 

Mr. George Herring (not to be confused with the Vietnam War historian of the same name) had been HHS 

principal since 1951 (he would retire in 1967), and his house was at the northwest corner of West Main 

and Grand, up the hill a bit. Mr. George had a daughter, Beverly (Beverly Herring Travers, died in 2015 at 

age 88), who would put Brownsville on the map of American popular culture in the mid-1960s. In 1952 

Beverly Herring had married Robert Travers, whose daughter Mary (from a previous marriage) would 

join Peter Yarrow and Paul Stookey several years later to form the folk-singing trio, Peter, Paul and Mary. 

A short "Personal Mention" from the Brownsville States-Graphic issue of Friday, August 16, 1968, 

reported: 

 

 Mrs. Bob Travers and son, Johnny of Westport, Conn., are guests of Mrs. Travers’ father, George 

 Herring. 

 

* * * 

 

Owen Burgess had been born to an Episcopalian missionary couple in the small town of Eagle, Alaska 

Territory, in October, 1915. His mother Caroline had been living in her hometown of Brownsville, when 

she met George Brooks Burgess during a visit to Dallas. Mr. Burgess was already serving as a missionary 

in Alaska, and Caroline Owen later came to Tacoma, Washington, where they were married before 

moving back to Alaska, together. In his family memoir, Owen wrote about his parents and his early years 

in Alaska: 

 

 The Yukon River had not yet frozen for the winter; however, ice was forming in the shallows, 

 when John Owen Burgess came into this world on October 11, 1915. 
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 As hospital and medical assistance was nonexistent in the 

 small town of Eagle, Alaska, the missionary parents had 

 secured the services of a British Army medical sergeant from 

 a British Army post at Dawson, Yukon Territory, Canada, 

 located less than 100 miles away. 

 

 Apparently the sergeant knew his business, as I found this 

 information years later on a passport I requested from 

 Fairbanks. 

 

 My parents took care of me in the church rectory, where we 

 lived on a bluff high above the river which, at that time, was 

 the interstate highway of the Yukon Territory. 

 

 My father, George Brooks Burgess, was a native of North 

 Carolina, born near the town of Hertford, near Elizabeth 

 City. He met my mother, Caroline Barrett Owen, in Dallas 

 while he was visiting his brother, William (who later moved 

 to Oklahoma). My mother, a native of Brownsville, was also 

 visiting relatives and, as both were Episcopalians, [she and 

 my father] met at church and eventually fell in love. My 

 father had already been in Alaska, serving under Bishop 

 Rowe, and was enjoying a vacation in the states at the time. 

 

 After his return to Eagle the couple corresponded, and 

 eventually my mother agreed to meet him in Tacoma, 

 Washington, where they were married in the home of one of 

 my mother's relatives. 

 

 Prior to my birth, my mother gave birth to a baby girl, but the child died soon after birth. Whether 

 or not they had military assistance, I do not know. 

 

 I actually do not remember anything of Alaska, but it was awfully cold, and mother says on one 

 occasion she let me sleep outside in my little crib sled at -40°. We had a bear cub on a chain in the 

 front yard and a dog sled team out back. My father liked to hunt and I had several pictures of me 

 taken sitting on dead caribou and moose. 

 

 Mother's sister, Cornelia (Mrs. D.H. Edington of Mobile), came to visit one year and taught 

 several grades at the town school. 

 

 In addition to missionary work with the local Cree Indians and townspeople, my father was called 

 upon to do some light medical work such as setting [broken] bones, etc. 

 

 As the Indians primarily lived on caribou meat and salmon, they usually caught or killed their 

 winter supply in the fall. On one occasion my father was preaching one Sunday and, standing 

The man in this photograph is not  

positively identified but may be 

George Brooks Burgess, husband of 

Caroline Owen Burgess and Owen 

Burgess' father. He was an 

Episcopalian missionary in the Alaska 

Territory at the time he met Caroline 

Barrett Owen. Photo courtesy of Janice 

Burgess Harsh.  
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 above the congregation, he saw the caribou herd crossing the river. He promptly dismissed church 

 in the middle of his sermon and told them to go get their winter meat. 

 

With Owen, then maybe four years old, needing a tonsillectomy and with his mother feeling somewhat 

homesick, the two headed for Brownsville—first by boat, then by train. Mr. Burgess was to follow them 

later. Writing for his memoir many years later, Owen Burgess remembered the trip east: 

 

 I am told that I was a sickly child and needed to have my tonsils taken out. I think my mother was 

 homesick, too, so plans were made for us to come to Brownsville for a while, and my father would 

 follow later for his year's vacation. 

 

 Arrangements were made to catch the riverboat at Eagle, ride to Whitehorse [Canada], and then 

 overland to Skagway where we had passage booked on the "Princess Safire." For some reason, 

 probably early ice, we were late getting to Skagway and missed our ship. While waiting a few 

 days for another one, we heard, or rather my mother did, that the "Princess Safire" had struck an 

 iceberg and all were lost. At one time this was the third worst naval disaster. 

 

 We eventually got to Seattle and Tacoma, where mother visited a few days, and then took the rails 

 to the southeast. 

 

 On the train headed east, my mother would take me out at the longer train stops so that we could 

 exercise by walking up and down the station platforms, returning to our seats only when the 

 conductor said, "All aboard!" 

 

 In Salt Lake City, mother was busy writing a letter and was paying very little attention to me. She 

 glanced out the window of the train and just happened to see me outside walking around. She 

 rushed to the conductor, and the two of them got me back on the train. Who knows, but what if she 

 had not seen me . . . I might now have several wives to 

 attend to me in my advanced years. 

 

 At last we got to Memphis where her youngest brother, 

 Thomas, was to meet us at the old Peabody Hotel. No 

 sign of my Uncle Tom. Finally we discovered the 

 young man asleep on one of the hotel sofas. He 

 apologized profusely when mother awakened him. 

 

 We all rode the train to Brownsville, where we went to 

 my grandmother's house at 614 West Main (now 629 

 W. Main). 

 

* * * 

                 

Arriving in Brownsville at the end of the long journey (the 

fastest route today, by car, involves a ferry and covers 3,700 

miles), mother and son joined Owen's widowed grandmother 

Young Owen Burgess, living in Alaska, at 

age two years, eight months (June, 1918). 

Photo courtesy of Janice Burgess Harsh. 
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Cornelia in her home at 614 West Main Street. Owen Burgess described the two or so years in 

Brownsville, before he entered the first grade: 

 

 My early years in Brownsville are dim in my mind, but I do remember my Uncle Robert Owen 

 returning from service after World War I. I was particularly interested in the army pistols he 

 showed. My son, John, still has one of the German Lugers. 

 

 Neighborhood young people were James and Rosa Haywood, and later Clarence and Van Berson 

 moved down on the corner of Grand and West Main. 

 

 Up the street, toward town, were Everett Bond, Elliott Hay, Bill and Bob Berson and Charles 

 Sherman. 

 

 James Haywood was kind enough to make me a little apple crate wagon on skate wheels, and I 

 enjoyed it a lot until someone stole it outside Brummett's Cafe one day. 

 

 I must mention Brummett's, located on the northwest corner of W. Main and Court Square. Mr. 

 Brummett sold the best peanut brittle and taffy candy I have ever eaten in my life. For a nickel, a 

 full bag could be obtained, usually half and half. He also put his popcorn and peanut machine out 

 on the sidewalk on pretty days. When the corn was popping, it appeared that a little toy clown on 

 top of the machine was turning the agitator in the popper. Quite attractive to a 4-year old. 

 

 Rosa Haywood probably spent more time with me than the others, but she never let it interfere 

 with the games with the other kids and was always the best tennis player in the neighborhood. 

 

 Van Berson and I were closer to the same age and consequently, during the early school years, we 

 were together a lot. 

 

After perhaps two years in Brownsville, Owen entered the first grade at Brownsville Public School in 

1921: 

 

 I started grade school in September just before becoming 6 in October, 1921. The school was 

 located on West College until it burned in about 1927. Later it was the site of the Haywood 

 County Memorial Hospital and, at this writing, the site of condominiums.  

 

 My first grade teacher was Miss Annie Ree Harvey, who started out many of our town's citizens 

 for almost half a century. Next year, when I was in the second grade, a diphtheria epidemic struck 

 the community. All the children in school were vaccinated, but they were either too late for me or 

 else the vaccine didn't work, as I almost died with the disease. I can remember to this day the big 

 needles that Dr. Sevier and Dr. Scott stuck into my groin. 

 

 During those early school years there were no cafeterias, and we all took lunches to school. 

 Sometimes the town students would swap with the country kids, who had country ham biscuits, 

 etc. 
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 When the summer months came, I went 

 to the country to live with my mother 

 and father 7 miles west of town where my 

 dad ran Bond's Store. I did go there on 

 weekends during school, but weekdays I 

 stayed with my grandmother. It was an 

 hour's ride in a horse-drawn buggy to get 

 to my country home. [From several  

 Brownsville/Haywood County sources, a 

 Mr. Dixie Bond had a gin and a store 

 (Bond's Store) on Highway 54 West, 

 known as the Covington Highway. He and 

 his wife, Virginia, lived in a two-story 

 brick house which was next to the gin and 

 store. They had no children. One source 

 recalled her grandmother, who had 

 worked as the bookkeeper for the store, 

 probably in the 1950s or early 1960s. 

 Dixie Bond was still the store proprietor at 

 that time. An HHS contemporary of mine 

 remarked: "I recall Dixie Bond. I 

 remember seeing him dressed like a 

 sport in a dapper straw hat straight out of 

 Vaudeville"].  

 

 When the [Brownsville Public] school 

 burned, I was already in Junior High 

 which was located in an old residence 

 where the present Anderson School now 

 stands. Children from the burned school (located on College St.), which burned during the 

 Christmas holidays, were placed in Junior High and in the basement of the High School 

 gymnasium. The 7th & 8th Junior High students were located in the High School building. 

  

Owen's father had fallen into poor health during his son's grade school years and had passed away during 

the summer (apparently the summer of 1929) before Owen entered HHS: 

 

 Becoming a freshman at Haywood High was no big deal, as I had already been going there 2 years 

 as a grade school student. 

 

 There was one difference; I spent the fall living in the school dormitory. The last high school 

 student to do so. At one time rural students would stay there, but since good roads had been 

 constructed, they came in cars, rode horses and possibly the first of the school buses. 

 

 My father had died the summer before my freshman year. He had become an invalid for several 

 years and after his death, my mother went to visit her sister, Cornelia, in Mobile. Don't 

Owen Burgess, during his school years in Brownsville 

(1921-1930). Photo courtesy of Janice Burgess Harsh. 
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 remember where my grandmother went, but it was either to Mobile or to visit another daughter, 

 Elizabeth Alexander. 

 

 Small for my age, I tried out for the football team anyway, as well as the basketball team. I also 

 spent lots of time in the pool room and became much better at that than the other two sports. 

 

After that freshman year, however, Owen was enrolled at Virginia Episcopal School for Boys in 

Lynchburg, with the assistance of a former neighbor and close friend who was living there: 

 

 Next year I was enrolled at the Virginia Episcopal School [VES] for Boys. It was, and still is, 

 located in Lynchburg, VA. Cousin Annie Bond, a dear friend and a one-time neighbor, was living 

 in Lynchburg and helped get me a partial scholarship. 

 

 I am deeply indebted to her, as I think VES [is] a wonderful school and tried to enroll my son, 

 John, when he was of high school age, to no avail. 

 

 I learned a lot at VES although my grades did not always reflect it, but my grades were about 

 average. I participated in the sports program, particularly basketball, and became quite a proficient 

 point guard as they are called now. My best friend, Cameron Wiley of Salem, VA, was on the 

 team and we both were offered scholarships to play at Davidson College. This offer, I must 

 confess, was made to influence the scholarship signing of another tall player on our team, who 

 they really wanted.  

 

 We had a pretty good tennis team at VES. I had played at home since I was 10-12 years old and 

 was better than average. I was not the best at VES. The number 1 man was Archibald Henderson 

 of Chapel Hill, NC. I believe he could have defeated Dunlap Cannon in straight sets He [Archibald 

 Henderson] had the worst disposition of any person I ever knew, but he sure could play. He later 

 was the number one man on the UNC team, and I later read where he defeated some high-ranked 

 amateur. [Dunlap Cannon (1917-1993) grew up in Brownsville before attending Southwestern 

 University (now Rhodes College) in Memphis and Harvard Law School. His youngest brother 

 Henry raised his family in Brownsville, and Henry's daughter Margaret recently remembered her 

 Uncle Dunlap: "Loved tennis. . . . There was a clay tennis court on the lower level of the backyard 

 at the family home on East College"]. 

 

 We played and defeated Woodberry Forest, Stanton Military, Augusta Military, Fishburne and 

 several more good schools. 

 

 Jim Meacham of Birmingham and Harry and Keene Langhorne of Virginia were also "good 

 friends" there. The Langhorne boys' aunt was Lady Astor of England, and when I went overseas in 

 1943 I carried a couple [of] pairs of nylon stockings to give her, but somehow they were never 

 delivered. 

 

 After school ended in June my last year, I went home with Cameron to spend a week or 10 days 

 with him in Salem, VA. We really made the social circuit. We attended formal dances at 

 Washington & Lee, V.M.I., Virginia Tech, and Hampden-Sydney. 
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 At W&L we went two nights. Danced to the music of Hal Kemp with "Skinnay" Ennis singing one 

 night, and for the final ball we heard Glen Gray and his Casablanca [Casa Loma] band. At VMI 

 we heard Ted Weems with a good old Crockett County boy, Elmo Tanner, singing and whistling. 

 At VPI there were two dances the same night. The German Club had Bob Crosby and his Bearcats 

 [Bob Cats], while Ozzie Nelson played at another place with his wife to be, Harriet Hilliard, the 

 featured vocalist.  

 

 I must mention that I wore the same tuxedo and shirt to all occasions. Each day I would clean the 

 shirt with art gum and let it air out.  

 

But after four years at VES, Owen still lacked the one-half year of math required for a diploma. So he 

moved back to Brownsville and HHS, where he graduated, apparently in 1936:  

 

 I was at VES for 4 years but still had no high school diploma. I lacked ½ year of math. I went back 

 to HHS to graduate, which I did by going to school for ½ a day all year. I was ineligible for sports 

 so did a lot of pool shooting and bird and duck hunting. It was at this time I found it was true that 

 it was almost impossible to eat a quail a day for 30 days. 

 

 The next fall I attended the University of Tennessee at Knoxville. Robert ("Ick") Dixon [Robert 

 Dixon (1918-1997) had been the senior captain (halfback) for the 1935 HHS Tomcat football 

 team. He graduated in the spring of 1936 and accepted the offer of a football scholarship from 

 legendary Tennessee coach Robert Neyland. A close friend of Owen Burgess', Dixon would serve 

 as one of Owen's groomsmen when he married Doris Rogers of Memphis in November, 1945], 

 Charles R. Taylor and Bedford Barry and yours truly pledged the Delta Tau Delta fraternity where 

 we took our meals but lived in a rooming house a block down the street, and I do mean down. 

 Arthur Yates of Chattanooga and Flintstone, GA, stayed in an adjoining room. We became real 

 good friends. 

 

 At UT I was a walk-on to try out for the freshman basketball team. Had lots of fun practicing and 

 scrimmaging with the big scholarship boys from Indiana, who later led UT to a conference 

 championship. I lasted until about the first of February, when my low grades caused the coach to 

 dismiss me from practice. I later played some tennis with some of the boys. 

 

A year at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville, followed by two years working with McKesson & 

Robbins, a pharmaceutical firm, in Memphis, led to a job with the Tennessee Highway Department, Corps 

of Engineers: 

 

 College life was swell, but the next year found me working for McKesson & Robbins, Van Vleet-

 Ellis Division, in Memphis. I stayed here a couple of years until I got a job with the Tennessee 

 Highway Dept., Corps of Engineers. Did mostly survey work and some inspection on bridges, etc. 

 

Records from the April, 1940, US Census confirm that Owen, age twenty-four, and his fifty-six-year old 

mother were living with the head of the household, seventy-nine-year old Cornelia Oldham Owen and her 

son Robert (see page 8), age forty-eight, who listed his occupation as "Cotton Broker." All four had been 
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living at the same address five years before, after Owen had returned from Virginia Episcopal School, and 

Owen was working with the state highway department at the time of the census. 

 

But soon after, as Owen wrote in his memoir: 

 

 War clouds in Europe prompted the start of construction of the Milan Arsenal.  

 

From the "Historic American Engineering Record," "Milan Army Ammunition Plant," prepared for the 

National Park Service in 1984, 

 

 When war broke out in Europe in the fall of 1939, the United States had virtually no industrial 

 capacity for manufacturing military ammunition. As historians Harry C. Thomson and Lida Mayo 

 observe in their authoritative work on American munitions production:  

 

  To meet this situation the Ordnance Department took steps in the summer of 1940 to create 

  something new in American economic life — a vast interlocking network of ammunition  

  plants owned by the government and operated by private industry. More than 60 of these  

  GOCO (government-owned, contractor-operated) plants were built between June 1940 and 

  December 1942. 

 

 In December 1940, MAAP [Milan Army Ammunition Plant, to be located about forty miles from 

 Brownsville] was authorized under this construction program. 

 

* * * 

 

Frank Grubb was born in Hollister, California—2,100 miles southeast of Eagle, Alaska, and 1,800 miles 

west of Brownsville, Tennessee. The date was April 28, 1921; five-year-old Owen Burgess was living 

with his family in Brownsville, where he would begin the first grade that fall. Frank was the sixth child 

born to Pearl and Dell Grubb, who had married in the small town of Challis, Idaho, in April, 1909. The 

couple had lived on two ranches in the vicinity of May, Lemhi County, Idaho, for their first ten or so 

years together. Their first five children were all born in either Challis or May. But before the Grubb 

family moved to California, in about 1920, they had lost three of their precious children, all in tragic 

accidents. Local newspaper accounts refer to the death of their third son, Albert, who "was accidentally 

shot and died as the result." One account adds that the boy "was accidentally shot and killed by another 

son . . ." It was June, 1916, and Albert was only three-and-a-half years old when he died.  

 

Two years later, on July 30, 1918, a double tragedy struck. A second three-year-old child, Wilma, 

according to one newspaper account (Salmon Herald, August 7, 1918), 

 

 was following the wagon to the medow [sic], when her father sent her back to the house. She 

 started back but was soon noticed crying by the roadside, and when seen she said she had been 

 bitten by a snake. Examination of her limb showed where the fangs of a rattler had struck her.  

  The father at once took her in an auto and started for May, at the same time having a 

 telephone call sent for Dr. Gilman, who lives there. The deadly virus had done its work, however, 

 and the little one died before help could become effective.  
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But the tragedy was only half complete. As the newspaper account 

continues: 

 

 About the time the father was told that the child was dead, a 

 messenger arrived saying that the son [Edward], eight years old, 

 had been kicked in the head by a horse, which had made him very 

 sick. The boy was brought to May, and it was soon discovered that 

 his skull was fractured and his entire right side was paralyzed. 

 They telephoned for Dr. . . . Wright of Salmon, who went to May 

 and by the assistance of Dr. Gilman performed an operation . . . 

 and left the lad on a fair way to recovery. The toe cork of the 

 horseshoe had left its imprint on the boy's head, depressing the 

 skull to a depth of about an inch. 

 

But the tragic ending of this episode was reported by the Idaho Recorder, 

on August 30: 

 

 The young son of Mr. and Mrs. Dell Grubb, who was kicked by a 

 horse several weeks ago, died from the wounds inflicted at that 

 time. The funeral took place on Thursday. 

 

One account reported that, after his sister had been bitten by the 

rattlesnake, Edward had been . . .     

    

 dispatched on horseback for medical assistance and in some 

 manner was thrown from the horse and kicked in the head by the 

 animal . . . 

 

Whatever the case, following the tragic loss of three young children over 

a two-year period, the newspaper story concluded: 

 

 The cup of grief of the fond parents is filled to overflowing by the tragic deaths of their little ones 

 and the deepest sympathy of the entire section is accorded them in their great grief.  

 

The fifth child, George, was born to Pearl and Dell Grubb the following year, in 1919. The family moved 

to California, where they lived for eight years, and where Frank was born, before returning to Idaho in 

1928. A baby girl, Lynnette, joined John, George, Frank, and their parents in 1930. The family moved to 

Challis in 1934. 

 

In the Biblical story of Job, the first chapter (verses 13-19, King James Version) tells of four personal 

tragedies that befell Job in one day. First, the Sӑ-bē'-ӑnṡ had fallen upon his oxen and asses, taking them 

away after slaying the servants. Then, the fire of God fell from heaven and burned up the sheep and the 

servants. A third messenger came to Job and told him that the Chӑl-dē'-ӑns had fallen upon the camels, 

taking them away and killing the servants. But, even after these three tragedies involving the losses of 

Job's servants and livestock, the worst news of all was yet to come. For then a fourth messenger came to 

Grave markers for three of the 

young children of Pearl and 

Dell Grubb, May Cemetery, 

Lemhi County, Idaho. Albert 

(1913-1916), Wilma (1915-

1918), and Edward (1910-

1918). Photos courtesy of 

Barbara Hammond. 
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Job. While Job's children had been gathered in the house of his eldest son, eating and drinking wine, a 

great wind had come from the wilderness. It had smitten the four corners of the house, leaving all of Job's 

sons dead in its wake. 

 

And so it was, that on Saturday afternoon, October 21, 1939—eighty years ago this month—Lynnette 

Grubb, nine-year-old daughter of Pearl and Dell Grubb, was killed almost instantly as the result of an 

accidental discharge of a rifle. According to newspaper accounts, 

 

 several boys and girls of about Lynnette's age were playing in front of the Grubb home, when one 

 of the youngsters, Donald Hager, secured the gun, which had been left in the car by [eighteen-

 year-old] Frank Grubb, older brother of the girl, after a hunting trip, and in some manner 

 discharged the weapon, the bullet entering the arm of the child and crashing into the chest just 

 above the heart. 

  Following the accident Lynnette ran to her mother and told her that she was hurt awful and 

 then fell on the floor at her mother's feet. . . . a neighbor, hearing the shot rushed into the Grubb 

 home . . . grabbed the girl and took her and Mrs. Grubb to the Challis hospital in her car. The little 

 girl was pronounced dead when Dr. Schwartz examined her. 

  No blame is laid on anyone as the result of the death of the little girl, as it was just one of 

 those accidents which so often happen. . . . 

  Deceased was loved by all of her playmates and will be greatly missed by all who knew 

 her. It is reported that before the funeral services the members of her Sunday School class at the 

 Congregational church, went to the house and pinned a S. S. pin on her dress. The pin, which is 

 awarded for faithful attendance, was one that she was working hard to secure, and the members of 

 the class felt this would be a last token of their esteem and  

 friendship for their departed class mate. 

 

Continuing, from Job 1:20-22 (King James Version): 

 

 20 Then Job arose, and rent his mantle, and shaved his  

  head, and fell down upon the ground, and worshipped. 

 21 And said, Naked came I out of my mother's womb,  

  and naked shall I return thither: the LORD gave, and  

  the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the name of the 

  LORD. 

 22 In all this Job sinned not, nor charged God foolishly. 

 

* * * 

 

On May 11, 2019, I received an e-mail message from Mrs. Barbara Hammond of Challis, Idaho. Her late 

husband Johnny (1923-2005) had been a lifelong resident there. In his early years on the family ranch 

near Challis, Mr. Hammond had worked very hard to help out, raising turkeys and growing a vegetable 

garden while running the family's cattle and haying operations. He had attended Challis schools, 

graduating from Challis High School in 1941. One of Mr. Hammond's school friends was his cousin 

Frank Grubb, who was two years older. Barbara Hammond added: 

 

Grave marker for Lynnette Grubb, 

1930-1939. May Cemetery, Lemhi 

County, Idaho. Photo courtesy of 

Barbara Hammond. 
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 My late husband was a cousin and a classmate of Frank, they were very close and hunted together. 

 I do have the family history on the Grubb family as Pearl was related. They had a very hard life 

 and lost children through accidents. . . . I knew John and George and their mother Pearl. I always 

 felt sorry for Pearl as she had such a hard life and so many losses. 

 

In a later note, Barbara added: 

 

 Frank started school here but did not finish his senior year. According to the pictures my husband 

 had of their class through the years he [Frank] never was in any sports that shows him in any of 

 the pictures. 

  My husband was related to him on the Hallaran side [Johnny Hammond and Frank 

 Grubb shared one set of great-grandparents in common and were second cousins].  

 

Frank Grubb had been born in California and was about seven years old when his family moved back to 

Idaho. According to one newspaper account, Mrs. Grubb made her home in Blackfoot—130 miles 

southeast of Challis—six years later, in 1934. She reportedly moved back to Challis in 1957. It appears 

that Frank, like his close friend Johnny Hammond, attended Challis schools. Like Johnny, Frank probably 

worked with his father on ranches in the area, particularly with the cattle and haying operations. When his 

younger sister Lynnette died of that accidental gunshot wound in 1939, Frank was eighteen years old. We 

have no account of whatever personal impact this tragedy had on Frank, nor do we have any further 

account of his activities in Challis after April, 1940.  

 

But the US Census report for Challis, Idaho 

(Challis Election Precinct), as recorded over 

April 19-20, 1940, gives a rather detailed insight 

into the lives of Frank and his family, and of 

Frank's close friend and cousin, Johnny 

Hammond, at that time. 

 

There are no street addresses given on this page 

of the "Population Schedule," only a numerical 

designation of these nine households, 

corresponding to the order in which the census 

"enumerator" visited them. The Dell Grubb  

household is # 21, and the Hammonds appear as # 

22. The Hammonds owned their house, but this 

does not appear to have been the case for the 

Grubbs. Dell Grubb, then fifty-seven-years old, 

had been born in Illinois and had completed the 

seventh grade. His family had moved to Idaho when he was about fifteen, just before the turn of the 

century. Idaho had only been granted statehood seven years before. Forty-eight-year old Pearl (Isabella) 

Grubb was a Challis native who had completed the eighth grade in schools there. She had been a sixteen-

year-old bride when she married Dell in April, 1909. Newspaper accounts of the ceremony described a 

rather elegant occasion: 

 

Frank Grubb: School class pictures, seventh through 

eleventh grades. Left-to-right: Frank (middle row), seventh 

grade; Frank (middle row), high school freshman; and 

Frank (second row from back), high school junior. Photos 

courtesy of Barbara Hammond. 
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 About a hundred guests were present at the wedding. The presents were expensive and useful. 

 

The article went on to provide the entire list of wedding gifts, together with the names of those who had 

provided them. Pearl Grubb's first child was born when she was seventeen, and she was only twenty-three 

when her third child was lost in that accidental shooting in 1916. 

 

The April, 1940, Census report lists Isabella Grubb as a member of the Dell Grubb household, which is 

consistent with newspaper accounts of young Lynnette Grubb's accidental death, which place Mrs. Grubb 

at the family home in Challis in October, 1939. This appears to conflict with accounts placing her home in 

Blackfoot over 1934-1957. 

 

John Grubb, the second child, was twenty-eight at the time of the census and was not listed with the 

family household. But sons George and Frank, ages twenty and nineteen, were. There is another item 

about Frank that is not consistent with other accounts. When asked whether Frank had attended school at 

any time since March 1, 1940, the answer, "Yes," was entered. And when asked for the highest grade of 

school that Frank had completed, the answer given was "H4." That response suggests that Frank had or 

would soon be graduating from Challis High School, as would his close friend Johnny Hammond in 1941. 

 

The census report went on to state that the Grubb household, including Pearl, had lived on a farm in rural 

Lemhi County (e.g., May) five years before. The next section contained specific information pertaining to 

each person's activities over the week March 24-30, 1940. While his older brother George had worked 

forty-eight hours that week, "for pay or profit," Frank reported that he had been "in school" that week. 

 

And, to give real meaning to the very hard work that their father Dell endured as a "Farm Laborer," he 

reported eighty-four hours of paid work that last full week of March, 1940—twelve hours per day, seven 

days per week. George and Frank listed their occupations during 1939 as "Laborer," with George in house 

construction for half of that year and with Frank working on a farm, presumably with his father, for 

thirteen weeks—probably over the summer break between school terms. The combined total income 

earned by Dell Grubb and his two sons over 1939 was $1,260. 

 

Johnny Hammond was two years younger than Frank Grubb; his father John was just a year older than 

Dell Grubb, but the Hammonds owned their farm and had lived in the same house for at least five years. 

Mr. Hammond had completed the eighth grade in school, and he was also working twelve-hour days, 

seven days per week. Like Frank, Johnny had worked the summer of 1939 on his father's farm.  

 

* * * 

 

But before the end of that summer of 1939, German troops had invaded Poland, and both Britain and 

France had declared war on Germany. As Owen Burgess had written in his memoir:    

 

 War clouds in Europe prompted the start of construction of the Milan Arsenal. I applied for a job 

 and was hired for work in the engineering Dept. I mostly worked surveying and laying out sites 

 for the underground igloos where ammunition would be stored. Made more money each week than 

 I had in a month on previous jobs. 
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The US government took possession of the MAAP site—approximately 28,500 acres of rolling farm land, 

thirty miles north of Jackson, Tennessee—in January, 1941, and construction of the two contiguous but 

separate facilities, the Milan Ordnance Depot and the Wolf Creek Ordnance Plant, was completed in 

twelve months. France had surrendered to Germany in June, 1940, and Axis forces had invaded Russia 

twelve months later. Production at MAAP actually began in September, 1941, three months before Japan 

declared war on the US and Great Britain. Germany and Italy followed suit on December 11, declaring 

war on the US. 

 

In his memoir, Owen Burgess remembered December 7, 1941, and his brief career as an Army flight 

school trainee: 

 

 One Sunday, Dec 7, 1941 news came of Pearl Harbor. Oh! how all of us young people stayed 

 glued to the radio all day listening to the news. We were at war. I planned to join the Air Corps 

 and become a pilot. Did so in January [1942] but did not have to report to the Army until late 

 February. Pre-flight at Kelly Field in San Antonio and primary flying school at Uvalde Texas. I 

 might mention here that while we were staying in tents "up on the hill" above Kelly Field awaiting 

 pre-flight, one of my tent mates was Oliver Cromwell IX [Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658) led the 

 forces of parliament in the English Civil War and ruled England from 1649 until his death in 

 1658]. He was a pretty good guy. I had a tough instructor who cursed me a lot. Kept me upset 

 most of the time. Anyway, he thought I couldn't fly for the Army. I was checked by Army pilots 

 and they said I was OK. Another civilian pilot was not pleased with the way I performed stalls and 

 spins so he eliminated me.   

 

* * * 

 

Frank Grubb's Army file refers to a dental chart, "at enl[istment] 11 Jun 42,"—about four months after 

Owen Burgess had reported to the Army. This date is substantiated by Private Frank Grubb's dental 

registry card at Sheppard Field, Texas, dated July 1, 1942. The Army Air Forces had activated Sheppard 

Field as a formal training center for both basic training and aviation mechanics in October, 1941.  

 

The curtain had now opened for the first act in a personal drama, one that would connect then-twenty-one-

year old Frank Grubb of Challis, Idaho, with then-twenty-six-year old Owen Burgess of Brownsville, 

Tennessee. At the time of his enlistment, Pvt. Grubb had listed his emergency addressee: 

 

 Mrs. Pearl I. Grubb (Mother) 

 Lilac Box 422, 

 Blackfoot, Idaho. 

 

The personal drama now set to premiere would unfold, over time, as yet another personal tragedy for Mrs. 

Pearl Grubb, and would claim the life of yet another of her seven children—and the youngest of her three 

surviving sons. 

 

 20 Then Job arose, and rent his mantle, and shaved his head, and fell down upon the ground, 

  and worshipped. 



18 
 

 21 And said, Naked came I out of my mother's womb, and naked shall I return thither: the  

  LORD gave, and the LORD hath taken away; blessed be the name of the LORD. 

 22 In all this Job sinned not, nor charged God foolishly. 

 

* * * 

 

Emil Mateyak was born on January 20, 1921, just over three months before Frank Grubb. He was the 

youngest of six children born to Suzanne and Paul Mateyak, who lived in the Gage Park community, on 

Chicago's Southwest Side. Zuzanna (Americanized as Suzanne) Cibulka was born on June 11, 1887, on a 

farm some five kilometers east of the town of Myjava, Slovakia—the historic region would later unite 

with the Czechs, in 1918, to form the independent republic of Czechoslovakia. At age seventeen, having 

completed the equivalent of the eighth grade, Suzanne would come to America to join her sister Anna, 

already living in Chicago. Suzanne traveled on the German passenger ship SS Kronprinz Wilhelm, 

departing from Bremen, Germany, and arriving at Ellis Island on November 15, 1905. Pavel (Paul) 

Mateyak, born in the village of Kostolné, about twelve kilometers east-southeast of Myjava, was sixteen 

months older than Suzanne. At age nineteen, he also would come to America, where he first lived with a 

relative in Pennsylvania. For a time Paul would work there in the coal mines, before tiring of the 

extremely hard work and leaving for Chicago. Fate, or faith, would bring Suzanne Cibulka and Paul 

Mateyak together in the City of the Big Shoulders, where they met at a church service in the Slovak 

community. They were married at St. Lucas Slovak Lutheran Church on April 2, 1907, and their first two 

children, Anna and Katherine, were born in 1909 and 1910, respectively.  

 

With their two very young daughters, Paul and Suzanne decided 

to return to their native Slovakia. Given the tense international 

situation that existed throughout Europe in the years preceding 

World War I ("Peace remains at the mercy of an accident," 

remarked the German ambassador to France, in the months 

before the war), Paul returned to Chicago in 1911. Expecting her 

third child, Suzanne and her daughters remained in Myjava, 

where Paul Mateyak (Jr.) was born that December—five days 

before Christmas, 1911. In April, 1913, Suzanne and her three 

young children—her son Paul was sixteen months old—returned 

to Chicago and were reunited with their husband and father. 

Shortly afterwards, the family moved into a two-story house on 

South Richmond, in the Gage Park community, that Paul, a 

carpenter by trade, had built. A 1930 survey of Gage Park 

reported that, of its 32,000 residents, 26%, like Suzanne and Paul 

Mateyak, were "foreign born." Forty-nine percent responded that 

they had been born in America, "with foreign parentage." 

Daughters Sue and Lillian, born in 1914 and 1915 respectively,  

joined their older siblings Anna, Katherine, and Paul.  

 

The Mateyaks rented out the second floor of the house on South 

Richmond. There were four rooms in the first-floor family 

residence, which was heated by a single potbellied stove in the 

Suzanne Cibulka Mateyak and Paul 

Mateyak on their wedding day: St. 

Lucas Slovak Lutheran Church, 

Chicago, April 2, 1907. Photo courtesy 

of Allan Jesko. 
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kitchen. Lighting was originally provided by a single kerosene lamp and some candles, but electricity was 

added after the family had lived there for some time. There was indoor plumbing, but no running water; a 

well supplied that household essential. Before Emil joined the family in 1921, three beds accommodated 

the seven Mateyaks, with Paul and his son sharing one, Suzanne and youngest daughter Lillian a second, 

and older daughters Anna, Katherine, and Sue sleeping together in the third bed.  

 

Two years after returning from Slovakia, in 1913, Paul had worked as a founding father of the new 

Evangelical Augsburg Confession Church of Dr. Martin Luther at 50th and Honore streets—less than two 

miles from the Mateyak home. He was an active member of the church and was involved with both the 

Sunday School and the Men's Club. He worked as a carpenter for Swift & Co., where he repaired railroad 

boxcars.  

 

Emil Mateyak—youngest of the six Mateyak children—was born on January 20, 1921. In 1923, the eight 

Mateyaks moved to a single-family residence at 3054 West 55th Street. Downstairs there were three 

bedrooms, a living room, dining room, and kitchen. Sons Paul and Emil each had a bedroom in the attic. 

Once Anna and Katherine were married and moved out, daughter Lillian's piano moved into their vacated 

bedroom. There was an enclosed back porch, and 

there was an outdoor porch across the front of the 

house. Family members later recalled that the front 

porch provided a great viewing stand to watch the 

motorcades that frequently delivered dignitaries 

from Midway Airport to downtown Chicago, via 

55th Street.  

 

Anna Mateyak would marry Paul Jesko in 1930. 

The following year, early in the summer of 1931, 

Paul Mateyak, forty-five years of age, suffered a 

cerebral hemorrhage, possibly complicated by a 

heat stroke. He died shortly after being taken to 

Mercy Hospital. His wake was observed at the 

family home on West 55th Street, and his funeral 

was held—at the church he had helped to found—

on July 2, 1931. Emil Mateyak was ten years old. 

His mother Suzanne, widowed at age forty-four, 

would become the steadfast head of the household, 

and her five unmarried children would stay with her 

and would assist financially. Katherine would 

marry in 1932, Paul would follow in 1934, and Sue 

would marry in February, 1941. Lillian would 

marry after World War II.   

 

Emil was raised in the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church that his father had helped to build; he 

would be confirmed there in July, 1933, at age 

twelve. He graduated from Sawyer Elementary 

Emil Mateyak at age eleven. Both photographs taken in 

1932, possibly on the same day, at Saint Lucas 

Cemetery in Chicago, where Emil's father Paul had been 

laid to rest in 1931. Top: Emil, front row, right, next to 

his sister Lillian. Emil's sister Sue, back row, second 

from left, and his mother Suzanne, back row, right. All 

four Mateyaks were living together in the family home 

on West 55th Street in April, 1940. Bottom: Emil 

Mateyak. Photos courtesy of Allan and Bob Jesko. 
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School and from Lindblom High School—the Class of 1939 would be the twenty-first class to receive 

diplomas at the now (2019) legendary school on Chicago's South Side. 

 

* * * 

 

The independent republic of Czechoslovakia, formed in 1918 by the union between the Czechs and 

Slovakia—homeland to Suzanne and Paul Mateyak and birthplace of Paul (Jr.)—was only fifteen years 

old when Nazi Germany began to threaten its sovereignty. At issue was the Sudetenland, a northern 

border region within the Czechoslovakian provinces of Bohemia and Moravia that was home to many 

ethnic Germans. In its defense, Czechoslovakia entered into alliances with Great Britain and France. But 

in the early hours of September 30, 1938—Emil Mateyak had recently begun his senior year at Lindblom 

High School—Prime Ministers Neville Chamberlain of Britain and Edouard Daladier of France signed an 

agreement with Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini, in Munich. According to a New York Times 

retrospective account,  

 

 The British prime minister [Chamberlain] famously declared in a Sept. 30 speech that the 

 agreement ensured "peace in our time."  

 

Winston Churchill, who would replace Chamberlain as Prime Minister in May, 1940, criticized the 

Munich Agreement in a speech before the House of Commons: 

 

 You [Chamberlain] were given the choice between war and dishonor. You chose dishonor, and 

 you will have war.  

 

Quoting Premier Jan Syrový of Czechoslovakia, the Times reported, on October 1, 1938: 

 

 We have been abandoned. 

 

Less than six months later, on March 15, 1939, German troops violated the Munich Agreement and 

marched into Prague. The stage was set for the invasion of Poland and the beginning of World War II in 

Europe, to come only five-and-a-half months later. 

 

* * * 

 

By the beginning of April, 1940, Nazi Germany had "annexed" Austria and had occupied Czechoslovakia 

before invading Poland. As Churchill had predicted, both Great Britain and France now had war. During 

April, German troops would attack Denmark and Norway; one month later, they would invade Belgium, 

Luxembourg, and The Netherlands. Churchill would replace Chamberlain during that same month of 

May, 1940, and France would surrender to Germany in June. But America was still at peace and would 

remain so for almost eighteen more months. That June, the Republican Party would nominate Wendell 

Willkie as their candidate for the fall presidential election, and the Democratic Party would follow suit the 

next month by nominating Franklin Roosevelt for an unprecedented third term.  

 

And across the country that April of 1940, it was time for the decennial US census. 
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* * * 

 

As of April, 1940, Paul 

Mateyak's widow Suzanne, 

then fifty-three-years old, 

remained head of the West 

55th Street household, which 

included her three youngest 

children. Daughter Suzanne 

(Sue), age twenty-six, had 

completed two years of high 

school and had a full-time 

job as a salesperson in an 

A&P retail grocery. She had 

worked the entire 1939 

calendar year and had earned  

$1,000 in salary/wages. 

Twenty-four-year old Lillian 

had completed one year of 

college before joining the 

work force. She had a full-time clerical job and had earned $1,100 in 1939. 

 

Mrs. Suzanne Mateyak, who had also become a naturalized US citizen, was the homemaker. Her youngest 

child, Emil, was nineteen years old in April, 1940. But Emil appears not to have worked since his 

graduation from high school the year before, and he was still looking for work at the time of the census. 

The tide would turn over the next two years, however, and Emil would find work, first, for a summer out 

west with the Civilian Conservation Corps, then with the Crane Company and with Liquid Carbonic 

Corporation, before entering the Merchant Marine in June, 1942.   

 

In the mid-1990s the Liquid Carbonic subsidiary of Chicago Bridge & Iron Company was the world's 

largest producer of carbon dioxide, which is used in the manufacture of carbonated beverages. From its 

beginning in the late 1880s, the company's business was focused on merchants whose shops featured soda 

fountains, offering them the means of producing their own carbonated water. In the company's early 

history, Liquid Carbonic even began manufacturing and selling soda fountains. The company's main 

office was in Chicago, and its "Liquid" Works there, built in 1910 on twenty-two acres of land, was a 

state-of-the-art facility. In 1939, Liquid Carbonic entered the industrial/medical gases business, and this 

developed into a major strength over the 1940s and 1950s. The "prairie school style" Liquid Works 

factory was at 31st and Kedzie—a little more than three miles from the Mateyak home and just over a 

mile from the Crane Company's "Great Works" plant, where Emil Mateyak would also work between 

April, 1940, and June, 1942.    

 

In 1914, the same year that Carl Sandburg first published his poem "Chicago," referred to as "one of the 

best known works of 20th century American literature," the Crane Co. had begun operations at its new 

Great Works plant, developed "in the heart of Chicago's vast southwest-side industrial district," on a "160-

acre parcel on Kedzie Avenue." The location was less than two miles from the Mateyak home on West 

Emil Mateyak at age eighteen. Left: Emil (shirtless), with his older brother Paul 

(left) and young nephew, Allan Jesko. Right: Emil (left) and a friend, with a 

string of fish. Both photographs taken at Fox Lake during the summer of 1939. 

Photos courtesy of Allan and Bob Jesko. 
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55th Street. By the close of 1938, the Crane Co., which had begun producing cast iron fittings and valves 

and specialty castings in 1855, employed some 16,000 workers producing more than 40,000 different 

products at eleven manufacturing facilities in the US, Canada, England, and France. The July, 1936 issue 

of Fortune magazine stated: 

 

 You can't run a railroad or build a dam, operate a paper mill or lay a sewer, dig an oil well or heat 

 a hospital, or launch a battleship or even take a shower without using one of the more than 40,000-

 odd products that are made by Crane Co. 

 

Even before the US entered World War II on December 7, 1941, the pace of shipbuilding for the US Navy 

had accelerated, with the specter of war looming. Once the US declared war on Japan and Germany, the 

Navy became the largest user of valves and fittings in the country. By the middle of 1942, about the time 

that Emil Mateyak joined the Merchant Marine, Crane Co.'s production of steel valves had increased from 

its prewar level of 6,000 tons per year to 25,000 tons per year. 

 

 HOG Butcher for the World, 

 Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, 

 Player with Railroads and the Nation's Freight Handler; 

 Stormy, husky, brawling, 

 City of the Big Shoulders: . . . 

 

 Come and show me another city with lifted head singing so proud to be alive and coarse and       

  strong and cunning.  

 Flinging magnetic curses amid the toil of piling job on job, here is a tall bold slugger set vivid    

  against the little soft cities;  

 Fierce as a dog with tongue lapping for action, cunning as a savage pitted against the wilderness, 

  Bareheaded, 

  Shoveling, 

  Wrecking, 

  Planning,  

  Building, breaking, rebuilding, 

 Under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, laughing with white teeth, 

 Under the terrible burden of destiny laughing as a young man laughs, 

 Laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs who has never lost a battle, 

 Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is the pulse, and under his ribs the heart of the people, 

             Laughing! 

 Laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laughter of Youth, half-naked, sweating, proud to be Hog  

  Butcher, Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat, Player with Railroads and Freight Handler to the  

  Nation. 

—Carl Sandburg, "Chicago" 

 

This is the city in which Emil Mateyak, the youngest of six children born to Slovakian immigrants 

Suzanne and Paul Mateyak, grew up and attended school, and worked, over the first twenty-one years of 

his life. The war had come, and Emil had decided to serve his country in the Merchant Marine. At the end 

of the war, the US would have more than 40,000,000 tons of merchant shipping, or 61% of all the world's 
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merchant ships. Young men like Emil Mateyak could become seamen after a short training course at one 

of the US Maritime Service training schools.  

 

* * * 

 

Harry Seeley Gorden was 

born on July 13, 1919, in 

Bay City, Michigan. Blanche 

and Harry Gorden were the 

proud parents, but Blanche 

would die when Harry, the 

third of four children, was 

only nine years old. During 

the Great Depression, Harry 

worked after school and on 

weekends to help support his 

family. At age ten, he sold 

newspapers for the Detroit 

News, and he worked as a 

golf caddie at the Detroit 

Golf Club. Though 

financially challenging, 

Harry's experiences during 

those early years helped him 

to develop a sense of humor  

that would carry him into 

and through the war years. 

He would graduate from 

Denby High School in Detroit, where he also served as a class officer. He was a member of the varsity 

baseball team, he played clarinet in the school band, and he also wrote a sports column for the student 

newspaper. He had graduated from the University of Detroit and had begun law school there—but after 

the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Harry Gorden enlisted in the Air Corps in January, 1942.  

 

* *  * 

 

On Sunday, June 28, 1942, the Chicago Daily Tribune published a story (page SW7) titled, "With 

America's Fighters." The article consisted of eight short paragraphs reporting on residents from Chicago's 

Southwest Side who were then serving in the military. The final paragraph began: 

 

 Six southwest side residents are among the 16 Chicagoans who enrolled in the United States 

 maritime service last week. They will undergo a three or four month training period, after which 

 they will become personnel of the merchant marine for service on the Great Lakes or elsewhere. 

 

Among the six southwest side enlistees whose names were given was: 

 

 Emil Mateyak, 3054 West 55th street 

Harry Seeley Gorden, Denby High School, Detroit. Harry played clarinet (left) in 

the high school band, and he graduated (right) with the Class of 1937. 
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On July 1, 1942, three days after that story had appeared in the Sunday Daily Tribune, J.L.P. Irwin of the 

Army Dental Corps would sign the "Report of Dental Survey" for Private Frank Grubb at Sheppard Field, 

Texas. And on or about the next day, July 2, aviation cadet Harry Gorden would begin training with Class 

42-13 at the Midland (Texas) Army Flying School (Bombardier). Three weeks later, the front page of the 

weekly Hondo (Texas) Anvil Herald (July 24, 1942) carried a one-column story, "Construction Nearly 

Done." 

 

 It has been the policy of those on the construction job at the new airport [to be known as Hondo 

 Army Airfield] to discourage rather than seek publicity, and for that reason officially authenticated 

 information has not yet been available. If any one knows when the field will be officially accepted 

 by the army it is still a military secret in so far as our information goes. . . . 

  Workers and trailer houses are becoming noticably [sic] fewer about town, and uniformed 

 men are proportionately more numerous. The transition of Hondo from a country village to a 

 booming construction camp has about passed; from that to an air field of the government's armed 

 forces is already in process. 

  War makes some rapid changes.   

 

The new Army Air Forces Navigation School at Hondo field would officially open on Monday, August 

10, 1942. A young Army Air Forces cadet named Owen Burgess, from Brownsville, Tennessee, would 

graduate there the following February with Navigation Class 43-3, receiving his commission as a Second 

Lieutenant.  

 

* * * 

 

 I KNOW that I shall meet my fate 

 Somewhere among the clouds above; 

 Those that I fight I do not hate 

 Those that I guard I do not love; 

 My country is Kiltartan Cross, 

 My countrymen Kiltartan's poor, 

 No likely end could bring them loss 

 Or leave them happier than before. 

 Nor law, nor duty bade me fight, 

 Nor public man, nor angry crowds, 

 A lonely impulse of delight 

 Drove to this tumult in the clouds; 

 I balanced all, brought all to mind, 

 The years to come seemed waste of breath, 

 A waste of breath the years behind 

 In balance with this life, this death. 

—W. B. Yeats, "An Irish Airman Foresees His Death" 

 

 

 


