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April 13, 2020 

 

To Friends of Norman Lane, 

 

The Air Force Historical Research Agency (AFHRA) maintains several documents on the history of the 

390th Bomb Group. One of these is titled, "390th Heavy Bombardment Group;" it includes a typed one-

page synopsis, which appears to have been prepared between the end of the war in Europe and the  
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This full-page rendition of B-17s from the 390th Bomb Group (Square J tail marker) over their target appears, 

facing the Dedication page, in The Story of the 390th Bombardment Group (H). Major Albert E. Milliken (see the 

name printed in the lower right corner of the picture) served as Editor in Chief for the 1947 publication. 
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Group's return to the US over the summer of 1945. The synopsis specifically recognizes two First 

Lieutenants who had flown in combat with the 390th: 

 

 Airmen serving with the Group included: 1st Lt. John G. Winant, Jr., son of the American 

 Ambassador to Great Britain who was lost in a Munster battle and later became prisoner of war; 

 1st Lt. Conel [Donel] O'Brien, son of Howard Vincent O'Brien, Chicago newspaperman and 

 author of "So Long Son", killed in action. 

 

The Newberry Library in Chicago maintains the collection 

of Howard Vincent O'Brien's papers—correspondence, 

manuscripts, personal papers, etc. The library's biography 

for the newspaper columnist, critic, and novelist reads: 

 

 Howard Vincent O'Brien was born on the North Side 

 of Chicago in 1888 to William Vincent and Mary 

 Ellen O'Brien. He received a BA from Yale 

 University in 1910 and always displayed an interest 

 in the arts. He began his writing career on the 

 editorial staff of Printers Ink magazine, and later 

 founded and edited a magazine titled Art, published 

 with the backing of his grandfather's art gallery, M. 

 O'Brien and Son. He also briefly ran his own firm 

 called H. V. Advertising. During World War I he 

 served as first lieutenant of artillery attached to 

 intelligence. He wrote several novels in the 1910s  

 and 1920s including An Abandoned Woman, Trodden Gold, and the anonymously penned memoir 

 Wine, Women, and War. 

  He joined the staff of the Chicago Daily News as literary editor in 1928, where he oversaw 

 the book pages, wrote book reviews, and wrote a regular literary column titled "Footnotes." His 

 most well known column, "All Things Considered," had its origin in Europe where O'Brien was 

 sent due to ill health in 1932. His original assignment was to send back sketches of literary figures, 

 but found himself, "sick of egomaniac authors." He wrote instead about trivial things that amused 

 him. Chicago Daily News publisher Col. Frank Knox liked the work so much that he suggested 

 O'Brien become a full-time columnist. O'Brien continued to write "All Things Considered" for the 

 rest of his life. 

  O'Brien married wife Louise in 1912. They had three children, sons Bayne and Donel, and 

 daughter Jean. In his most famous column, "So Long, Son," O'Brien tells of seeing his son Donel 

 off to World War II, where Donel was later killed in action.  

 

So Long, Son was published in short-story format by G.P. Putnam's Sons in 1944, the same year that 

1stLt. Donel O'Brien's B-17 was shot down by enemy fighters and crashed near the border between 

Germany and Nazi-occupied Holland. Fifteen more months of war would follow before the German High 

Command signed the terms of unconditional surrender. Operational aircraft of the 390th Bomb Group 

would return to US soil two months later, and the Queen Elizabeth pulled into New York harbor on 

August 11, returning those members of the Group who had not flown back.  

 

Howard Vincent O'Brien would die on September 30, 1947, after a long struggle with cancer. That same 

year, a committee of officers headed by Colonel Joseph Moller, who had commanded the 390th Bomb 

Group during part of its campaign, published The Story of the 390th Bombardment Group (H), a 472-page 

Howard Vincent O'Brien, left, and his son, 

1stLt. Donel O'Brien. Mr. O'Brien's photograph 

appeared in All Things Considered, published by 

Bobbs-Merrill Company in 1948—the year after 

his death. Lt. O'Brien's photo appeared in the 

March 27, 1944, issue of Time magazine. 



3 
 

work describing the trials and the triumphs, the tragedies and the victories, experienced by the Group over 

its approximately thirty months of existence. A special section of the book, titled "In Memoriam," fills six 

pages with the names of those Killed In Action, Missing In Action, and Killed In The Line Of Duty. The 

foreword to the book reads: 

 

 THIS WAR IS DONE. The guns have ceased their cough and the dead are restored to the dust from 

 which they sprang. The earthbound living struggle on—snarled in ruthless strife and shabby 

 prejudice. 

  Once more the needle chatters in the roughened groove of peace. 

  But in his brief moment of selfless freedom the warrior widened our horizon. He revealed 

 the unity and strength of which we are capable. 

  This book is more than a record of high achievement. It is of the future no less than of the 

 past. It is prophecy. It marks the altitude to which the spirit of man can soar. It is a portent of what 

 life may be when we have learned to labor, as these soldiers did, for the common good. 

  It will remain a fount of refreshment when the heart grows heavy and the light of hope 

 burns dim. 

 

The author of this piece was clearly a man of letters and, at the same time, he was a man who had 

experienced war both as a combatant and as the father of a fallen soldier—for the foreword to this history 

of the 390th Bomb Group had been written by Howard Vincent O'Brien, father of 1stLt. Donel O'Brien. 

His son's name appears on page 158, "In Memoriam." 

 

 There are no ranked white crosses in the sky, 

  No earth-bound markers set for men who fly; 

 But when, against the heaven's endless blue, 

  In myriad form, and limned with glorious hue, 

 The sun-swept clouds roll up their summits high, 

  Remembered, those who left the earth, to die. 

 

* * * 

 

The time would come soon enough for the aircrews of the 390th Bomb Group—the time when they would 

leave the earth, many of them to die, and to be remembered. The national memory of the war, the 

glorification of the dead, the celebration of the values of the society that had produced those who gave 

their lives in "selfless freedom"—and the grieving of the mothers and fathers—all of this would follow, 

and in many ways it continues today. 

 

But on January 12, 1943—seven months before the 390th Bomb Group's first combat mission—there was 

no Group. LtCol. Edgar Wittan was commanding the 88th Bomb Group at Walla Walla (see 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, pages 9-10). Robert Redding and Anton Kohler were training with the 

29th Bomb Group in Idaho (ibid., pages 7-8). Harry Gorden was an Instructor at Big Spring, Texas, 

Bombardier's School (https://tinyurl.com/December-11-1941, pages 12-13), Owen Burgess was at Hondo, 

Texas, in Navigation School (ibid., pages 10-11), and Joseph Carter was working toward his pilot's wings. 

Frank Grubb, Emil Mateyak, and Michael Urban were all in training—somewhere.   

 

One of the historical documents within the AFHRA collection is a twenty-five page report titled, "390th 

Bombardment Group (H): Activation and Training in the United States of America." Following the 

Introduction are sections on the activation of the 390th, on the initial training of selected individuals at the 

AAF School of Applied Tactics (AAFSAT) in Orlando, on Geiger Field, near Spokane, Washington, and 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
https://tinyurl.com/December-11-1941
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on the base at Great Falls, Montana, and its satellite bases. For those men who did not fly to their new 

base in England, there are sections on their time at Camp Shanks, New York, and on their convoy to 

England. The report concludes with a copy of the activation order (see page 5) and rosters for the original 

staff and crews for each squadron—the 568th, the 569th, the 570th, and the 571st Bomb Squadrons. 

 

The Introduction to this history of the 390th, prior to its arrival in the European Theater of Operations 

(ETO), refers to the story as "another account of men and their arms," borrowing a phrase attributed to the 

Roman poet, Virgil. One of the most celebrated poets of all time, he wrote the Aeneid between 30 and 19 

B.C. From Edith Hamilton's Mythology: 

 

 Aeneas, the son of Venus, was among the most famous of the heroes who fought the Trojan War.  

 

In Latin, the first line of the Aeneid, Book I, begins: 

 

 Arma virumque cano . . . 

 

"Arms and the man I sing . . ." The Latin "arma" is translated as "deeds of arms, wars." The epic poem 

begins with Aeneas (the man) and his followers as they sail away from the coast of Sicily, having 

wandered for seven years after the destruction of Troy, their native city, in the Trojan War. The story ends 

with the war against the formidable army of Latins and Rutulians in ancient Italy, in which Aeneas kills 

their leader Turnus in single combat.  

 

The Introduction continues: 

 

 The men in the story are as different from those of Virgil's time as are the weapons they use. The 

 men grew up to believe in peace as the natural and the best way of life. They wanted to continue 

 that way of life. 

 

 From the farms, from the high schools and colleges, from the factories, stores and offices of the 

 country they were called to fight highly trained and efficient soldiers of the aggressor nations. 

 

 To fight effectively with modern weapons required extensive training, especially in the Army Air 

 Force. The Flying Fortress, the powerful engines that pull it, the machine gun, the complicated 

 radio equipment, the bomb sight, the navigators equipment, the bomb racks and releases must be 

 learned thoroughly by the farmers and the salesmen who will service them and who will use them 

 in combat operations five miles high over hostile territory. 

 

* * * 

 

Headquarters, Second Air Force (see https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, pages 7-8), was located at Fort 

George Wright in Spokane, across town from Geiger Field (see map, page 5). Acting on a confidential 

January 15, 1943, War Department letter on "Constitution and Activation of Certain Army Air Forces 

Units," that Headquarters issued General Orders dated January 26, activating the 390th Bomb Group (H) 

and its four squadrons, to be stationed at Geiger. The Second Air Force Chief of Staff transmitting the 

order was Brigadier General Nathan B. Forrest—the great-grandson of Confederate General Nathan 

Bedford Forrest was killed in action less than five months later, when his B-17 was shot down during a 

mission with the 95th Bomb Group over the U-boat building yards at Kiel, Germany.  

 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
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The 34th Bomb Group (the parent group, see https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, page 7), Blythe Army Air 

Field, California, would provide the cadre that would form the nucleus of the new unit. During February, 

individuals being transferred to the 390th received orders to report, by March 1, to either AAFSAT, 

Orlando, or Geiger Field, as directed.  

  

Some of the key officers of the new 390th Bomb Group, whose names will appear again in this and 

subsequent installments, were Lieutenant Colonel Edgar Wittan, group commander, Captain Ralph 

Hansel, group operations officer, and 1stLt. Donald Warren, group navigator. Some of the new 568th 

Bomb Squadron officers were Captain Robert Good, commanding officer (CO), Capt. Ray Armstrong, 

operations officer, and 1stLt. Irving Lifson, navigator. 

Left, Locations of Geiger Field (1), Fort Wright (2), and Isolation Hospital (3), near Spokane, Washington. Map 

published October, 1941. Right, General Orders activating the 390th Bomb Group (H), dated January 26, 1943. 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
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In his chapter on "Combat Crew and Unit Training" [in The Army Air Forces in World War II (Wesley 

Frank Craven and James Lea Cate, eds.)], Thomas Greer describes the formation of new cadres under the 

Operational Training Unit (OTU) system (ibid.) and the training of cadre leadership, as it applied early in 

1943: 

 

 Normally, six months were required after the formation of a cadre to complete the organization 

 and training of a new group. . . . Beginning in 1943, however, cadre leaders usually received this 

 training [to acquaint key members of the cadre with the special obligations they were now to 

 assume] through a thirty-day course of instruction at Orlando, Florida, in the AAF School of 

 Applied Tactics (AAFSAT), which had been established partly for this purpose in November 

 1942. The course there was divided into an academic and a practical phase, with roughly half the 

 time devoted to each. Cadres for . . . heavy bombardment units were enrolled in the 

 Bombardment Department . . . Through lectures and conferences group leaders reviewed under 

 expert guidance the problems of command, intelligence, and operations in the context appropriate 

 to the mission of their group. After completing the academic part of the program, the cadre was 

 assigned to an AAFSAT base for operational exercises. With the assistance of complements 

 provided by the air base's squadrons, the cadre spent about fifty hours flying simulated combat 

 missions. This practical experience proved of great value in preparing the cadres for their new 

 responsibilities, but close coordination of the academic and practical phases was not always 

 accomplished, and at times the program suffered from lack of needed equipment. 

  On returning to their assigned OTU stations, the cadres began training with their units, 

 which by this time had usually reached regulation strength. 

 

From the section titled, "AAFSAT," in the "Activation and Training of the 390th" historical document: 

 

 The 390th was in the first class of bomb group personnel to go through AAFSAT. 

 

Training there began on March 1, 1943: 

 

 The officers and enlisted men who reported at AAFSAT had, almost without exception, a  

 background of substantial service in parent training groups [LtCol. Wittan had most recently 

 served as commander of the 88th Bomb Group, for example]. They had been graduated from the 

 schools teaching their specialties -- armament, engineering, radio and the like -- and they had 

 applied that school training in extensive work with training units. . . . 

 

 The first week was devoted to a series of orientation lectures. Classes were held for the ground 

 personnel and formation flying practiced by the air echelon for the next twelve days. Regardless of 

 lecture or class schedules, many of the group found ample time to enjoy the beauties of Florida. 

 Daytona Beach, where thousands of WAACs were being trained, was one of the great attractions. 

  AAFSAT was a holiday, a pleasant and enjoyable one. . . . And on 18 March the group was 

 ferried by B-17s to the AAB at Brooksville, Florida, for nine days of training under simulated 

 combat conditions. 

  Here officers and men lived in tents among the trees. They ate out of mess kits. There were 

 no lights. Until 26 March the group flew simulated heavy bombardment combat operations. 

 Field orders were sent from Orlando, indicating the group's hypothetical base . . . and directing an 

 attack on a hypothetical target . . . actually represented by a B-24. In this particular problem the 

 group accurately picked up the hypothetical . . . [target] and despite poor visibility and a low 

 ceiling completed the mission successfully. 
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  The training at Brooksville was excellent. . . . Before the group took off to return to 

 Orlando on March 26, Col Wittan called all personnel together and commended them on the 

 excellent work they had done. 

  On the night of 26 March the ground personnel entrained for Geiger Field. The air echelon 

 took off the following morning, arriving there on March 28 in fog and rain. The ground echelon 

 arrived 31 March.  

 

Using Thomas Greer's terminology, the "parent group" had been the 34th Bomb Group, which had 

provided the nucleus for the new group, the 390th. Leaders of the new cadre had been trained at 

AAFSAT, Orlando, and at "an AAFSAT base," which was Brooksville. On March 26 and 27, the cadre 

departed for Geiger Field—their "assigned OTU station." The fledgling 390th Bomb Group was now two 

months old. 

 

* * * 

 

2ndLt. Owen Burgess had received his navigator's wings in Texas on February 18; now at Gowen Field, 

Idaho, he had joined the B-17 training crew led by 2ndLt. Hiram Campbell Skogmo, whose wife Jane was 

living in Milwaukee. On one night mission out of Gowen, Skogmo, Burgess, and crew had flown with 

1941 Academy Award recipient Jimmy Stewart (Best Actor, The Philadelphia Story), who was flying as 

an instructor pilot. Years later Owen Burgess added, in his memoir: 

 

 We moved to Walla Walla, Washington [from Gowen Field] where we held our second phase of 

 combat training and were members of Col. Lacy's [sic] provisional group. After a few weeks, our 

 crew was assigned to the newly created 390th Bomb Group while some of the others were 

 assigned to the newly created 100th Group. Our Group went to Spokane (Geiger Field) . . . while 

 the 100th got ready and went to England for combat. We later flew with them and the 95th Group 

 to make up the 13th Wing. 

 

In the previous installment (see https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943) I described some of the history of the 

88th Bombardment Group (H), which had also been activated at Geiger Field, almost five months before 

activation of the 390th, before moving to Walla Walla. Five B-17 crew members who would fly with 

Owen Burgess in combat had been training together there, with the 318th Bomb Squadron, during March, 

1943. The interim historical account for the 88th had included detailed rosters for the officers with the 

Group—assigned, unassigned but attached, and those with Provisional Groups—over February 15-

September 13, 1943. The April 1 roster includes a section with the subheading:  

 

 Lacey Prov Gp Attached to 88th Bomb Gp (H)  

 

Under the category, "Second Lieutenants," appears the following name and details: 

 

 3.  M-Skogmo, Hiram C. O-450120  AC Res  25  10/1/42(ACR)   PT(4-eng)   Pilot  317 

 

2ndLt. Hiram Skogmo was married, with serial number O-450120. He was a twenty-five-year old 

member of the Air Corps Reserve, he had been commissioned in the Reserve on 10/1/42, and he was 

assigned as a pilot with the 317th Bomb Squadron, 88th Bomb Group (Lacey Provisional Group), at 

Walla Walla. Continuing down the list: 

 

 46. S-Cloud, Merle M.  O-670008 AC Res  25  1/7/43(ACR)   PT(4-eng)   Pilot  317  

 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
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The classification and duty listings for 2ndLt. Merle Cloud appear to be in error, as he was the bombardier 

on Lt. Skogmo's crew. At position 89 on the list, Owen Burgess' name and details are given: 

 

 89. S-Burgess, John O. O-673474 AC Res 27 2/18/43(ACR)  Nav 317 

 

2ndLt. Alvin Jaspers was Skogmo's twenty-year old copilot. He had received his pilot's wings three weeks 

before this roster had been compiled: 

 

 99. S-Jaspers, Alvin W. O-740823 AC Res 20 3/10/43(ACR) PT(4-eng) Pilot 317 

 

The Provisional Group commanded by Col. Julius Lacey had first appeared on the March 15 roster with 

only seventeen Second Lieutenants and three Flight Officers. On the April 15 roster, the Lacey Group had 

grown to over 100 total officers . . . but the four Second Lieutenants from the Skogmo crew—Hiram 

Skogmo, Owen Burgess, Merle Cloud, and Alvin Jaspers—were gone. 

 

* * * 

 

The answer to the question, "Where had the Skogmo crew gone?" is given in the "Activation and Training 

of the 390th" historical document, under the section titled, "Geiger Field:" 

 

 While most of the original cadre of the group [the new 390th Bomb Group] was at Orlando and 

 Brooksville, Florida, some were working industriously at Geiger Field, Spokane, Washington. 

 New members were coming in constantly, mostly enlisted men who had just been graduated from 

 Second Air Force technical schools.  

 

 The first combat crew arrived from Gowen Field, Boise, Idaho, on [Monday] 12 April, and was 

 assigned as crew number 1 to the 568th squadron. It was led by 2/Lt Kenneth E. Dougherty, as 

 pilot. 

On April 1, 1943, the roster of Second Lieutenants for the Lacey Provisional Group, attached to the 88th Bomb 

Group (H) at Walla Walla, included Hiram Skogmo (#3) and Merle Cloud (#46). Listings for Owen Burgess (#89) 

and Alvin Jaspers (#99) also appeared on the Lacey Group roster but are not shown. The name of F/O Joseph 

Carter (#9, top), who would later become the copilot for Capt. James Pedersen's crew, also happened to appear on 

this page of the full 88th Bomb Group officers roster. See text for details.  
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 The following day crews headed by the following pilots arrived: 2/Lt Hiram C. Skogmo, 2/Lt 

 Edward C. Peterson, 2/Lt Raymond A. Becker, 1/Lt Roger A. Cartwright, 2/Lt Robert W. Waltz, 

 2/Lt James R. Geary, 2/Lt William A. Cabral, 2/Lt Robert B. Short, 2/Lt Gerald F. Richter, F/O 

 Robert D. Brown. 

 

On the next day, April 14, the group that had been training at Geiger Field ahead of the newly-arrived 

390th moved out, giving the 390th the space required to initiate its own intensive training program. On 

April 15, LtCol. Wittan restricted all personnel to base, with the exception of a single twenty-four-hour 

pass per week. Second-phase training (ibid., page 10) began officially on April 23, and third-phase 

training followed at the end of that six-week course, beginning on June 2. Note that Owen Burgess' 

memoir (see page 7) indicates that the Skogmo crew had begun second-phase training with Col. Lacey's 

Provisional Group at Walla Walla. The Skogmo crew was at Walla Walla on April 1, but not on March 

15, and we know the crew arrived at Geiger on April 13. The men could not have begun and completed 

the six-week second-phase training in their time at Walla Walla. Continuing from the "Geiger Field" 

section of the 390th historical account: 

 

 Third phase training was started on 2 June. . . . 

 

On June 1, 1943—the day before the 390th began third-phase training at Geiger—Col. William 

Schauffler, commanding officer of Geiger Field, issued Special Orders that would move the Group from 

Geiger Field to a new location which was not disclosed in the typed orders. This appears to have been the 

official order moving the 390th from Geiger to Great Falls, Montana:   

 

 On 6 June the group left Geiger Field 

 for Montana bases, where its training 

 was continued with headquarters and 

 the 571 squadron stationed at the AAB 

 at Great Falls, the 568th at Glasgow, 

 the 569th at Cutbank and the 570th at 

 Lewistown. 

 

 Col Wittan instilled in the combat 

 crews of his command in their training 

 at Geiger Field the essentials of 

 combat heavy bombardment 

 operations. Flying tight formations at 

 high altitudes was emphasized. 

 Bombing accuracy was developed by 

 frequent practice. Aerial gunnery, both 

 air-to-ground and air-to-air, was 

 practiced. 

 

Years later, Owen Burgess recalled his 

time in Montana, where he and the 

Skogmo crew were based with the 568th 

Bomb Squadron at Glasgow: 

 

 Our Group went to Spokane (Geiger 

 Field) and Glasgow, Mont. for more 
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 training while the 100th got ready and went to England for combat. We later flew with them and 

 the 95th Group to make up the 13th Wing. While at Glasgow one day a plane came in and on it 

 was Robert Montgomery, the movie actor. We all chatted with him and he was OK. . . .  

 

One young pilot who "went to England for combat" with the 100th Bomb Group was 2ndLt. John 

Luckadoo (see https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, page 11, and https://tinyurl.com/John-Luckadoo), who 

had been at Walla Walla at the same time as the Skogmo crew, as "Attached to 88th Bomb Gp (H)." The 

100th would fly its first combat mission on June 25, 1943, seven weeks before the 390th would fly in 

combat. The 95th had flown its first mission over enemy territory even earlier, on May 13; BrigGen. 

Nathan B. Forrest (see page 4) perished a month later (June 13) on a mission with the 95th over Kiel, 

Germany. Actor Robert Montgomery was nominated for an Academy Award for his role in the 1945 

account of PT boat operations in the Pacific, They Were Expendable. But unlike the film's star, John 

Wayne, Robert Montgomery served aboard destroyers at Guadalcanal and off the Normandy beaches on 

D-Day, for which he was awarded the Bronze Star Medal and the Legion of Merit.    

 

 We did considerable formation flying at Glasgow and I enjoyed the scenery around the upper 

 Missouri River and the Yellowstone. The mountains were pretty . . . 

 

* * * 

 

The "Activation and Training of the 390th" account gives the names of eleven combat crew leaders 

(pilots; see pages 8-9) whose crews were the first to report to Geiger Field over April 12-13, 1943. Near 

the end of the document, as an appendix of sorts, are four sections naming the "Staff and Original Crews" 

of each squadron. Altogether, thirty-five crew rosters are listed. Of the first eleven crew leaders: 

 

  2ndLts. Kenneth Dougherty and Hiram Skogmo are with the 568th Bomb Squadron. 

  1stLt. Roger Cartwright and 2ndLts. Raymond Becker and Robert Waltz are with the 569th 

 Bomb Squadron. 

  2ndLts. James Geary and William Cabral are with the 570th Bomb Squadron. 

  2ndLts. Robert Short and Gerald Richter and F/O Robert Brown are with the 571st Bomb 

 Squadron. 

 

But this accounts for ten, not eleven crew leaders. The name of 2ndLt. Edward C. Peterson, who arrived 

at Geiger Field on April 13, is missing from these rosters. Two full original crew rosters of the 568th 

Bomb Squadron are of special interest: 

 

 Hiram Skogmo  P  James E. Pedersen 

 Alvin Jaspers   CP  Joseph E. Carter 

 Merle M. Cloud  N  Robert M. Henry 

 John O. Burgess  B  Harry S. Gorden 

 Patric G. Welch  AEG  Daniel J. Bergin 

 Ralph Sindeldecker  ROG  Michael Urban 

 John U. Adams  AAEG  Frank Grubb 

 Richard A. Blackburn  AG  Emil Mateyak 

 Ernest Phillips   AAG  Robert Redding 

 Jack D. Farriss   AROG  Anton Kohler 

 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
https://tinyurl.com/John-Luckadoo
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The four officers of the Skogmo 

crew—Skogmo, Jaspers, Cloud, and 

Burgess—are the same as were present 

with Col. Lacey's Provisional Group at 

Walla Walla on April 1 (see pages 7-8). 

The crew duties are in some cases given 

in error. For example, the duties of 

Cloud, Skogmo's bombardier, and 

Burgess, the navigator, are reversed. 

Independent information for the 

enlisted men in the two crews gives the 

following: Skogmo (Pedersen) crew—

Welch (Grubb), waist gunner; 

Sindeldecker (Bergin), engineer/top 

turret; Adams (Urban), radio operator; 

Phillips (Redding), waist gunner; and 

Farriss (Kohler), ball turret gunner. By 

elimination, Blackburn (Mateyak) 

would be the tail gunner.   

 

Several names of the Pedersen crew—

F/O Carter, 2ndLt. Henry, S/Sgts. 

Urban and Redding, and Sgts. Mateyak 

and Kohler—are familiar as members 

of Crew #10, 318th Bomb Squadron, 

88th Bomb Group, from March 18 (see 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, page 

12). As members of 2ndLt. Hull's crew, 

the B-17 they were flying that day had 

struck a line of wires ("buzzing") while 

on a training mission south of Adrian, 

Oregon. As of the subsequent April 1 

roster, F/O Carter and 2ndLt. Henry 

(317th Squadron) were no longer with 

2ndLt. Hull's squadron (318th). 

Interestingly, a 2ndLt. Edward C. 

Peterson was a pilot with the 317th on 

both the April 1 and March 15 rosters. 

 

Bob Jesko, born in January, 1940, is a lifelong Chicagoan. He was three years old when his uncle, S/Sgt. 

Emil Mateyak (see https://tinyurl.com/October-8-1943 and https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943), was killed 

in action. For more than forty years Bob, an avid aviation enthusiast who served with the Third Infantry 

Regiment (the Old Guard) at Fort Myer, Virginia, during the 1960s, and his brother Allan have carried the 

Mateyak family torch for their uncle, Emil. Bob first visited Emil's grave in the Ardennes American 

Cemetery in 1962, and he was present for the 1981 dedication of the 390th Bomb Group Memorial Air 

Museum, housed in the restored control tower at Framlingham, USAAF Station 153, where B-17 crews 

from the 390th Bomb Group roared into the sky, praying that they might return, over 1943-1945. In 1979 

Bob contacted Col. James Pedersen, USAF (Ret.), whose name appears on the roster above (see page 10), 

This page from the "Staff and Original Crews of 568th 

Bombardment Squadron (H)" includes the crews of Hiram 

Skogmo, James E. Pedersen, and William (the name should read, 

Wade) H. Sneed. In July, 1968, Owen Burgess would remember 

Hiram Skogmo, Wade Hampton Sneed, and Merle Cloud (see 

https://tinyurl.com/October-8-1943, pages 1-2). . . . 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
https://tinyurl.com/October-8-1943
https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
https://tinyurl.com/October-8-1943
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opposite Hiram Skogmo. On August 26, 1979, Col. Pedersen wrote a letter to Bob, who had asked about 

the differences in two photographs attributed to his crew: 

 

 Dear Bob, 

     Thank you so much for the pictures. I will really treasure them. Part of the reason they look 

 different is because some of the people in the front row aren't the same. . . . I took over the crew 

 about 3 weeks before going overseas. I replaced Lt Peterson, who was relieved. I was a Captain 

 serving as Asst Gp Opns Off. and had requested the Gp Cmdr, Col Wittan, for a crew if the 

 opportunity arose. . . . 

     Best regards, 

      Jim 

 

The Story of the 390th Bombardment Group (H) (see pages 2-3), published in 1947, includes descriptive 

sections on each of the four Bombardment Squadrons and includes photographs of the respective combat 

crews. In the section titled, "568th Combat Crews," there are for example photos of the crews led by 

Hiram Skogmo, Wade Sneed, John Winant (see page 2), et al. But there is no photograph for the original 

crew led by James Pedersen. There is, however, a photograph identified as "Pederson and Crew," on page 

180. This is the "earlier picture" referred to by Col. Pedersen in his 1979 letter, in which he identifies two 

of the four officers (kneeling, front row) as F/O Joseph Carter (copilot, second from left) and 2ndLt. 

Robert Henry (navigator, third from left). Then-Capt. Pedersen and 2ndLts. Owen Burgess and Harry 

Gorden do not appear in the earlier picture; Lt. Burgess appears in the photo of the Skogmo crew. The 

two unidentified officers in the photo above must correspond to 2ndLt. Edward Peterson, the earlier pilot 

and crew leader who was relieved, and 2ndLt. Albert Combs, who had been the bombardier with Carter 

and Henry on Crew #10, 88th Bomb Group, in March. Lt. Henry was a member of Capt. Pedersen's 

original crew (see page 11), but Lt. Combs was replaced by Lt. Harry Gorden. There would be one more 

critical change for the Pedersen crew after their arrival in England in July. 

 

Left, Col. James Pedersen's 1979 letter to Bob Jesko. Right, "Pederson and Crew," from the section, "568th Combat 

Crews," as it appears in The Story of the 390th Bombardment Group (H), published in 1947. 
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Of the six enlisted airmen standing behind the officers in the photo above, Sgts. Anton Kohler and Emil 

Mateyak (third and fourth, respectively, from left) are easily identified. The other four men may 

correspond to those listed (Urban, Bergin, Grubb, and Redding) for the original Pedersen crew, but this is 

not confirmed.  

 

This information allows us to provide the following scenario for the transition from the roster for Crew 

#10 at Walla Walla, led in March, 1943, by 2ndLt. Charles Hull, to the roster for the "original" crew of 

the 568th Bomb Squadron, led by then-Capt. James Pedersen. At the time of the March 18 training 

accident (see https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943, pages 11ff), 2ndLt. Edward C. Peterson was a pilot with 

the 317th Bomb Squadron in the Provisional Group led by Major Nolan Baker, attached to the 88th Bomb 

Group. Peterson was twenty-two-years old and had received his pilot's wings on August 27, 1942. 

 

When Lt. Hull was disciplined, his crew was transferred from the 318th to the 317th squadron, to be led 

by Lt. Peterson. This crew, with Peterson as its head, reported to the 390th at Geiger Field on April 13. 

But according to then-Capt. James Pedersen, "Lt Peterson . . . was relieved" about three weeks before 

going overseas (apparently, in June, 1943). Capt. Pedersen took over the crew at that time, and the roster 

for the Pedersen crew appears in the "Activation and Training of the 390th" account. Lt. Edward 

Peterson's name is missing from all thirty-five of those crew rosters. F/O Carter and Sgts. Urban, 

Redding, Kohler, and Mateyak would train with at least three different B-17 pilots and crew leaders over 

the four months before leaving for combat, where they would fly with Capt. Pedersen. 

   

* * * 

 

The pre-deployment historical account of the 390th 

Bomb Group also includes a section titled, "Great 

Falls and Satellite Army Air Bases," which describes 

the move of the Group from Geiger Field to the 

Montana bases and "the big maneuver which was to 

top the group's training activity:" 

 

 Forty aircraft left Geiger for Great Falls, 

 Montana. . . . 

  On June 10 the air inspectors arrived 

 to check on the group and see if it were in 

 condition for overseas duty. . . . The 

 inspectors were well satisfied with what they 

 saw. 

 

The description of "the big maneuver" follows: 

 

 Around the middle of the month [June] plans were begun for the big maneuver which was to top 

 the group's training activity . . . 

 

By the middle of June, 1943, time was growing very short for the US training phase, in the life of the 

390th Bomb Group. Special Orders issued by LtCol. Wittan two weeks later—on June 28 (see page 14)—

would grant six-day leaves to a number of officers (it is not clear whether all officers were so ordered) 

from the Group, still headquartered at Great Falls. On their return, these officers were to report to their 

CO at Salina, Kansas (Smoky Hill Army Air Field) on July 5 and 6. Among the officers from the 568th  

 

The very first B-17 Flying Fortress had landed at 

Great Falls Army Air Base on November 30, 1942. 

https://tinyurl.com/March-4-1943
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Bomb Squadron appearing on this list: Hiram Skogmo, Merle Cloud, Owen Burgess, and Alvin Jaspers 

(original Skogmo crew), James Pedersen, Joseph Carter, Harry Gorden, and Robert Henry (original 

Pedersen crew), Wade Sneed, Kenneth Dougherty, and John Winant Jr. (other crew leaders), Ray 

Armstrong and Irving Lifson (squadron officers), and Robert Good (CO of the 568th Squadron). The 

absence of an officer's name from this two-page order does not mean that officer was not granted a leave 

of absence.  

   

These six-day leaves would be the last times these men would see their families, friends, and loved ones 

before going overseas. Needless to say, for too many of them, these would be their last times together, 

forever. 

 

The big maneuver, however, would come before these leaves were granted: 

 

Special Orders issued June 28, 1943, granting six-day leaves for officers of the 390th Bomb Group. Among those 

listed are 2ndLts. Hiram Skogmo, Alvin Jaspers, John O (Owen) Burgess, Merle Cloud, and Wade Sneed, F/O 

Joseph Carter, 1stLt. Harry Gorden, and Capt. James Pedersen.  



15 
 

 Local flying was stopped on 19 June and the aircraft were tuned up for the big flight. At 2100 

 hours on 20 June the alert was given and the group's Flying Fortresses, led by Col Wittan, 

 took off for Chanute Field, Illinois, the first stop. This hop flown in eight hours. . . .    

 

On the next morning the Group departed for Grenier Field, Manchester, New Hampshire. There the 

aircraft were refueled with 2,800 gallons of gasoline, and four 325-pound depth charges were loaded onto 

each plane. 

 

 On the 22nd, crews were briefed at 0100 hours to take-off at 0430. The formation flew to 

 Newport, R.I., and thence to Nantucket where it spread out to search for submarines as it 

 continued on its briefed course to Bermuda. The Bermuda landing was made at 1400 hours. . . . 

                              

 "Take-off at 0830 this morning and last view of Bermuda as group formation left was beautiful," 

 stated Capt Ralph V. Hansel in his diary. "Scattered cumulus covered the area and a huge rainbow 

 over all covered both tips of the island. . . . Proceeded to Virginia . . . Thence to Langley where 

 crews were fed and ships re-fueled for a night mission. For this mission Richmond, Washington, 

Kindley Field, Bermuda, with B-17 Flying Fortresses of the 390th Bomb Group on the "big maneuver," June 22, 

1943. See text for details. Photo credit: US National Archives, with thanks to Bob Jesko.   
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 Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York, Hartford and Boston were blacked out. . . . The remaining 29 

 aircraft made the trip and landed at . . . Grenier Field . . . we got to bed at 0700 hours." . . . 

 

During the Group's night flight over blacked-out Washington, an antiaircraft battery in the nation's capital 

mistakenly fired one or two rounds at the formation. 

 

 The aircraft returned to their Montana bases by way of Chanute Field . . .  

 

In his memoir, Owen Burgess remembered the flight to Bermuda, although some of the details in his 

recollection, many years later, seem to differ from those given above: 

 

 We did considerable formation flying at Glasgow and I enjoyed the scenery around the upper 

 Missouri River and the Yellowstone. The mountains were pretty and we had one long flight to 

 Bermuda. I was the lead navigator [the Hiram Skogmo crew would be the lead crew] and the 

 Colonel [LtCol. Wittan, the Group Commander] flew with us. The flight plan took us about 100 

 miles north of Brownsville.  

 

A lead crew was the crew which led the Group, or a unit of a Group, on a mission. The lead crew 

assembled the Group for wing and division assembly in combat missions; it was responsible for 

navigating to control points, piloting to a target and back and for hitting a target. . . . The commanding 

officer for the day rode with the lead crew as command pilot. For the final 390th Bomb Group training 

mission to Bermuda, 2ndLt. Hiram Skogmo's crew, including 2ndLt. Owen Burgess as navigator, was the 

lead crew, and LtCol. Wittan rode with the Skogmo crew as command pilot.   

 

The historical account indicates that the Group flew to Bermuda via Chanute Field, Illinois, and Grenier 

Field, New Hampshire. Chanute Field, which appears to represent the closest approach that the route 

made to Brownsville, Tennessee, was about 330 miles north of Brownsville.  

 

 I asked the Colonel if I could fly over my home town. His answer was "You are the Navigator." I 

 chickened out and kept on course and we made a perfect flight to the small island off the Atlantic 

 Coast. Had a nice time there except that in visiting a dance at a hotel one evening I requested they 

 play the Memphis Blues and they played the St. Louis Blues. I was almost removed when I tried 

 to get my $5 tip back from the band leader. 

 

Once back at the Great Falls station, the 390th Bomb Group began preparations for movement to its new 

home in England:  

 

 With their return the training program . . . was completed. The airplanes were overhauled as the 

 combat crews packed their personal belongings and prepared for the big flight to the Theater of 

 Operations -- via Salina, Kansas [see page 13].  

 

Or, as Owen Burgess recalled years later: 

 

 One day at Glasgow we received orders to pack up everything for departure. We headed toward 

 Seattle so we decided we were going to Alaska. The radio called and turned us around and sent us 

 to Kansas where we received a 10 day pass to go home [see page 14]. 

 

2ndLt. Burgess' specific orders stated: 
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 Following officers are granted a leave of absence for six (6) days effective 30 June 43. . . . 

 Officers will rpt for dy to their CO, Salina, Kansas, by 2400 5 July 43. 

 

* * *  

 

July 5, 1943, fell on a Monday—the day after Independence Day. On that date, presumably, 2ndLt. 

Burgess was trying to get back to Kansas from Brownsville, sixty miles from Memphis, via the Memphis 

airport: 

 

 When I started to catch a plane in Memphis to get back to the 390th in Kansas, the ticket desk 

 people said I had to have a priority to board the plane. Standing near by was a young lady, Doris 

 Rogers who also worked at the ticket desk and who I had known in Raleigh [a community in 

 Memphis] while I was with the Tennessee Highway Department. She spoke up and said I had the 

 priority when she saw me when I arrived from Kansas. Anyway, they let me on the plane. . . . 

 

Owen Burgess would marry Doris Rogers on the day after Thanksgiving, 

1945. They would have two wonderful children, the younger of whom, 

John, was a dear childhood friend and classmate of mine for many years. 

Doris and Owen Burgess would also work together as society editor and 

editor, respectively, for the Brownsville (TN) States-Graphic (Owen 

would manage the weekly newspaper from the mid-1950s until 1985). 

Their marriage endured for almost forty-seven years, until Owen passed 

away in the early fall of 1993. 

 

 Back in Kansas we had orders to go to Bangor, Maine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Owen Burgess, with daughter 

Janice. The photograph, 

courtesy of Janice Burgess 

Harsh, was likely taken ca. 

1950.  


