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The alpha of this account is mid-afternoon, Sunday, December 7, 1941 and the
real omega is Monday, May 29, 1944, about mid-day; however, over one-half
century of years covers the In between. As a boy of sixteen with nothing to do
and nowhere to go, 1 was Iaying across the bed listening to the little table
model radio. The news flash advised the Japs had bombed Pearl Harbor. That
really did not mean anything to me. After church that night, Sonny Mitchell
invited me to walk to town - Bristol, Tennessee, a distance of about two miles
- to see i1f the newspaper people had printed a special edition. No extra, but
the high of that trip was a Pepsi and hot dog Sonny bought me.

Days went by and Sonny went down to the recruiting office to join the Navy. As
I recall, some hearing problem ended that direction of his life. 1 believe the



same problem prevented him from playing football for the Tennessee High
Vikings.

More weeks passed and the Army Air Force accepted his offer to render them his
service to help defeat the enemy seeking to destroy our freedom. That date was
January 6, 1942. At this point in his life, he was a sophomore ministerial
student at King College, a local school only a mile from his house, a daily
round trip walk.

Sonny"s basic training was at the Army Air Force Technical Training Command,
Miami Beach, Florida. He was impressed with the beauty of the man-made i1sland
and considered the weather, to quote, ™perfect.” "They held us up on
everything they could. In Miami Beach, the prices on the things we wanted to
buy were very high.”™ This comparison was made with what he experienced in
Chicago where he was transferred to train to be a radio operator on a B-17,

one of the Army®s four engine bombers, heavy machine. "If 1 do alright iIn this
school, 1 hope to go to an ariel gunnery school. This radio school i1s no push
over, so I do not know what I will do in it. I am going to try my best of

course. Everything here in Chicago is free. They have free restaurants, free
service centers, U.S.0."s, and even operas. We can get on a street car and
ride anywhere we want, and not pay a cent.”

In his March 3, 1943 letter to me from which the above quotes are taken, a
positive note of encouragement to me was expressed iIn three questions. "How
are you getting along? Fine, | hope. Are you doing alright in school? How are
you getting along with the church work?"

Sonny was very active in the ministry of the Virginia Avenue Baptist Church
for an eighteen-year-old young man. He served as Assistant Sunday School
Superintendent and was the leader of the Royal Ambassadors, a group of young
boys. His interest did not stay in Bristol when he went iInto the Army Air
Force. From Chicago; "From what 1 hear, the church work 1s progressing ver

rapidly. 1 hope you all keep 1t up. | pray daily for the church and 1 loo

forward to the time 1 can come home to worship God with you all again."

In early 1943, 1 tried to join the Army Air Force, but failed the test by nine
oints. Within 30 days, | was drafted and this time failed to pass the color
lind test. With that | took the attitude 1 will take what they give me and

volunteer for nothing. After being iInducted into the Army at Fort Oglethorpe,

Georgia, 1 endured basic training near Muskogee, Oklahoma, with the 42nd

Rainbow Division. During this time, Sonny was transferred to the AAF Base at
Ardmore, OK.




Ardmore Army Air Field, 1945
For more information on Ardmore Field
visit Ardmore Army Air Field / Ardmore Air Force Base

On Christmas weekend, 1943, | went to Tulsa on pass. My first Christmas away
from home. To add to this on returning to camp, a Western Union message was
waiting for me from Sonny. "Meet me at the bus station in Oklahoma City,
Saturday morning.' Too late, OH HOW SAD!

In November or December, 1943, Sonny was assigned to Crew 864 for combat on a
B-17 as a radio operator/gunner. All that hard work and training at school had
paid off. After a short period of ailr training time, the crew was transferred
to the AAF Base at Lincoln, Nebraska - the fTinal staging area before going
overseas. In a new B-17, on March 11, 1944, Crew 5303 started the long journey
flying to Boston, Mass., then to Goosebay, Labrador, on to Iceland, arriving
at their fTinal destination, Prestwick, Scotland, on March 18, 1944. The bomber
was left there and the crew took a slow train to near the new British air
base, Rattlesden Station No. 126 1i1n Suffolk County, England - between
Stowmarket and Lavenham, northwest of London. At Lincoln, Crew 864 changed to
Crew 5303.

A typical B-17G Bomber,
called the "Flying Fortress"

On April 5, Crew 5303 was assigned to the Eighth Air Force, 4™ wing, 447t
Bomb Group, Squadron 710, and included:

Pilot Moran, Bert 2nd Lt. Chicago, IL
Co-pilot T Baird, James T. ond | ¢. Inverness, MS
. * nd Eau Claire,

Navigator Kesterke, Duane A. 2 Lt. Michigan
Bombardier * Qulahla, Charles A. ond | ¢. Chicago, IL
Eggilggﬁet Gunner / Flight Tagliaferri, Nicholas A. T/Sgt. Cleveland, OH
Radio Operator / - - -

Gunner Mitchell, William P., Jr. T/Sgt. Bristol, TN
Tail Gunner Beckmann, Leroy J. S/Sgt. Chicago, IL
Ball Turret Gunner Bebb, Charles E. S/Sgt. Kansas City, MO
Right Waist Gunner 0"Brien, Connolly R. S/Sgt. Sumner, TX

Left Waist Gunner Wachter, Eugene E. S/Sgt. Norfolk, VA

* - Explanation at proper place.

T - Information on co-pilot kindly provided
by David Warren, www.447bg.com.

The 447" Bomb Group came into being the middle of May, 1943, at the Ephrate
Army Air Force Base, Washington, with an 1initial cadre of three dozen
personnel. In November, the Group started moving to England. On Christmas eve,
Friday, December 24, the date Sonny had wired me to meet him at the bus
station in Oklahoma City, the Group flew its first combat mission across the
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English Channel bombing German rocket sites. On Wednesday, April 19, 1944,

Sonny®"s crew flew its first combat mission, the Group®s 49th against targets
in Lippstadt-Werl, Germany. During the next 39 days, 13 more missions would be
flown by Crew 5303 involving a total of 119 hours and 35 minutes for the 14
total missions.

Mission 15 came up for Monday, May 29. The men were awakened at 4:00 am. There
had been a narrow strip of light on the northern horizon all night, so they
were awakened to daylight. After finishing their morning ablutions, 1 don"t
remember what we called 1t in the Army, maybe showering down, etc., they went
to the mess hall for their mission-fresh-egg breakfast, after which they were
briefed at 5:30 am. They were advised by the Intelligence Officer the target
was a Meserschmidt ME-109 aircraft factory iIn Liepzig, Germany.

Bomb Group 447 was assigned to lead the 4™ Wwing of the 3'9 Division. Crew 5303
of the 710 Squadron was placed in the high Group high Squadron, number three
plane position. On that particular day, the Group had 26 aircraft airborne and
dispatched. Of that number, 22 reached and successfully attacked the assigned
target. One had mechanical problems, one failed account enemy action and two
did not reach target reason unknown.

B-17G in formation - Courtesy USAF Archives

Availability of planes dictated actual make-up of overall formation on any
mission. This formation served a dual purpose. It gave the gunners the best
shooting view and created the best flying conditions by reducing turbulence
from the planes next ahead.

The less turbulence the tighter the formation could fly. This permitted better
overall defense from enemy fighters. The rear or fourth plane In each Squadron
was referred to as "Tail End Charlie,” or "Coffin Corner™ because this was the
most vulnerable spot in the formation and attacked first by the enemy. Pilots
who could not or would not fly the real ti%Pt formation were assigned this
undesirable spot. "Flying Coffin"™ was the nickname German fighter ﬁi ots gave
the early models of the B-17 furnished to the British in 1941. These models
were poorly protected and therefore easy prey.



Courtesy USAF Archives

The fTollowing is a simple diagram of the normal combat formation used by the

Migrlmtyd Eighth Army Air Force, as 1t came to be known, operating out of
England:

1st Division 2nd Division 3rd Division
Each Division had BG 447 led
four Wings 4th Wing
Lead Lead Lead
X X X
Low X X High Low X X High Low X X High
X X X
Tail Tail Tail
Each Wing had four Sqdn. 710
Groups with above in lead Group

designation

X X X
X X X X X X
X X X
Each Bomb Group had Crew 5303
four Sqdns. with above in High Sqdn.
designation
X X X
X X X X X X
X X X
Each Squadron had four Crew 5003
elements (planes) with in #3 plane

above designation

X X X
X X X X X X
X X X

The first aircraft of the 447t Group lifted off at 8:00 am with 30 second
intervals for the other 25. Fair weather made such assembly possible. Upon

completion of the assembly, the 3'd Division consisted of 250 B-17s loaded with
500-pound GP bombs. A total of 993 heavy bombers, B-17s and B-24s, were
dispatched. Such a feat to assemble that many bombers i1n the span of a few
hours was only possible by detailed design and practice maneuvers. The



following diagrams and brief explanation gives some idea of what was involved.
The total assembly area was just slightly larger than the state of New Jersey.

Traffic was heavy and they crossed the coast at Orford Ness reaching their
bombing altitude of 25,000 feet as they crossed the Dutch coast. Except for
some slight route changes due to weather, the fair weather permitted piloting
navigation.

Fifty years later most of us have forgotten the magnitude of assembling a
thousand and more B-17"s and B-24°"s into thrity-six plane formations, all
accomplished in the span of a few hours. And then getting them on their way to
targets on the continent. It really was not by accident (even i1If it seems that
way to some of us) but by 8th Air Force Bomber Command design. Each ?roup had
its own assigne "turf" over which the group leaders would ly 1i1n a
"racetrack™ or circular pattern until the exact minute they needed to join
other groups iIn the Wing or Division. There was no waiting for "stragglers,"
who had to fend for themselves it late or lost. The area depicted 1In this
layout (above) represents an East Anglia area of about 75 x 100 miles, or just
slightly larger than the state of New Jersey.



e
. },_HilF:rrn -.r*"'ﬁll w-"“': To Retilesden II l
- 2 AV g -
] Y i Lo 1 e ==
P ‘ A  — 3 -
} ' At ot : T e w B
I W G et T O G communal St e, 2 G Tey c4 Erengy
% H 24 "Highinwn - A r=La Ty -.}ﬂl}ﬂ'j
\ L Teehnicar \ Greent iy P! Bite No. 2 [ ..-i)
) '.;II:a:rI\.lu":{F,_z‘ 3 T,r‘ﬁ i "_ Bito M. B8 :—_-;7"‘ __
A - .- e Ry e Lxﬁ%,;’.ﬁ’\'ﬂckﬁi.zl
LY r -... B - TR
Poplar Farmr T .
o f(g‘{f T ~“’!ﬁ::.-. 1 «(’f
M.xi'c Moore's A= 2 _,-:'-{-_':";-.-"3
_r Farm F t ::,a.%”‘ 1
Walley y achinical” o ! 1’* ) il
Farm ~ Eile Ma, 17 Frightown ||'I {j‘; gite Ko, 1 .f“;.f ;r;: .
, -JTFJ"K_IJ:EE‘FH"“A . T
I .
i SilaMn 4 £ R - ‘I}
o
| 4
"1 -..9‘
L (
1 ]
1 -
Burnthouga |; o
'-'g_'é;. Farm .'. V_J-.-ﬁ"
o P et
] L lll-‘T
o ———ff—""' e ﬁ:
i, Fngate &
K Farm 3
I‘
]
1
1 1
.LHI- 5]

Rattlesden AFB, England

The crew had been in the air about five hours as they neared the target. Bomb
bay doors were opened approximately 30 miles from the target. This was
referred to as the IP, possibly indicating the initial point of approach to
the target. At this point iIn the mission, a turn usually to the left was made
to intersect the target. Pilot Moran checked each member on the interphone, as
was the custom, to make sure each was i1In position and ready for the final run.
This was old hat for most of the crew as they had experienced it more than a
dozen times and had not been in Europe three full months. Navigator Jacob
reported to Bombardier Maguire the Meserschmidt air plane factory was ten
miles ahead. *1t will be noted these two officers are not the Navigator and
Bombardier listed on the original crew list. Those two officers were killed in
action on May 20. It was the practice to assign one or two experienced crew
members with an inexperienced crew, for obvious reasons, for one or two
missions. Navigator Kesterke and Bombardier Oulahla were the unfortunate
victims of friendly fire. It was the practice after reaching formation and
over space free of possibly causing damage on friendly ground, for the gunners
to check their machine guns by Tfiring a few practice rounds. Some careless
gunner from another aircraft turned a burst loose and it struck the plane they
were on crashing i1t i1nto the North Sea with no survivors. This 1s the
explanation of the asterisks by the names on a previous page. In addition to
Rudolph L. Jacob, Jr. of South Orange, NJ, and Raymond R. Maguire of Granforf,
NJ, the May 29 mission was the Tfirst for Co-pilot John F. Higgs of
Stephensville, Texas. Pilot Moran was the only officer of the original crew on
the May 29 mission.

On the bomb run Sonny had been throwing chaff, aluminum foil cut iInto narrow
strips, out of the radio compartment window. This was a practice to disrupt
enemy radar. On the interphone he reported he was standing by to check bomb
bay doors after bombs away. Once the bombs were dropped, the doors were closed
and 1t was very important they did. The formation would then take a sharp left
downward turn to get away from the enemy Tfire as quickly as possible. The
plane became much more maneuverable and lively with the doors closed. This
maneuver usually involved a descent of two to three-thousand feet.

The crew had experienced a very good flight so far, and weather and visibility
was good iIn the target area. BUT SUDDENLY THAT ALL CHANGED!! Just moments



before bombs were to be away, their aircraft suffered enemy Tfire - flak,
shrapnel, from exploding ground fired anti-aircraft shells struck number 3
engine on the right wing close to the co-pilot®s side. Two officers from
another crew, in a confidential report of May 30, stated: "Aircraft suffered a
direct flak hit in the left wing gas tank, burst into flame, did a half roll
onto i1ts back and broke up just before bombs away.”™ A May 30 German Technical
Report on the crash site states presence of 'one wing ... the left wing iIn a
partial burned up condition.” Left waist gunner Wachter saw flames burning
past the rudder. The loss, or partial loss, of the right wing caused the plane
to flip over and spiral downward. The Engineer, whose position was just behind
the pilot and co-pilot, saw them Ffighting the controls trying to right the
plane, also get their parachutes which were stored under thelr seats or on the
map case just behind them. During this brief period, the bomber was ripped
apart in the forward section ﬁust behind the radio compartment bulkhead and in
front of the ball turret bulkhead by either gas tank or bomb explosion. The
crash was iIn the neighborhood of 12:30 pm, and the site was at the outskirts
of eastern Seegeritz, two kilometers north from Taucha (eight km northeast
from Leipzig.) The Technical Report states the crash site covered
approximately a half mile, three motors, one wing and numerous parts iIn one
area. The front part of the fuselage was about 1,000 feet away, and the rear
section of the fuselage and tail unit were another 300 feet further. The
perimeter and separation indicated the explosion was before striking the
ground, and the fact it pretty well spun straight down.

The gunners were able to bail out or were ejected by the second explosion.
Waist %unners O"Brien and Wachter escaped through the waist doors. After
difficulty openin? the tail hatch, suddenly i1t opened and tail gunner Beckmann
successtully bailed out. Ball turret gunner Bebb was iIn the process of
extracting himself from the ball turret when the second explosion ripped the

lane apart just in front of him. In some miraculous way he was able to grab

iIs parachute, hook it to his harness and bail out through that opening. No
doubt the explosion made possible his escape. Top turret gunner Tagliaferri
was knocked unconscious and blown out. He did not remember leaving the plane,
but somehow he was able to activate his parachute. Upon Qlanding, his left
ankle was broken and he was admitted to a hospital. The other four men seemed
to have landed safely.

All five were captured and confined in Stalag Luft #4. Beckmann had some
problem with his eyes and spent some time in a hospital. Stalag Luft #4 was
near Brandis and they were confined there until evacuated on February 6, 1945.
The other five crew members were in the front part of the aircraft and were
not as Tortunate as the gunners. The 1initial flak hit and the subsequent
explosion made 1t impossible for them to have any chance of escape. It was the
usual practice for the parachutes to be kept close by so they could be reached
and attached to the harness. Even if they had not been injured, it would have
been extremely unlikely they could have recovered their chutes due to the
force exerted on them from the swift uncontrolled descent of the destroyed
plane. All five bodies were recovered and buried in the cemetery at Seegeritz
in the evening of May 30, officiated by Mayor Paatzsch. Co-pilot Higgs®™ body

was under the wreckage and possibly not buried until the 31St. German records
show the Army Serial Number (dog tag numbers) for each of the Tfive crew
members. The Germans developed such a detailed report that it causes me to
believe they kept straight the identity of each man.

S/Sgt. O"Brien made a career with the Air Force and passed away in 1990. His
widow, Dorthy O"Brien lives 1in Paris, Texas, and has been most helpful iIn
making this account possible. Leroy Beckmann lives in Mill Creek, Washington,
and has given me valuable data. To both I am most thankful.
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Front row, left to right: Bert Moran, Pilot; James T. Baird, Co-pilot; Duane
A. Kesterke, Navigator; Charles H. Oulahla, Bombardier

Back row, Hleft to right: Nicholas A. Tagliaferri, Engineer/Gunner; Leroy J.
Beckmann, Tail Gunner; Eugene E. Wachter, Left Waist Gunner; Charles E. Bebb,
Ball Turret Gunner; William P. Mitchell, Jr., Radio Operator/Gunner; Connolly
R. O"Brien, Right Waist Gunner

To download a high resolution photo of Crew 5303,
click here for a compressed zip file.

This story involves a very interesting incident. On June 6, 1948, a Dutchman
by the name of F.M.A. Rooyakkers, from Eindhoven, Holland, wrote the British
Air Ministry, London, enclosing seven photographs of a crashed American
aircraft. He advised he was a deported Dutch workman 1in Germany and an
eyewitness to an air raid on Leipzig; that the Germans had taken some pictures
and they were enclosed. He was interested enough to state, '"Maybe you can use
them for i1nquiry or registration. 1 should like to hear something about the
good receipt of the pictures.” In August, 1948, receipt was acknowledged and
the file was turned over to the proper U.S. Air Force authorities. The plane
was identified as the one Crew 5303 lost. Another iInteresting note: In our
early communication, Mrs. O"Brien sent me a large picture of the crew made 1in
front of a B-17. She had knowleq?e somewhere along the way their plane was
nicknamed PAPER DOLL. She asked if 1 had come across anything about the PAPER
DOLL in any of my research. I had not and did not, even though 1 tried.

The German Report of May 30, 1944 stated, "Furthermore, a squadron insignia -
a bathing nymph... In addition to this, 25 yellow printed bombs and five red
swastikas on the front.™

Another report: "Type of Aircraft: Boeing B-17G, Fortress, Roman Letters:
PAPER DOLL (beside insignia) Roman number 11, No. K 42-107052 J." Ain"t that
something! The yellow bombs indicated the plane had 25 missions. The swastikas
said five German aircrafts had been shot down. Two of the seven photographs
clearl¥ show all of these markings. Sonny®"s crew had not made 25 missions -
probably another crew used the plane until their maximum missions were
completed, then Crew 5303 took it over. STRANGE - the action of one unknown
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individual in a far part of the world over 50 years ago answered the question
of a woman 1In Texas about PAPER DOLL. It 1is very possible the pictures
permitted the American Graves Registration Command to locate, recover and
return those brave airmen to their native land and loved ones.

According to the Internet web site, www.447bg.com, the 447th Bomb Grou
Association"s site - the following iInformation was obtained on the B-17 whic
Crew 5303 flew on May 29, 1944:

[Asstgned

AAF .
Delivered to
447th

Serial ||Nickname||Squadron
Number to USAAF

Manufacturer|(Serial

Group Notes Disposition Date

710SQ; MIA Leipzig 5/29/44

- 05/29/44 MACR
B-176-35-DL|| 42 || 107052 DngEF;I 710 l2/7/1944 \loas10/44 géﬁ?&??itz'a'ééﬁr R0 MR, e
5 KIA 5 POW ~ Report) 5303

The Eighth Air Force dispatched 993 B-17s and B-24s, 888 of which uploaded on

their assigned targets. The 1St Division, in attacking aircraft industries deep
in eastern Germany near the Polish border, downed 22 Luftwaffe fighters. The

2"d Djvision B-24s attacked oil and air depot targets at Politz and Tutow. This

force shot down 29 enemy fighters. The enemy lost 11 fighters to 3rd pivision
B-17s. The losses for all three Divisions totaled 34 bombers, 3.8 percent of
the 888 completing the mission and 3.4 percent of the total dispatched. The
fighter escort for all three Divisions was made up of 673 Eighth AF planes.
They destroyed 39 Luftwaffe fighters in the air and 16 on the ground, all but
one by P-51s. Fighter losses for this mission is not contained In the files 1
have supporting this document. The Luftwaffe lost a total of 117 fighters on
that fateful day. At this point in the war, the Allies had air supremacy in
the skies of Europe - with the one nemesis being the flak in and around the
targets.

There is absolutely no defense against flak, except chance and luck. As the
formation approached the target area, there could be no deviation or
repositioning. It had to be straight ahead on target course. The Germans
simply filled the air with a blanket, or box, of flak at the altitude of the
formation - knowing the pilots had to fly through it. The air would be full of
black smoke clouds created by exploding anti-aircraft shells, a certain "hell™
each man had to enter, not having any assurance of a successful exit.

During the 20 months, December 24, 1943, to late April 1944, the 447t Bomb
Group flew 258 missions with over 8,000 aircraft sorties in which 94 airplanes
were Jlost or fTailed to return, and 40 crew members were known KIA, 125
wounded, and 870 missing. To dispatch 8,000 planes and have 7,906 return,
.9883 is an extremely good "return.™

Since receiving a letter from home in July, 1944, while serving with an
Infantry Division advising of Sonny missing in action, | was fearful of the
worst. Since that time, he has lived within me as much as myself has. | had
dreams of him. One 1 had more than 50 years ago, | remember so vividly. I
walked into this large, empty dance hall - except for two people. A place like
where the locals in France or Germany would gather in peace time after supper
for their beer, dancing, fellowship, etc. A young woman was sitting at the
desk in the far corner from the front door. Sonny was standing there talking
to her. He had on a clean OD shirt, and trousers that were as wrinkled as they
could get - as i1If they had been stuffed in a duffle bag for at least a hundred
years. Just as | got close to them, he looked real embarrassed and apologized
to me because of his appearance. Saild he had experienced a problem which 1
took as a reference to his getting shot down and detained for a period. 1 told
him I understood completely.

For many years 1 had a burning desire to be able to communicate with just one
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member of Sonny"s crew. All I knew was that he was a ball turret gunner and
was not seen with his parachute attempting to get out of the aircraft. | could
never bring myself to approach his mother about him since 1 got home and he
did not. Sonny"s remains were returned to the United States and buried iIn
Sevierville, Tennessee, Sunday, April 7, 1949. 1 was in school in Knoxville at
the time and my fFfiancée sent me the newspaper article about the arrangements.
I attended the funeral. Over the passing 50 years, 1 no longer remembered

exactly where he was buried. In September, 2001, at my Army reunion 1in
Chesapeake, Virginia, | met a young couple who was there seeking information
about her father from anyone who had served iIn his company. 1 told her of my

interest in learning the same type of information about Sonny. She knew
someone who had worked in the funeral home 1iIn Sevierville. After returning
home 1 received a call from Caryn Neff, from Loudon, Tennessee, giving me the
name of the funeral home, cemetery and directions. From his military marker, |

found out he had served in the 447%™ Bomb Group. That was what 1 needed to
begin this fantastic journey that has climaxed in this account.

Gravestone - Roberts Cemetary, Pigeon Forge, Tennessee

Two more acknowledgments: One, through the efforts of a buddy 1 trained with

in the 4279 Rainbow Division in Oklahoma, Joe Polunc of Minneapolis, 1 have
been able to talk and communicate with the co-pilot that Sonny first trained
with in Oklahoma - Junior Gossell, also of Minneapolis. Junior transferred out
of the crew just before 1t headed on 1ts journey overseas. When 1 Ffirst
learned that he and Sonny were friends, | was jJjust dying to talk to him
because 1 just knew his morals and character and Sonny"s were the same, and I
have not been disappointed. Junior remembers Sonny very well. "1 was saddened
to know Wm. Mitchell wasn®"t a survivor of that crew. He was an exceptionally
fine young man, and if anyone deserved to live, he certainly did. 1 had the
utmost respect and confidence in him as a fellow crew member. My sympathies go
to his family and you, his special friend."

Number two: Leroy Beckmann - "Mitch was a very good RO/G."™ In another letter
he said, "Mitch was an excellent soldier and a fun guy, also a man of high
moral standards to live by. | believe Gossell and Mitch were friends and
shared thoughts.”™ 1 am grateful to Junior and Leroy for their invaluable help
and i1nformation. Most likely 1 will never have the pleasure of meeting them,
but my appreciation will live as long as I do - thanks, guys. You fellows had
a tough high risk job - I saw what you did to the enemy. The Ailr Force put
them on their knees, and the Army knocked them over.
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447th Bomb Group Memorial

I still don"t have His answer to my question, “"Why Sonny instead of me?" 1 do
have two regrets. One, that 1 was not man enough to approach Sonny®"s mother.
Two, that 1 did not develop this account of Sonny®"s death and give her a copy
before she died. I now know the true meaning of closure. It has been attained
on a matter that has breathed openly and constantly within me for over 50
years, and 1 thank God He has permitted me to have far more in this account
than 1 could ever dreamed of receiving. And to be able to communicate with
Dorthy, Leroy, and Junior - icing on the cake!

In that sudden instant Sonny®"s body descended to Earth, his soul flew to
Heaven. In the truest sense, Sonny experienced a completed mission. My simple
mind cannot begin to comprehend God®"s purpose, but it strongly believes He had
ﬁomething inhmlnd for Sonny far greater than anything he could have ever had
ere on Earth.

AND SO BE IT! THANK YOU, GOD!

"Sleep My Sons, Your Duty Done
For Freedom®s Light Has Come.
Sleep 1In the silent depths of the sea
or in your bed of hallowed sod.
Until you hear at dawn
the low clear reveille of God.™

--from the Corregidor Memorial, Philippines

Epilogue
I can accept the doubt that arises when the remains of a loved one is returned
for burial. 1 have experienced the same over the years as Sonny has lived in

me. In November, 2002, 1 received a complete copy of the Individual Deceased
Personnel File of S/Sgt. William P. Mitchell, Jr., 34504317. Including a few
duplicate pages, the Tfile has 77 pages. Information in the TfTile mates so
completely with similar information i1n another completely different file that
it absolves any doubt that has ever entered my mind.



I could hold Mrs. Mitchell"s hand, look her iIn the eyes and tell her 1 have
absolutely no doubt that Sonny®"s remains are resting iIn his home land, the
greatest nation God has ever permitted to come into existence.

I cannot express the amazement 1 have experienced at the detailed information
that has come together regarding Sonny and some of his crew and how some of it
became available these 55-plus years later. Most recent example, Leroy
Beckmann asked in my early contact with him 1f 1 had any knowledge of Nicholas
Tagliaferri, who he understood was in law enforcement work somewhere around
Cleveland, Ohio, and had possibly changed his name to Tagg. At the annual
reunion of my Army outfit in Pittsburgh in September, 2002, I met a young
lady, Barbara Mach, who was there with her mother regarding Mr. Mach, a
veteran who had recently 1_passed away. Learning that they were from the
Cleveland area, 1 asked if she would see i1f there were any Taggs there.
Shortly thereafter, she advised he died from cancer in 1988 at the age of 62,
and had a career in the Mayfield Heights Police Station. Barbara learned Tagg
did not like to discuss with angone his years in the Army Air Force. She even
found Mrs. Tagg and talked with her by phone. It gave me great pleasure to
pass that information on to Leroy.

Wall of Valor Plaque - Memcorial Gardens
The Mighty Eighth Air Force Heritage Museum
Savannah, Geocrgia



Wall of Valor at the Memorial Gardens
The Mighty Eighth Air Forece Heritage Mussum
Savannah, Georgia
Sonny’'s plague is located on panel in the foreground.

-— J. W. Campbell, 2003
in loving Memory...

Letter from William P. *Sonny"™ Mitchell to J.W. Campbell
Chicago, I1L.

March 3, 1943

Dear J.W.

I have some spare time so | thought 1 would drop you a few lines. How are you
getting along? Fine, 1 hope. Are you doing all right in school? How are you
getting along with the church work?

I am getting along just fine. 1 sure was surprised to get to Chicago. This 1is
a swell place. I am staying in the Congress Hotel here which is next to Grant
Park. Soldier"s Field, that is where the White Sox and Cubs play all their
home games, is only a few blocks down the street. Lake Michigan can be seen
from my hotel window. It sure is cold here. It was five below this morning.
That Miami weather was perfect but 1 like Chicago much better. We have a lot
more privileges here. The food is perfect too. For one thing, iIn Miami Beach
they prices on the things we wanted to buy were very high. They held us up on
everything they could. Everything i1s free here in Chicago. They have free
restaurants, service centers, U.S.0."s , and even operas. We can get on a
street car and ride anywhere we want to and not pay a cent.

I am to go to a radio operator"s school here. 1f 1 do all right in_this
school then 1 hope to go to an aerial gunnery school. This radio course Is no
pushover so I don*t know what I will do in it. 1 am going to try my best of
course.

From what I an hear, the church work is progressing very rapidly. 1 hope you
all keep it up. 1 pray daily for the church and I am looking forward to the
time when 1 can come home to worship God with you all again.



It is almost time for chow so I had better close. Tell everyone hello for me
and don"t forget to write. Begoodandall...

Keep "Em Flying,
Sonny

Letter from Mrs. Mitchell to the mother of Connolly O"Brien, Sgt. USAF - POW
(Sonny Mitchell and Connolly O"Brien were best friends.)

This letter was sent to me by Mrs. Dorthy O"Brien, widow of Connolly,
on January 30, 2002. -- JWC

XXXX Georgia Ave.
Bristol, Tenn.
Sept. 5, 1944

Dear Mrs. O"Brien,

I am so glad you wrote me. I had meant to write you even before 1 received
our letter. Please forgive me for waiting several days about answering. |1
ave had some relatives visiting me and I couldn®t get a chance to write.

My boy wrote me about visiting in your home and how much he enjoyed it. He was
always such a sleepy head. So hard to wake up in the morning. In one of his
last letters he said that Connolly O"Brien from Texas woke him up every
morning.

I have heard from some of the other mothers. 1 understand the Bebb boy, Leroy
Beckmann and your son are prisoners. | am very happy to know that even a few
of them are alive. 1 pray they will soon be back at home safe. | received the
first message that my son was missing July 7. 1 received a message saying he
was killed 1n action on that day he was Tfirst reported missing. | can never
tell you how much I love my son. 1 would be willing to give anything in the
world to have him back with me. But he is gone | know he is with his Heavenly
Father and in a much happier place than we are. Last Sunday a Memorial service
was held for him. 1 am sendiqg you one of the little papers. | hear from Mrs.
Kesterke. You know her son and one other boy were reported missing before ours
were. They have never received any other news at all. They were very young and
his wife i1s expecting a baby in November. 1 think 1t is all so pitiful that
all these fine young people should suffer like this.

Anything that you hear from this group 1 hope you will let me know.

I hope and pray your son will soon be back home safe and well. Whenever that
time comes please tell him to write me all that he knows about my son.

Sincerely yours,
Mrs. Mitchell
IN MEMORIAM

T/Sgt. Wm. P. Mitchell, Jr.
William P. Mitchell, Jr., was born July 16, 1923, at Winfield, Tennessee. He
received his high school education at Tennessee High, here i1n Bristol, and was
in his sophomore year of college work at King College when he entered the Army
Air Corps, Jan. 6, 1942.

He accepted Christ as his personal Savior at the age of 10, and united with
the Calvary Baptist Church by baptism May, 1933. He and his Mother moved their



membership from the Calvary Church to the Virginia Avenue Baptist Church, as
charter members, In 1938.

In January, 1941 he became assistant Sunday School Superintendent which
position he held until called iInto the service of our country. He was also a
sponsor of the Royal Ambassadors of the church, and interested in all phases
of the work of his church. He was faithful, dependable, and did his work
cheerfully for the honor of Christ whom he loved and served.

His parents received a message from the War Department in June that he was
reported killed over Germany May 29, 1944.

God bless the memory of the American Soldier who made the supreme sacrifice
for us. His body now sleeps in Germany where he went down with his comrades.

"He that dwelleth iIn the secret place of the most high shall abide under the
shadow of the Almighty."
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