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781st Bomb Squadron
2015 Reunion

KANSAS CITY
CONVERGES ON



Due to the schedule of the reunion we 
didn’t have a business meeting. The Board 
of Directors did meet and each agreed 
to a life term on the Board. A motion 
to elect Lance McKinnon to Chaplain 

was seconded and passed. We had 45 
registrations which included five 781st 
Veterans, one 782nd Veteran and one 
783rd Veteran in attendance. 

The 781st Bomb Squadron Association 
bought a paver at the WWII museum in 
New Orleans. It is in the Campaigns of 
Courage Section: H 7, 14. It is installed 
and I am scanning a picture of it to 
include with this message. Thanks to 
the Board of Directors for authorizing 
the payment of the brick! The thank 
you letter from the Museum included 2 
complimentary tickets to the Museum 
good until December 2016. Anyone 
planning on going to New Orleans and 
would like the tickets, please let me know. 
I will mail them to you. 

I wish everyone a Merry Christmas, and a 
Wonderful New Year.

— Orren Lee

After distributing copies of the 
republished History Book to all the 
veterans in attendance at the reunion in 
Kansas City, Don is having his company 
mail a copy to all the veterans on our  
mailing list at no charge. Anyone can 
receive a book by contacting Carole Lee, 
email: clee13@midco.net for $10.00 to 
cover mailing.

This is a link to the digital copy 
of the History Book:  

http://tinyurl.com/op947s4

President’s Letter

Digital Copy of History Book
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781st Bomb Squadron Association
c/o Orren Lee, Pres.

4700 S. Cliff Ave, #308
Sioux Falls, SD 57103

email:  clee13@midco.net

Board of Directors:
President: Orren Lee

Vice President: Kennard R. Wiggins, Jr.
Treasurer: Carole Lee

Secretary: Debbie Cherry
Chaplin: Lance McKinnon

Board Members: Don Munce 
Georgia McKinnon, Greg Soucy
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781st BOMB SQUADRON (H)

Part of the 465th Bomb Gp. 15th AF
Italy 1944-1945

Flew 191 Missions over Southern Europe 
dropping thousands of tons of death and 
destruction to the enemy. Shot down 25 

enemy aircraft. Received two Presidential 
Unit Citations in Seven Battle Campaigns.
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Visit Us On Facebook
http://www.facebook.

com/781stBombSquadron

Note from the Executive Secretary:



Sioux Falls celebrated the National 
Campaign ‘Greenlight a Vet’. We were 
encouraged to burn a green light to honor 
veterans. Orren Lee was interviewed on 
KSFY TV.

See the Interview with this link:
http://www.ksfy.com/news/headlines/
WWII-veteran-looks-forward-to-Greenlight-
a-Vet-on-Wednesday-345444642.
html?device=phone&c=y

MARK YOUR CALENDARS
2016 Reunion in Dallas, TX October 13-16.
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After a successful reunion in Kansas City, Dave Blake, Reunion Committee Chairperson of 
the 461st Bombardment Group is busy planning the 2016 Joint Bomb Group in Dallas, TX on 

October 13-16. Watch future Pantanella Newsletters for more details.

Veterans Day 
in Sioux Falls

The City lit the falls green to observe
’Greenlight a Vet’.



KANSAS 
CITY
I N  P I C T U R E S

2015
Reunion

Charles “Bubba” Braud (781st)
Charles Braud, Jr

James Braud
Tom Braud

Harvey Erwin (781st)
Janie Johnson

George Hausold (781st)
Veni Hausold

Glenn Hausold

Orren Lee (781st)
Carole Lee

Don Munce & Robyn Schoonover
Audrey Munce

Quincy & Clair Schoonover
Chris Munce & Beth Munce

Clara & Colin Munce
Ryan & Amy Munce

Nancy Richter
Charlie & Parker Munce

Kinneth Rehn (781st)
Dave Rehn

Harley Bridger (782nd)
Katy Bridger

Harry Fike (783rd)
Roger & Cheryl Amhof

Harry Smith - FW
Lance & Georgia McKinnon

David, Daniel, Desiree,
& Damian McKinnon

Barney Russell II - FW
Bud & Libby Russell

Kennard R. Wiggins, Sr. - FW
Kennard & Liz Wiggins

Attendance from
465th Bomb Group

at 2015 Joint
Bomb Group Reunion
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REUNION
RECOLLECTIONS

My wife and I just returned from a 
reunion of the 781st Bomb Squadron. 
It was my Dad’s old outfit during World 
War II. They were part of the 365th 
Group, 55th Wing, 15th Air Force flying  
B-24 Liberators out of Italy. 

My Dad passed away in 2002. I went to 
my first reunion on a whim, connected to 
another errand in Dayton Ohio in 2008.  
I wanted to honor my father by attending 
on his behalf, and I was curious about 
his old comrades. This was intended to 
be a one time only experience. There 
were about 100 people there if memory 
serves, and about 15 of them were WWII 
veterans from the outfit, the rest were 
family members, many of whom were 
“associate” members of the organization.  
I was warmly welcomed into the fold and 
was astonished at the vigor and energy 
exhibited by these old comrades in arms, 
mostly then in their late eighties. These 
gentlemen were clearly pleased to be 
there in the company of their comrades. 
They were equally enthusiastic to be able 
to talk with one another and enjoy the 
warm embrace of their families. 

The 781st was a fairly large organization 
during the war, consisting of about 24 
airplanes. Each airplane had a crew of 
ten, and was supported by maintenance 
teams, armorers, cooks, intelligence and 
more. Air crews were either lost in action 
or they rotated home after thirty five mis-
sions and were replaced by other crews 

and individuals. Altogether, there were 
perhaps two or three turnovers in every 
position during the duration of the war so 
very often men never met during the war. 
However, in Dayton Ohio they were all 
brothers in arms re-united, kindred in the 
same outfit whether they had known each 
other before or not. 

I only met one airman at that reunion 
who “may have known” my dad, and had a 
passing familiarity with the O’Brien crew 
with which he served. But I met a number 
of fellows who had flown at the same time, 
often on the same missions. They had 
similar experiences and had endured the 
same hardships and the same dangerous 
skies. 

Every reunion included a poignant memo-
rial service to remember their fallen com-
rades and those who had “folded wings” 
during the previous year. The reunions 
are usually held near a military base, or a 
museum. They often make use of the base 
chapel.

I skipped the next reunion, but the follow-
ing year (2010) we attended a reunion of 
the 781st at Tampa Florida, linking it to a 
visit with my sister in Florida. Once again, 
Liz and I were warmly welcomed into the 
fold. Attendance was down a bit, but there 
were still about a dozen WWII veterans in 
attendance. 

When I was a youngster my Dad never 
discussed the war. In fact he was silent, 
and evasive about it. He had few words 
and seemed to be very stoic about life’s 
challenges. I would occasionally catch 
him with his head in hands on the front 
stoop in a posture of grief and remorse. 
He did not share his feelings, and was not 
approachable. However he always faced 
difficulties leaning forward with deter-
mination. He didn’t think much of glory 
hounds, or show offs. He had no truck 
with bragging or boasting.  

In talking with my childhood friends 
whose fathers were mostly all WWII vets, 
it turns out that they had much the same 

experience with their fathers. The great-
est generation worked very hard to put all 
that behind them, and to carry forward 
with their lives. They were in the business 
of trying to forget the horrible things they 
had witnessed. Tom Brokaw wrote a book 
about them and coined that phrase, “the 
Greatest Generation” and  as the fiftieth 
anniversary of the war was observed, some 
of them began trying to remember rather 
than trying to forget. . 

Our next reunion was two years later in 
Charleston South Carolina in 2013. It was 
somewhat melancholy because the vet-
erans had dwindled down to about eight 
attendees and their families. Overall atten-
dance was about 65 people. Yet somehow, 
it was all the better for its intimacy and 
small size. You truly got to know everyone 
there and many were folks who we had 
met on previous occasions. The growing 
familiarity of what felt like family drew us 
even closer to the people who were there. 

We had a program where veterans, or in 
some cases, surviving family members, 
could tell their stories. This was repeated 
every year and it is always the highlight 
of the reunion, as these old soft spoken fel-
lows told of their experiences in training, 
on the base, adventures in town, in the 
aerial battles, or in a prison camp, 

At every reunion there is a business meet-
ing for the members where they have elec-
tions and discuss future reunions. At my 
very first one in Dayton I was approached 
about taking an active role in the organiza-
tion. I shied away from adding more to my 
overcommitted life and viewed it as a one 
time experience at that time. But now I 
had attended my third, and was growing a 
commitment toward this organization and 
its wonderful people. “They” became “we”. 

Part of the melancholia was the supposi-
tion that perhaps we had reached the end 
of the line. Although the veterans had 
voted to have an annual reunion until 
the last man was standing, no one had 
stepped forward with a proposal for the 
2014 meeting. So I suggested a reunion at 



PANTANELLA NEWS  •  DECEMBER 2015
Dover Delaware. It is a big job to organize, 
plan and execute such a project, but I am 
very glad that I had the opportunity. And 
we renewed the organization for one more 
year. That year I was also on the commit-
tee for my 50th High School Reunion so I 
was pretty busy making arrangements, and 
both reunions went very well.

I planned a number of organized activities 
visiting museums and going for excur-
sions, a banquet, a memorial service and 
more. However,the veterans were mostly 
contented to simply be with on another 
around a table in the hospitality suite 
relating stories to one another.  They had 
little need for much of anything else. , 

The Dover reunion in 2014 was a success, 
but our numbers further shrank to about 
six veterans and fifty family members. 
However, I enjoyed each reunion more 
than the last as the family grew more 
close-knit and by now almost all the faces 
were familiar. 

Once again we were challenged to hold a 
future reunion. We had had a feeler from 
another organization to link with the 
465th Bomb Group and a number of other 
Groups from the 15th Air Force for a 
meeting Kansas City. With some trepida-
tion, we elected to give this a try. Also I 
was asked to stand for Vice President of 
the outfit behind our 92 year old President 
Orren Lee.  

This year in Kansas City the organization 
renewed itself once more. We have sacri-
ficed some our own identity by joining the 
larger organization, but we have gained 
a larger base. There were 38 veterans in 
attendance, and over 200 attendees from 
the families, albeit from our sister units 
in the 15th Air Force. We lost some of the 
intimacy we had as a Squadron organiza-
tion, but we have greatly expanded our 
circle of new friends, and look forward to 
a few more years of get-togethers in this 
manner. 

The 781st Bomb Squadron Association has 
already donated a fairly significant sum 
to the Strategic Air and Space Museum 
in Omaha for scholarships and exhibit 
displays. Some day, it may be my duty to 
help insure the balance of our funds go to 
the same museum when the Association at 
last reaches the end of the line. 

In 2008 I found it remarkable that so many 
of the veterans were so hale and hearty, 
full of energy and for the most part pros-

perous. Most seem to have had successful 
professional careers after the war, raising 
families, and at least for these survivors, 
in mostly good health. There were a few 
wheelchairs and walkers, but these fellows 
in their late eighties were mostly in pretty 
great shape. Seven years later, only a few 
seem to be entirely mobile and hearty. 
There are many more infirmities in evi-
dence. One thing that has not changed is 
the level of enthusiasm for their old mates 
and for making one last reunion.

Their impending demise is a matter 
of fact, and they discuss it frankly and 
openly. Their primary concern seems to be 
to pass along a lasting legacy. The Museum 
donations are part of that legacy. The 
reunions are another with the memories 
handed down among family members. In 
1989 they published a comprehensive il-
lustrated history which the archivist in me 
thinks may be the longest lasting legacy 
of all. This book was republished and 
digitized in 2015. 

When the winds of time have scat-
tered the men, and their relics, and their 
photos, and letters, what will remain is a 
significant accomplishment that altered 
the course of history in a positive direc-
tion. They made a world where all these 
families could enjoy the fruits of freedom, 
as they gather to honor these old warriors. 
This is their true legacy. 

One of our attendees who has never 
missed a meeting, is struggling with a 
cancer diagnosis and yet he smiles for his 
pictures, listens attentively to the stories, 
shares a few of his own, and basks in the 
warmth of his fellowship with his com-
rades. It is sweetly heart wrenching to visit 
with him. These fellows are all surrogate 
fathers to me now. Their sons are my 
brothers. Their daughters are my sisters. 

The 781st Bomb Squadron flew a total 
of 191 bombing missions over Southern 
Europe from Pantanella Army Air Base in 
Italy dropping thousands of tons of death 
and destruction to the enemy. They col-
lectively shot down 25 enemy aircraft and 
received two Presidential Unit Citations 
in Seven Battle Campaigns. Among their 
awards were four Silver Stars, two Soldiers 
Medals, seven Bronze Stars, 146 Distin-
guished Flying Crosses, 1292 Air Medals 
and 23 Purple Hearts

— Kennard Wiggins

HARRY MASON SMITH,
SMOAKS - Harry Mason 
Smith, age 92, of 55 
Ehrhardt Road Smoaks, SC, 
died August 21, 2015. He 
was born March 24, 1923 to 
Joseph Howell and Bessie 
Kinard Smith. He was 

married to the late Shirley Ethel Dantzler for 
66 years. He was a WWII veteran, serving our 
country from 1942-47, stationed at Pantanella, 
Italy. He was injured when his plane exploded 
in air. He was MIA in Yugoslavia for 6 weeks, 
before being rescued and treated for his severe 
burns. He was awarded the Silver Star, the 
Purple Heart and the Air Medal. He retired 
from the Charleston Naval Shipyard. He was 
an avid Nascar fan and enjoyed hunting and 
country living. He is survived by a sister, Mary 
Lucille Smith, of Smoaks, four daughters, 
Patricia (Jack) Gunter, of Leesville, Phyllis 
(Pat) Hegler, of Smoaks, Debbie (Bill) Cherry, 
of Smoaks, and Barbara (Donnie) Shumpert, 
of Sumter, a son, Steve (Maureen) Smith, of 
Smoaks. He had 15 grandchildren and 31 
great-grandchildren.

FOLDED WINGS


Our thoughts and prayers are 

with all our fallen comrades who 
have found everlasting peace. You 
have served your country well. We 

will remember you forever.
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