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talk to them. I had a lady recently that 
talked for an hour. She was a WWII 
History buff. She was at our Lions Club 
Pancake Days fundraiser. I’m proud 
to tell people about the 781st Bomb 
Squadron and the part the 15th Air Force 
had in winning the war. I recommend 
all Veterans wear their caps and tell their 
stories. 

We welcome the stories the veterans have 
passed on to their sons and daughters 
and grandchildren. Come to the AF 
Group Reunion in Dallas and you will 
hear many of them. A registration form is 
included in this Newsletter. 
— Orren Lee

I have discovered a benefit of being a 
WWII Veteran. I wear my WWII cap 
and have people come up and talk to me. 
They like to shake my hand and tell me 
about their father or their grandfather 
or someone they knew. Everybody had 
someone in WWII. I’m always happy to 

As you read the Reunion 2019 
information you may think ‘been there, 
done that’. Not so. ‘Been there’ yes. 
Same hotel (better rate). You will know 
your way around. But the tour is a first. 
The AT&T Dallas Cowboy Stadium 
is amazing. An incredible facility 
which is arguably the plushest & most 
expansive sports arena in existence. 
They have promised many wheelchairs 
will be available for our use. We will 
dine in the 5-star restaurant in the 
Stadium Club. A ‘done that’ part is the 
Veterans Presentations. Are we ever 
tired of hearing the veteran’s stories? No 
way! It is always a full house. Another 
first – they are offering a Ladies Crafts 

I enjoy receiving letters along with your 
dues remittances. They include greetings 
and appreciation for continuing to 
receive the Pantanella Newsletter. Many 

of you include extra for postage and 
expenses. Thank you for staying current 
with your dues.   
— Carole Lee, Treasurer

Demonstration. Another ‘done that’ – 
Memorial Ceremony will again be led 
by Captain/Chaplain Chris Cairns. He is 
back by popular request. The registration 
is included in this newsletter. Send yours 
in ASAP. Refunds will be available if 
something happens that you cannot 
attend. See you in Dallas!!!
— Carole Lee, Executive Secretary
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Georgia McKinnon, Greg Soucy
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Contact one of the following  individuals 
for FW’s, News, Address Changes, etc.

Editor: Lance McKinnon
7226 Kinley Commons Ln

Charlotte NC, 28278
404-944-5962

email:  glmckinnon@gmail.com
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Visit Us On Facebook
http://www.facebook.

com/781stBombSquadron

MEMBERSHIP DUES:

2019 REUNION

Associate Member dues are $10.00 per year. The last time you paid dues is recorded 
on your Newsletter label. Remit to 781st Bomb Squadron Association and mail to:
Carole Lee, Squadron Treasurer, 4700 S. Cliff Ave. #308, Sioux Falls, SD 57103 

September 13-16, 2019

Thank You!
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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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Thursday, 9/19
Arrival and Check In Day 
Registration desk and hospitality room is open
from mid-morning - ?? There will be deli sandwiches, 
various snacks and drinks throughout the day.  

6:30 PM – An optional informal welcome dinner
followed by a short welcome and information
meeting. The mayor of Farmers Branch will likely be
there to welcome our group.

The hospitality room will reopen after the dinner meeting.

Friday, 9/20
9:00 AM – Tour AT&T/Cowboys Stadium, have lunch and return to the hotel by about 3:00 PM.

5:00 PM – Individual Group Dinners beginning with a cash bar with dinner served at 6:00 PM. 

Saturday, 9/21
8:30 AM - 9:45 AM – Ladies Crafts Demo

Veterans Presentations today. 

5:00 PM – Veterans group picture taking.
Location TBD.

5:15 PM – All Groups Banquet Social Hour;
Cash bar opens. Dinner is served at 6:00 PM

7:00 PM – Musical entertainment provided by 
Ladies Liberty. 

Sunday, 9/22
8:30 AM – Optional Church Service

10:00 AM – Military Memorial Ceremony led by 
our reunion Chaplain, Captain Chris Cairns.

1:00 PM - 4:00 PM – Tour of Frontiers of Flight 
museum

6:00 PM – Informal Farewell dinner.

Hospitality room reopens after dinner.

2019 BOMB GROUPS
REUNION

DALLAS, TEXAS

Reservations need to be made no later than 5:00 PM(CST) Aug. 16, 2019 
to receive the group rate. Reservations will be accepted after that date 

at the group rate as long as rooms are available, but no guarantees are 
made after Aug. 16th. PLEASE MAKE YOUR RESERVATIONS EARLY.  
Should it become necessary, you can cancel your reservation no later 

than 11:59 PM CST the day before arrival WITHOUT penalty.

The Wyndham Garden Dallas North Hotel
2645 Lyndon B Johnson FWY, Dallas, Texas 75234.
Call in house reservations direct at 1-972-243-3363.

Ask for Kharin Hanes.
Mention “Bombardment Groups 2016 Reunion”.

2019 Reunion Hotel
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For a more detailed itinerary go to
www.465th.org
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This article was written in 1987 as an assignment in a 
writing class and sent to us a few years ago. A little bit 
about the start of the 781st Association.  Enjoy! A Memorable Person

We immediately recognized each other. 
He said, “It’s good to see you again”. We 
shook hands and introduced our wives. It 
was September 1986 and we were at the 
Sheraton in Colorado Springs. It was the 
first time I had seen my B-24 pilot, James 
Althoff, since 1944 in Italy. Jim didn’t seem 
to have changed that much from when he 
was in uniform forty two years before. He 
was still slim 
and trim, and 
he still had that 
air of confidence 
that he always 
exhibited while 
flying. I felt the 
bond renewed 
again, that spe-
cial fraternity 
that only com-
bat air crewmen 
experience. I 
began to feel 
once again 
that closeness 
between a pilot 
and his tail gun-
ner. Although 
both he and I 
had occasionally 
flown with other 
crews, and I had 
gone down with 
another crew, he
was always my
pilot, and I was his tail gunner. 

Now he is semi-retired from a very suc-
cessful business life; he is on the board of 
five companies, owns hotels and motels, 
and until recently had been a co-owner of 
ninety liquor stores in California. 

In 1985 Althoff wrote a letter to the B-24 
Liberator Magazine, which by chance I 
noticed, so I wrote to him. Over the years 
he had moved from Wisconsin to Califor-
nia, and I had moved from Massachusetts 
to Connecticut. It’s a small wonder that we 
ever made contact.

In one of his letters he mentioned an idea-
“Let’s try to locate perhaps fifty former 
squadron members for a first reunion since 
World War 11”. He hoped to have a re-
union for all the men, not just flight crews. 
He wanted the communications people, 
intelligence, armament, clerks, crew chiefs- 
all who were interested in getting together. 

At the beginning there was just four of 
us with a seemingly impossible task. We 
started with about a dozen names and 
a few World War 11 addresses obtained 
from old shipping orders. Letters went out, 
most of which came back with ‘Unknown” 
or “No forwarding Address”. We made 
numerous phone calls. Althoff would start 
at 6:30 AM 

California time to reach people in the east 
at 9:30 AM. He would call all day trying to 
reach members of the squadron. 

He asked me to find the remaining three 
men of our bomber crew still unlocated, 
which I was able to do. He has a way of 
asking to get a job done, and you just can’t 
fail to do it.  

Jim started a squadron newsletter, one 
page which is now ten pages, four times a 
year. In his constant searching he has been 
able to put pieces together and write about 
what happened to the crews of planes shot 
down, especially the men who were miss-
ing, and who did not become prisoners 
of war. As more and more members were 
found, and they joined in the search, still 
more old records surfaced. It was discov-
ered that there were about 1,100 men in 
the 781st Bomb Squadron, 465th Bomb 
Group, 15th Air Force, Italy. Luckily some 
men have computers. These people orga-

nized a mailing list which is updated every 
two months. At present we have current 
addresses for over 600 former members, 
and we have only about 200 left to find. 
Unfortunately some 300 men are deceased. 
And at long last we have enough infor-
mation so that one volunteer is writing 
a history of our unit, something we have 
never had. 

This year’s reunion will be in Dayton, Ohio 
near the Air Force Museum, and the 1988 
reunion will be in San Antonio, Texas. 
There were over 300 members and their 
families present at Colorado Springs in 
1986. The affair was a great success, thanks 
to Jim Althoff ’s ideas. Our squadron 
had the largest World War 11 group ever 
recorded at the Air Force Academy Chapel 
where we paid our respects to our forty-
five flyers who died for their country, and 
have “folded their wings’.

All this in less than two years is unbe-
lievable to me. But then, I should have 
expected as much from Jim Althoff. After 
all, he was my pilot and he always got us 
home to Italy after a mission over Europe-
no matter how badly we were shot up back 
in those war times. 

— Pierre J. J. Kennedy May 4, 1987

Pierre J.J. Kennedy is top row 4th from the left. James C. Althoff is bottom row 1st on left.



Jim Althoff standing by the honorary 
crew list on the “All American” at the 

1990 Squadron Reunion.
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The history of “Witchcraft” is a story 
that legends are made from. The original 
‘Witchcraft’ was produced as a B-24H, 
built by Ford at the famous Willow Run, 
MI plant in 1944. The aircraft and crew 
began their combat service on April 10th, 
1944, flying the first combat mission of the 
467th Bomb Group. Over the next year 
“Witchcraft” flew an incredible 130 combat 
missions with various crews. “Witchcraft” 
was never once turned back while on a 
mission, and never had any crewmen in-
jured or killed. Her last mission was flown

on April 25th, 1945 which also was the last 
mission flown by the 467th Bomb Group. 
“…Witchcraft” was there at the beginning 
and at the end.” After the war, she was re-
turned to the United States and like many 
other B-24’s, was scrapped.

The Collings Foundation’s Liberator was 
built at the Consolidated Aircraft Com-
pany’s Fort Worth, Texas plant. It was 
delivered to the US Army Air Force. It was 
transferred to the Royal Air Force. Under 
the British flag, the B-24 saw combat 
in the Pacific theater. At war’s end, the 
aircraft was abandoned by the RAF in a 
bomber graveyard in India. The aircraft sat 
abandoned for 13 years. A British aircraft 
collector obtained it. It was disassembled 
and transported back to England. Once in 

England the aircraft was advertised for sale 
“as is” condition. Dr. Robert F. Collings 
purchased it. After a sea voyage of three 
weeks, the B-24 arrived in Boston and was 
brought to Stow, MA. According to the 
Collins it sat in their back yard until the 
neighbors complained.

The fully restored “All American” was 
brought to Hanscom Air Force Base for 
the 1990 781st Bomb Squadron reunion in 
Waltham, MA.  The veterans and families 
had the opportunity to tour it.  It had the

465th Bomb Group tail markings and 
Jim Althoff as pilot of the honorary crew 
painted on the co-pilot side. (When in 
Sioux Falls a few years ago it still had the 
honorary crew and Jim’s name as pilot 
painted on it.)  Speakers at the banquet 
were Bob and Caroline Collings. They told 
us the story of the restoration of the B-24 
started in 1985. After the reunion, Jim 
received a phone call from Bob Collings, 
who congratulated the 781st Bomb Squad-
ron for again being leading contributors 
to the B-24J “All American” As a result 
the 465th Bomb Group tail markings will 
remain for another year?

Starting a new life in 1989 flying as “All 
American,” a 15th Air Force aircraft that 
flew in Italy with the 461st Bomb Group, 

the B-24 flew for many years with this 
scheme. In 1998, she was repainted to 
represent the ‘Dragon on His tail” a 5th 
Air Force B-24 flying in the Pacific Theater 
with the 43rd Bomb Group. In 2005, she 
was repainted as “Witchcraft’ in honor of 
the veterans of the 8th Air Force, who flew 
in the European Theater during WWII.

The B-24 flies as part of the Wings of 
Freedom Tour, visiting over 110 cities 
nationwide annually with the B-17 Flying 
Fortress, B-25 Mitchell and P-51C Mus-
tang. To accomplish this, the Collings 
Foundation relies solely on contributions 
and donations to cover the operating cost 
of over four thousand dollars per fly-
ing hour. These contributions ensure the 
future of the aircraft and keep it flying as 
a symbol of American patriotism and as a 
learning tool for our future generations to 
learn more about World War II and avia-
tion history.
 
For More Information:
www.collingsfoundation.org

The History of “Witchcraft”

781st Veterans posed in front of the “All American” at the 1990 Squadron Reunion

Ellsworth Air Force Base in South Dakota has been selected 
as one of three bases that will be home to the U.S. Air Force’s 
next-generation long-range bomber. Ellsworth will be home to 
a training squadron for the B-21 Raider. ”We wanted to get the 
first birds, and we are,” Senator John Thune said. “And the way 
you get the first jets is to get the training mission. We’re not only 
getting the first training, we’re going to get the first operational 
squadrons.” Ellsworth is currently home to the 34th and 37th 
bomb squadrons, which fly B-1 Lancers. 

Air Force Selects Ellsworth AFB For Next Bomber
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The Air Force has repatriated the remains 
of a B-24 Liberator pilot whose aircraft was 
shot down by anti-aircraft fire over Bul-
garia during World War II, after returning 
from a bombing mission in Romania.

The pilot, 27-year-old 1st Lt. John Crouch-
ley, died when his bomber impacted the 
ground. He spent the last moments of his 
life struggling against his two badly dam-
aged engines to keep the aircraft in flight 
long enough for his nine crew members to 
bail out.

Those nine airmen lived to see another 
day, but Crouchley died on June 28, 1944. 
After 73 years, a team of mostly U.S. 
service members with the Defense POW/
MIA Accounting Agency took part in a 
69-day mission in Bulgaria’s mountainous 
terrain to search for Crouchley’s remains 
and bring him home, according to a U.S. 
Air Forces in Europe press release.

Fortunately, Crouchley’s crash was wit-
nessed by local villagers in Churen, Bul-
garia. Though the dead pilot was techni-
cally their enemy, as Bulgaria was aligned 
with the Axis powers until September 
1944, the villagers had respect for the dead. 
They pulled the pilot from the aircraft and 
gave him a proper burial, including placing 
a cross over his grave.

Crouchley first enlisted in in the U.S. Army 
Air Corps in March 1942. After earning his 
pilot wings, he was assigned to the 828th 
Bombardment Squadron, 485th Bombard-
ment Group, out of Foggia, Italy.

The Defense POW/MIA Accounting 
Agency organized the search and recovery 
mission for Crouchley’s remains in 2017 
and positively identified them in Septem-
ber 2018.

The team works to account for miss-
ing military personnel and return their 
remains to surviving family members. The 
organization recovers fallen service mem-
bers from World War I and World War 
II, the Korean War and the Vietnam War, 
among other conflicts.

During the search for Crouchley, the team 
relied on Air Force Master Sgt. Vedran 
Ogramic, an Air Forces in Europe-assigned 
logistics airman, as a translator. Ogramic 
was born in Bosnia and moved to the 
United States at age 15 to avoid the series 
of conflicts that broke out in the Balkans 
during the 1990s.

Ogramic spoke Serbo-Croatian, but that 
was close enough to Bulgarian to help the 
team as they excavated the area.

“I just had the opportunity to do one 
mission, and coming from logistics to the 
middle of the woods and digging trenches, 

it was very humbling and unbelievable. I 
didn’t even know the [Defense POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency] existed and I think 
it’s amazing there is an agency that does 
this all the time,” Ogramic said in the press 
release.

The team was able to tap into local villag-
ers for assistance, including one man who 
had helped bury Crouchley.

Lazar Karakashev, then 22, helped pull 
Crouchley’s body from the wreckage. 
Seven decades later, at 95 years old, Kara-
kashev provided an eyewitness account 
that helped pinpoint exactly where the U.S. 
team should start digging.

Ogramic served as the U.S. team’s transla-
tor for Karakshev and other villagers who 
helped with the excavation. The Bulgarian 
government also helped with the project. 
Bulgaria was a Soviet-aligned country 
during the Cold War, so missions like this 
have only recently become diplomatically 
feasible.

The team eventually uncovered Crouch-
ley’s remains, to include a wedding ring 
inscribed with his wife’s initials.

“Every day we’d find something — whether 
it was the ring or a piece of clothing — and 
use it to motivate us to keep going, despite 
how tired we were,” Ogramic said. “With-
out the stories from local villagers to guide 
us, we would never have found him.”

Crouchley’s partial remains were sent to a 
laboratory for mitochondrial DNA analy-
sis. He was positively identified this year.

For his heroic actions to save his crew dur-
ing the war, Crouchley was posthumously 
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross, 
the Purple Heart and the Air Medal.

B-24 Pilot’s Remains Identified 
and Repatriated After 73 Years

Article from AirForceTimes
November 14, 2018

U.S. Army Air Corps 1st Lt. John Crouchley and his 
wife, Dorothy, pose for their wedding photo in 1943. 
Crouchley died on a bombing mission in 1944. After 

73 years, his partial remains have been identified. 
Crouchley’s wedding ring, visible in the photo and 

engraved with his wife’s initials, was one of the 
personal items found that was used to identify him. 

(Courtesy photo)

Lazar Karakashev, 
a local witness, 

emotionally recalls 
details of the crash 
as he tells the team, 

“together we will find 
him, and together we 
will return him home 

to his family.”
(Photo by Staff Sgt. 
Leah Ferrante/Air 

Force)

U.S. Army Air Corps 1st Lt. John D. Crouchley, 
kneeling, second from right, and his crew pose for 
a photo by their B-24 Liberator, named the “Miss 

Yankee Rebel” in 1944. (Courtesy photo)
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DEAN OTTAWAY,
died April 2, 2019. Dean 
flew 53 missions as a Top 
Turret Gunner in the 
782nd Bomb Squadron. 
He was our contact 
with the 782nd until his 
health failed.

RAY EDWARD DAVIS,
was born on May 12, 
1924 in Ovid, Colorado 
and passed on February 
28, 2019.  He served 
with the 781st Bomb 
Squadron as a Gunner 
on the Nelson Crew. He 

will be missed by his family and circle of 
longtime friends.  

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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