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Staff Sergeant Dana White Cobb: 
The Final Mission 

 
 
 

Summary: 
On November 12, 1944 twelve men sacrificed their lives after being shot down while on a bombing 
mission in northern Italy. They were: 
 

 
Their target was a specific rail and road complex that had been bombed several times, but remained 
intact and essential to the German’s supply and success of forces in the Italian Theater of operations. 
The complex was so critically important to Germany’s Southern war effort it was well protected with 
lethal anti-air gun systems sufficient to successfully interdict Allied bombers. Specifically, we know 
that a B-24 Liberator from the 344th Bomb Squadron nick-named “I’ll Get By” was shot down without 
survivors, and the remains of its crew were missing in action for years until finally returned home..  
 
“I’ll Get By” was loaded with 1000 pound high explosive bombs intended to destroy a significant 
transportation target, but it also carried another precious cargo, twelve young men --- warriors and 
heroes in my mind. Certainly they must have understood the importance of their mission and the 
criticality of the target. Likewise, they must have understood and freely accepted the risk inherent in 
being a wartime aviator in combat on a bombing mission. But, probably they never thought that they 
would be simultaneously killed and lost underneath foreign soil for years.  
 
There are many questions relating to this mission, and to the significance of this situation I hope to 
explore in this paper, many dealing specifically about my Uncle, Dana Cobb. Who was Dana, and 
what was he like? What kind of aircraft were they flying? What was their organization? Could a target 
be so important to sacrifice a life? What were the circumstances surrounding the crash? What 
happened to their bodies, and why did it take so long for their remains to be returned to the United 
States? Are the remains buried in Charlestown, NH those of Dana W. Cobb?  
 
After several months of procrastinating, research, traveling to Italy, and more procrastinating finally 
this paper has come together. Hopefully it answers the questions seen above. I do have some 
regrets. I regret not writing this paper while I was on active duty when information would have been 
easier to obtain. I regret not having completed the research and learning from the discovery while 
Dana’s Mother (Emily), Brother (Henry) and Sister (Alma) were alive. I think that some of the 
information in this paper would have been comforting to them. My hope is that this paper gives honor 
to Dana and his crew whose lives were offered in service to their Country in World War Two. The 
freedom that we enjoy today is a direct result of selfless men like these. 
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Introduction: 
Although someday I hope to find other family members of those that died with Dana, but for now, this 
is a story about the ultimate sacrifice of Staff Sergeant Dana White Cobb, a Charlestown New 
Hampshire native son who gave his life for his country when his B-24L Liberator was shot down on 
November 12, 1944 on bombing mission to destroy the Avisio-Lavis Viaduct1, a significant bridge 
complex in North Italy. Dana was 22 years old and he was New Hampshire’s 1,442nd combat death. 
As with any war death, there were parents, relatives and friends that mourned and questioned the 
loss of life. But with Dana’s death, there was greater grief, questions, uncertainty and unknowns, as 
Dana’s death was not confirmed for years and his remains were not located, identified and returned 
for almost five years from the actual date of being shot down in Italy. Family suffering must have been 
continuous and gnawing until that moment when Dana’s body was finally returned with military escort, 
received by his father, and buried with honors. Unfortunately, with the passage of time and the lack of 
concrete information about the circumstances of Dana’s death there was uncertainty. Were the 
remains properly identified and were they Dana? Or if not, who’s remains were in the casket? 
Hopefully, this paper clarifies many questions by giving insight into Dana’s life, his commitment, 
death, positive identification and long journey home.  
 
At the end of Dana’s long journey, Staff Sergeant Alfred Halvorsen, a member of the American 
Graves Registration Division stationed in Brooklyn New York, escorted Dana’s remains to his final 
honor and burial2. Sergeant Halvorsen and Sergeant Dana Cobb’s remains departed New York 
Central Railroad Station at 9 a.m. on December 1, 1949, five years after Dana’s death, for the final 
journey home. One can only imagine this somber trip, and what passengers were thinking if they 
knew that the train was carrying the body of a fallen hero who had been missing for years. This must 
have been a common event in those days given the number of war deaths. The train arrived in 
Charlestown New Hampshire at 3 p.m. on December 1st and representatives from the Stoughton 
Funeral Home, Claremont, New Hampshire, immediately took Dana’s remains into care. Dana’s 
father, James Cobb, saw the coffin 15 minutes later. This must have been horrendous. The casket 
was not opened. Sergeant Cobb’s remains were immediately transported to the Forest Hill Cemetery 
and buried with honors. One representative from the American Legion, and one member from the 
Veterans of Foreign Wars joined Sergeant Halvorsen to provide formal graveside honors. Dana’s 
mother, Emily Cobb, received the folded United States flag that draped Dana’s casket probably for 
the entire journey from Italy. Sergeant Halvorsen probably took one knee in front of the seated mother 
and spoke these words “This flag is presented on behalf of a grateful nation and the United States 
Army as a token of appreciation for your loved one's honorable and faithful service.” This was the end 
of a long and incredibly uncertain journey, which hopefully will be honored and clarified in this 
accounting. The following outline will be used in this paper: 
 

�  Dana’s youth and adulthood, 
�  The B-24 and Dana’s Organization, 
�  Significance of the Lavis Viaduct and Brenner Pass, 
�  The bombing mission, Dana’s Death, investigation, interment, identification and return, 
�  Recognition, 
�  An Italian town remembers and honors a fallen hero (separated from this paper in an 

annex) 
 
Youth and Adulthood   
“Dana Cobb's boyhood and teen years were enjoyed with the rest of his family in a house on 70 River 
Street, Charlestown New Hampshire, a house owned by his parents, Emily (White) and James Cobb3. 
Dana had an older brother Henry, a PFC in the U. S. Marine Corps who had two children. Henry died 
in 2002. Dana had a younger brother and sister, Norman and Alma. Norman lives in Charlestown and 

                                                 
1 Throughout the paper I’ll refer to the viaduct as the Lavis viaduct, the town, or the Avisio viaduct, the river. A viaduct is a 
series of spans or arches used to carry a road or railroad over a wide valley or over other roads or railroads. 
2 Reference Individual Deceased Personnel File with letter of transmittal dated October 21, 2003. 
3 Norwood Moore wrote this paragraph. Woody is Dana’s cousin. 
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is a businessman renting and managing local properties. Norman has four children. Alma became a 
nurse, married and had three children. Alma died in 2003.  
 
Dana’s mother made certain that her children participated in normal school activities in Charlestown, 
NH. Dana excelled in downhill skiing and basketball, being selected one year as a member of the all-
state basketball team for the smaller schools. Their father kept them interested in outdoor activities. 
He owned a large red canoe, which was kept on the banks of the Connecticut River at the end of 
River St. Dana often, used the canoe on the river, sometimes exploring several miles upstream. 
Camping was another favorite weekend activity. The father and the two older boys often spent the 
weekends at Cold Pond and camped in an umbrella-style tent. On these weekends, the boys learned 
to fish and to weather any storms that might come up. Dana's best catch during that period was a 3 
lb. bass, which the family was very proud of. Dana was an active participant in his school and church 
social programs, and was popular among his schoolmates, eventually marrying one. Dana graduated 
from high school in 1941, and he enlisted in the Army in January 1942. He was awarded the 
Presidential Citation for his contributions in the missions to destroy the Ploesti Oilfields in Rumania. 
Dana was married to Barbara Frohock on June 24, 1942 in Barstow, FL. Barbara was born in 
Claremont, NH on December 8, 1922 and today she lives in Florida.” 
 
Dana wrote many letters to his relatives, and thankfully these relatives saved many of them and 
eventually made there way to me. Here are excerpts from some of the letters; they give insight into 
Dana’s travels, character, concerns and humor. 
 

�  February 16, 1942 – Dana was a Private and was stationed at Barksdale Field Louisiana for 
basic training. He hadn’t had any time off for six weeks, and even with the constant rain and 
the red clay mud, “didn’t stop them from training.” 

�  May 29, 1942 – Now a Private First Class, Dana was assigned to the 344th Bomb Squadron 
at Army Airbase #2, Lakeland Florida. He wrote, “I’m flying quite a bit.” 

�  October 6, 1942 – Now a Corporal, Dana’s unit was moved to the Middle East. He wrote from 
Palestine “the longer I’m in the military, the more I know that I must go back to school.” 

�  November 23, 1942 – The 344th moved again and were now in Egypt. Dana wrote that the 
Palestinian money was greatly devalued in Egypt. 

�  December 12, 1942 – Dana wrote is brother Henry “if I get bumped off over here its going to 
make me mad as hell because Barb and I have so much planned for the future.” 

�  April 29, 1943 – Still in Egypt, Dana hadn’t received any mail for a while, and he had an 
impacted tooth extracted. 

�  June 10, 1943 – From Egypt, Dana wrote his sister-in-law, Jean, “high altitude doesn’t trouble 
me at all and rough weather is my meat – it makes me think I was skiing. Ha! Ha!” 

�  July 29, 1943 – Dana was hospitalized for three weeks and was unable to use his right hand 
due to and index finger injury. He wrote, “You see we got into a little trouble and didn’t come 
out on top. I shouldn’t say that because we did really but we got banged up a bit.” 

�  September 2, 1943 – Dana wrote his cousin Avis “speaking of sun tans Avis I have a swell 
tan now and have had for some time now. It sure is hot enough here to tan most anyone. The 
heat has subsided quite a bit tho. While I was in the hospital (the later part of July) the 
thermometer went up to 151 degrees and boy maybe that isn’t hot. The Army hasn’t been 
very pleasant at times, however, I’ve learned an awful lot in these past months. I certainly am 
not sorry for the thing that has happened during that time. I have been a great many places I 
would probably never have gone otherwise and I’ve seen lots I would never have seen if it 
hadn’t been for the Army. I’m glad I joined for more than just the reason of helping out. Yes 
we seem to be holding up our end of the fight over here alright and I only hope we can 
continue to do so until it is over.” 

�  November 11, 1943 – Dana wrote on American Red Cross stationary “my finger is almost 
well now.” 

�  March 30, 1944 – Promoted to Sergeant, Dana wrote his cousin Avis “the last time I was off 
the post on pass was about three months ago so you can see I don’t spend much money 
around here. Some of the fellows have made friends in town and they go to town quite 
regularly all I want is to get home again. That sure will be a great day.” 
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�  May 23, 1944 – Dana’s unit had been moved to Italy. Dana wrote, “I have dreamed so many 
nights of home and the fun we used to have there.” 

�  June 26, 1944 – In Italy, Dana wrote “back on flying status. I need to learn a bit more about 
the guns.” 

�  July 13, 1944 – “Flying me quite regularly now, I have six missions to my credit. I think that I 
have spent just about enough time over in this neck of the woods.” 

�  June 8, 1944 – Dana wrote his brother Henry “all I want to be is a boy again and have all the 
fun that I had as a boy, but I realize that this is just about impossible because I’m no longer a 
boy and I’ll never be again.” 

�  June 14, 1944 – Dana wrote his cousin Avis “the last dinner I had I civilian life was with 
Grampa Cobb and my Great Aunt Kate. They both are dead now. Grandma White is gone 
and lots of the old people I know pretty well in Charlestown have gone. I wonder just who will 
be left when this finally does come to an end. I sure hope that I’m among the lucky ones. Ha! 
Ha!” 

�  September 2, 1944 – Now a Staff Sergeant, Dana wrote his cousin “I was awarded the 
Airman’s Medal for something or another, I really don’t know just what for. I have 21 missions 
to my credit now and I hope it won’t be long before I’ll be able to come home. I wonder what it 
will be like to be home once again. I sure would like to give it a try.” 

�  October 6, 1944 – In a letter to his brother Henry, Dana wrote, “Everything is fine here except 
the weather! It just isn’t flying weather and that makes m e angry because the more I fly the 
quicker I get home.” 

�  November 2, 1944 - Ten days before he was shot down Dana wrote his brother Henry “I have 
45 missions to my credit now and so I should be able to finish in a month or a month and a 
half.” 

 
Like many young men who volunteered to serve their Country during war, Dana followed orders, 
received training and promotions, yet longed to complete his tour and return home to familiar 
surroundings, his wife and family. But for now, Dana’s family was his crewmates and the B-24 
bomber which was their day-to-day focal point. 
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The B-244  
The B-24 never gained the popular appeal of its partner, the Boeing B-17. In fact, the B-24 was 
newer, more efficient, built in far greater numbers and, unlike the B-17, served on every front in World 
War II.  
 

 
 

More effort, more aluminum and more aircrew went into the Liberator than into any other flying 
machine ever built. Nothing better underscores American industrial might than the fact that the 
prototype Liberator did not even fly until after the beginning of World War II, and the last (except for 
the PB4Y-2 model) came off the assembly line before the end of the war; yet, in between, deliveries 
of some 15 major variants totaled 18,188, or 19,203 including spares. This compares with 12,731 B-
17s and 7,366 Lancasters.  

Produced in astronomic quantities, the B-24 gave the Allies a significant strategic capability because 
it had a great range due to an unusually efficient wing. Early in the war the first Liberators, in RAF 
markings, were the first aircraft in history to make North Atlantic crossings a matter of everyday 
routine. In 1942 a more advanced B-24 version at last closed the gap in the western North Atlantic 
where U-boats had been able to operate beyond the range of other RAF aircraft. On countless 
occasions Liberator formations made attacks on targets that could be reached by no other Allied 
bomber until the advent of the B-29. Although primarily a heavy bomber, the Liberator was also a very 
effective fighter, some estimate that the B-24 shot down approximately 2,600 enemy aircraft while 
leading Allied oceanic patrol, anti-submarine aircraft, and long-range cargo transport.  

The B-24 was a complicated and advanced machine. Not only was it demanding to fly, even to a pilot 
fully qualified on the aircraft, but also when fully loaded take-offs became marginal even with full 
power on all engines. Flight stability was also marginal, and escape from a stricken machine was 
extremely difficult. Moreover, though more modern and in most ways more efficient than the B-17, the 
overloaded late-model B-24s were hardly any improvement over their more primitive partners, and 
several commanders, including 'Jimmy' Doolittle, famed commanding general of the 8th Air Force, 
preferred the old B-17.  

The B-24 had a stumpy fuselage and very large oval fins and rudders contrasting with the graceful 
wing. The engines were 1,100-hp Pratt & Whitney R-1830-33 Twin Wasps with geared 
superchargers, though it was planned to fit turbo superchargers later to increase the speed from the 
achieved 273 mph to beyond the contractual figure. Each of the bomb bays could carry 4,000 lb of 
bombs, with a catwalk down the center to provide structural strength and crew access to the rear 
fuselage. To enter the aircraft the usual procedure was to flick a small hydraulic lever on the right side 

                                                 
4 Reference http://www.b24.net  
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of the bay. This opened the bomb doors, which rolled up the outside of the fuselage like a roll-top 
desk, the moving sections driven by large sprockets working directly on the corrugated inner stiffening 
skins. Then the crew climbed onto the catwalk, the pilots, navigator, bombardier and radio operator 
going forwards and three gunners aft. Armament comprised five hand-held machine guns. Apart from 
the general complexity of the systems, and the extremely advanced Minneapolis-Honeywell autopilot, 
features included 12 flexible fuel cells in the wing, Fowler flaps and unusual main gears comprising 
single legs curved round the outside of single very large wheels which retracted hydraulically 
outwards to lie flat in the wing, where the wheel projected below the undersurface and needed a 
fairing.  

The B-24C was the basis of the first mass-produced variant, the B-24D, which had Dash-43 engines, 
two further nose guns plus a tunnel ventral gun (10 0.5-in/12.7-mm guns in all), increased outer wing 
tanks and a bomb load of 8,800 lb, or as an overload with reduced fuel eight 1,600 lb bombs (total 
12,600 lb). From the start the B-24D was cleared to 56,000 lb and by mid-1942 it was operating at 
60,000 lb, making it the heaviest aircraft in production in the USA (the Halifax and Lancaster had just 
been cleared to the same weight). Plans were rushed ahead for production on a scale never before 
seen. The San Diego plant had already been approximately tripled in size. A vast new factory was 
built in 1941 outside Fort Worth, Texas, with a main hall 4,000 ft long and 320 ft wide. A few miles 
away at Dallas an almost equal facility was built for North American Aviation, which among other 
types built the B-24G. By July 1942 Douglas was in volume production at Tulsa, and back in 1941 the 
largest factory in the United States had been started for Ford Motor Co. at Willow Run, near Detroit, 
Michigan. Consolidated hired two floors of the Spreckels Theatre in San Diego merely to teach Ford 
engineers and to assist them to convert over 90,000 B-24 drawings to auto-industry style and 
terminology. By August 1942 Willow Run was on stream, producing 200 complete B-24s each month, 
plus a further 150 sets of parts for other assembly lines.  

The B-24D saw service in every theater. Total production of the B-24D, excluding transports was 
2,738, and 2,409 of these coming from San Diego. The most famous exploit of this model was the 
first of several long-range attacks on the oil refineries at Ploesti, Romania, on 11-12 June 1942 by a 
dozen aircraft from a special detachment under Colonel H. A. Halverson, which formed the nucleus of 
the 9th Air Force. Many others went to 8th Air Force bomb groups in England, making their first 
mission against Lille on October 9, 1942. Dana flew on one of these missions and received a medal 
in recognition.  

One of the definite shortcomings of the B-24 in combat proved to be its vulnerability to head-on 
attack. At best there were only three hand-held guns in the nose, and despite progressive 
modification to the armor the internal protection was so poor that, both in Europe and over the Pacific 
Ocean, numerous waist gunners were killed by shells entering at the nose and often killing the pilots 
en route. Some pilots took to carrying slabs of sheet armor held in front of their bodies by hand during 
crucial periods. Dana was flying in a B-24L, one of the last versions of the B-24 production line. 

Specifications for the B-24: 
�  Crew of 10, 
�  Four 1,200-hp Pratt & Whitney R-1830-43 Twin Wasp radial piston engines, 
�  Maximum speed 303 mph, initial climb 1,100 ft per minute, operating radius with 5,000-lb 

bomb load 1,080 miles, 
�  Empty 33,980 Lb, maximum take-off 60,000 lb, 
�  Wing span 110 ft, length 66 ft 4 in, height 17 ft 11 in,  
�  Usually three 50 cal nose gun, two in dorsal turret, two in tail turret, two in retractable ball 

turret and two in waist positions; plus a maximum internal bomb load of 8,000 lb. 
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Staff Sergeant Cobb’s Organization  
The B-24 was the primary aircraft in the 344th Bomb Squadron, 98th Army Air Force Bomb Group, 15th 
Air Force. The following organizational chart looks complex both in the various unit names, but also in 
type of aircraft. Looking to the upper right, you can see the 15th Air Force, which is the parent 
organization for the 47th Bomb Wing, which is parent to the 98th Bomb Group. The 15th Air Force was 
activated in the Mediterranean Theater on November 1, 1943 and began operations on November 2, 
1943 engaged primarily in strategic bombardment of targets in Italy, France, Germany, Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Austria, Hungary and the Balkans until the end of the war. The 15th AF was 
inactivated on September 15, 1945. Notice that the 15th AF was a “Combined” organization, that is 
the British 205th Group was a sister unit also under the Command of U.S. General, Maj. Gen. 
Twining. Also note that there are fighter aircraft as well as bombers in this organization. The 98th is 
the “lowest” organization depicted on the chart, but there are more organizational sub-levels 
subordinate to the 98th, which will be described later. Dana’s higher organization is shown in the 
following diagram and the 98th is highlighted within the star5. 
 

 

The 98th Bombardment Group (Heavy) was activated on February 3,1942 at McDill Field, FL6 with B-
24 Liberator Bombers, the 98th continued training at Ft. Myers and Drane Field, FL. The 98th was 
alerted and departed for the Middle East on July 15, 1942, arriving in Palestine in late July 1942.  The 
98th flew their first mission to Mersa Metruh on August 1,1942, with the aircraft being serviced by RAF 
personnel until 98th maintenance personnel arrived August 19, 1942. The 98th was initially assigned to 
the USMEAF (United States Middle East Air Force).  However, the USMEAF was dissolved on 
November 12,1942.  At that time, the 98th came under the 9th Air Force.  The 98th was under the 
command of the 12th Air Force in September and October 1943.  Then, it was under the 15th Air Force 
beginning on November 1,1943. 

                                                 
5 Reference http://www.frankambrose.com/pages/chart.html 
6 Reference http://www.pyramidiers.com/history.shtml#1942 
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One of the most famous mission for the 98th was the low level raid on Ploesti on August 1,1943, 
exactly one year after the first mission was flown for the unit.  On this raid, of 47 B-24s launched, only 
21 returned safely.  One crashed on takeoff with the loss of all crewmembers except two.  Six aborted 
before reaching the target.  Seventeen went down in enemy territory.  Two went down at sea.  The 
Group Commander, Col. John R. (Killer) Kane was awarded the Medal of Honor for his leadership. 

The 98th continued fighting the Germans for the rest of the war, including the missions that Dana’s 
unit flew.  Flying a total of 417 missions and earning a total of 15 battle streamers as well as two 
Presidential Unit Citations and two Medals of Honor. 

The 98th returned to the U.S. in April-May 1945 and was re-designated the 98th Bombardment Group 
(Very Heavy). The 98th was deactivated as a group on November 10, 1945 approximately a year after 
Dana’s death.  However, the 343rd, 344th, and 345th Squadrons were reassigned to B-29 groups and 
re-designated as Very Heavy bomb squadrons.  The 344th was assigned to the 444th Bomb Group at 
Davis-Monthan Field, AZ and deactivated on October 1, 1946.   

The 344th served with both the Ninth and Twelfth Air Forces before being assigned to the Fifteenth Air 
Force in November 1943. The 344th was based at Herglia, Tunisia from September 1943 to 
November 1943 then moved to Brindisi, Italy from November 1943 to December 1943. Then it mover 
to Manduria, Italy in December 1943, then again it moved to Lecee Italy in January 1944 where it 
remained until the end of the war. Dana’s final mission was out of Lecee. Sister Bomb Squadrons 
were the 343rd, 345th, and the 415th. 
 
The following table depics the operational dates for Groups in the 47th Bomb Wing and indicates 
Dana’s Group was in Lecce 11/43 to 11/457 
 

47th Bomb Wing 
CO – Brig. Gen Hugo P. Rush 
Headquarters: Manduria, Italy  

Group Equipment Operational Dates Location 
98th BG*  B-24 11/43 to 11/45 Lecce 

376th BG*  B-24 11/43 to 11/45 San Pancrazio 
449th BG B-24 12/43 to 5/45 Grottaglia  

450th BG B-24 12/43 to 5/45 Manduria  

* - 98th & 376th BGs redeployed 4/19/45 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
7 http://www.2ndbombgroup.org/15thAirForce.htm 
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Here is picture of “I’ll Get By.”8 The fidelity is poor but it’s the best that I could find. Most, if not all, 
bombers had some sort of “nose art” usually of a scantily clad woman, and Dana’s aircraft was no 
exception. Also, included is an image of the distinctive unit insignia for the 344th that was probably 
painted on the tail section of Dana’s aircraft. 
 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Significance of Brenner Pass and the Lavis Viaduct9 

On November 12, 1944, Sergeant Cobb was probably searching the sky for German interceptor 
fighters from his waist gunner position. The B-24, “I’ll Get By”, had a tactical mission, a specific target 
called the Lavis Viaduct. But this singular and seemingly unimportant target, a long rail and road 
bridge, if successfully destroyed would have much greater strategic impact on the German’s ability to 
conduct military operations in Italy and an even greater impact on the ability to defend Germany’s 
Eastern flank in Europe --- a flank that was already in jeopardy from the Ally’s pressure. For the Axis 
and Germany, something of great importance, the Eastern Front, may depend on an apparently trivial 
series of bridges in that small Italian town. There is a well known proverb that describes a battle 
during which the loss of a nail in a horseshoe leads to the loss of a horse, which leads to the loss of 
the rider, which leads to the loss of an important message, which leads to the loss of the battle, which 
in turn leads to the loss of a whole kingdom. Well, the Lavis Viaduct could be viewed as the nail 

                                                 
8 Refer to Annex C for additional nose art images. 
9 Reference http://members.tripod.com/jkoppie/brenner.htm 
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holding the horseshoe that once lost could have eventually caused the German’s inability to 
successfully defend Italy and placed the entire European campaign in jeopardy. 

The strategic military situation for the German front in Italy was tenuous on the day that Dana was 
shot down in November 1944. The Germans were holding the high ridges in the Northern Apennine 
Mountains they called the Gothic Line. This defense line ran almost unbroken through the mountain 
ranges from La Spezia on the north west coast of Italy to the City of Rimini on the Adriatic coast. The 
Gothic Line was Field Marshall Albert Kesselring's last line of defense along the top of the Apennines 
during the retreat of Nazi Germany's orces from Italy in the final stage of World War II. Combat 
operations were stalled, and re-supply operations from the north were crucial. 

 

 

Near the center and behind the German Gothic line was the important transportation center of 
Bologna. Rail lines carrying war supplies from Germany were for the most part routed through the 
Brenner Pass10 on the lengthy journey south to Bologna. Other rail lines from Austria were further 

                                                 
10 At 4,495 feet, Brenner Pass is the lowest Alpine pass. It leads from Trentino-Alto Adige, Italy, to the 
Austrian Tirol. About 59 miles long, the Brenner Pass connects Innsbruck, Austria, with Bolzano, Italy, it 
is one of the chief passes through the Central Alps. Brenner Pass was an important route in Roman times, 
when it was called Via Claudia Augusta, and was later used by Germanic tribes in their invasions of Italy in 
the 5th century. In 1772, a long carriage road was built across the pass, and a railroad – the first to cross the 

������������������������������������������������� ���

	�
����	�
����	�
����	�
������
�����
�����
�����
���� ���

�������	����������	����������	����������	���� ���



12/17/2011 13 

east and led south into Venice and then into Bologna. These were the two main transportation lines 
that fueled the German machines in Italy. An estimated 24,000 tons of supplies flowed to the German 
troops each day. That was five times the minimum daily requirements needed to support the German 
troops that were locked in a winter stalemate with our Allied forces. Also, the same rail and road lines 
lying to the south of Brenner Pass that fed the German war machine were also desperately needed 
by the Germans later as an evacuation route as the Allies successfully pushed the German infantry 
north squeezing them against the imposing Alps Mountains that impeded enemy troops from reaching 
the safety of Austria. The following map shows Innsbruck to the north, the Brenner Pass on the 
Austrian-Italian border near the tan dotted line, then the major north-south road swinging south 
toward the Lavis Viaduct then on to Bologna. Note the Adige River to the far lower right. This river 
flows under the Lavis Viaduct farther to the south and off the map. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The only feasible way to cross the Alps was through the mountain pass at Brenner, and the only 
reasonable way to get to the pass from the south was via the rail and road networks passing over the 
Lavis Viaduct. So, Brenner Pass and the supporting road and rail lines to the south were important to 
the Germans for several reasons. The pass was a significant maneuver “choke point” for both 
supplies funneling south from Austria to the ground troops in Italy, and for troops attempting to 
escape north from the approaching Allies. The following two pictures show the incredible beauty of 
the Brenner Pass, and also the significant contrast of elevation, climactic conditions and vegetation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                 
Alps – was opened in 1867. During World War II, Hitler and Mussolini held three meetings there. Today 
the Brenner Highway, constructed in the early 1970s, is one of the major roads between Austria and Italy. 
In time, 22 tunnels and 60 large bridges were built into the pass.  
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Another photo of the Brenner Pass probably taken either in the early spring or fall. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The Germans positioned large numbers of anti-aircraft artillery at several strategic points along the 
supply route beginning at Brenner Pass and near several important key road and rail features to the 
south like the Lavis Viaduct. Unfortunately one of these artillery batteries emplaced to the East of the 

�

�����������
��������������
��������������
��������������
���
����������������������������������������������������������������
����������������� ���

������������������������ ��������
��������������������� ���



12/17/2011 15 

Lavis Viaduct shot down Dana’s aircraft. Destroying enemy activity through Brenner Pass and the 
“feeding” rail and road networks in Italy farther to the South became a prime focus for the Ally ground 
maneuver forces and for bombing missions. Referring to the proverb, Brenner Pass was the horse 
and the southern rail and road networks were the horseshoes. The Lavis Viaduct was a nail. 
 
The major rail and road arteries south of Brenner Pass were “channeled” by rivers, streams and steep 
mountains. This means that the roads and railways were often squeezed against a steep mountain at 
various points. Often at these points the rail and road lines crossed a river, spanned a gorge, or 
traversed a steep slope. When this occurs, the military calls the area a “canalized” target, which 
provides an opportunity for a focused military strike with tremendous and often irreparable results. 
The Lavis Viaduct was a canalized target; roads and rail lines were squeezed against the nearby 
steep mountains. 
 
 Here is a map depicting Brenner Pass and the Lavis Viaduct. 
 
 
 

 
The Lavis Viaduct area was a canalized target. To the West of the viaduct is the Gruppa Di Brenta 
mountain range with almost vertical peaks soaring to 10,000 feet above the viaduct. These mountains 
run north-south so the rail and road systems followed the contours of the mountains to the West as 
seen on the following map. Note that the crash site is also depicted on this map. 
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The following aerial photograph show the larger Adige River that meanders north and south generally 
following the mountains to the West, and the smaller Avisio river entering the Adige River almost at 
right angles at the town of Lavis. The Lavis Viaduct is a north south bridge that spans the Adige and 
Avisio rivers as seen here. 
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This WWII era aerial photo shows the moment of impact of several bombs exploding on or near the 
viaduct. The Adige River has a fork at the top of the picture, and as it flows to the south you can see 
where the road and rail network passes over the river under the plume of debris and smoke. 
 
Strategic and medium bombers, and fighter-bombers from the 15th and 12th Air Forces bombed the 
Lavis Viaduct over 246 times11. However, the Nazis positioned and camouflaged construction 
materials at nearby locations12 to efficiently and quickly repair any damage to this strategic bridging 
system. Also, the Germans used smoke generators to mask the viaduct when Allied bombers were 
expected. Both sides understood the significance of the viaduct, the Allies repeatedly bombed the 
target, and the Germans continuously attempted to repair the bridge to allow the flow of essential war 
fighting supplies south to the Italian theater of operations. The Allies placed a high priority on the 
viaduct, which can be appreciated by looking at the 100 plus bomb craters surrounding the viaduct 
seen in the following picture. 
 
 
 

                                                 
11 Conversation with Giuseppe Versolato 
12 Conversation with Giuseppe Versolato 
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Like Brenner Pass, the Lavis Viaduct is located in a beautiful area, but the significant geography --- 
mountains, streams and valleys --- require the construction of bridges and viaducts for road and rail 
passage.  
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The following photograph shows the detail of the viaduct. Note the steep mountains in the 
background, the passing train at the moment the photo was taken, and the several supporting spans 
of the viaduct complex. Although dry when this photo was taken in April 2004, the viaduct passes 
over acres of gravel and scrub brush that suggests that the terrain often floods, probably in the spring 
and fall. Also, the viaduct passes over a large “delta” of gravel deposited from years of spring run-off 
from the Avisio River that branches several times into smaller streams before entering the larger 
Adige River. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The viaduct has 35 arches13 spanning the river bottom for about one kilometer or 6/10 or a mile. 
Interestingly, in 1944 the Italians had a saying, “Eat drink and enjoy but keep away from the bridge of 
Vodi”---the Lavis Viaduct. And even 50-plus years after Dana’s death tourists and local citizens must 
question the safety of foot and vehicle traffic in an area that certainly has buried and unexploded 
bombs hidden in the surrounding land near the bridge spans.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
13 Reference conversation with Giuseppe Versolato 



12/17/2011 20 

The Mission, Dana’s death, burial, re-burial, identification and return 

On November 6, 194414 the Allies began Operation BINGO, a campaign level plan in the Italian 
theater of operations with the strategic objective of closing Brenner Pass to stop the flow of German 
war supplies to the fighting front in Italy. Four B-25 bomber groups belonging to the 57th Bomb Wing 
were involved with attacking Brenner Pass and surrounding areas, and fighter-bombers of the 12th Air 
Force's Tactical Air Command and the Desert Air Force (British) would assist. Other strategic targets 
in the area would be attacked by B-17's and B-24's of the 15th Air Force, Dana’s unit.  

On November 6, 1944 the B-25's struck targets in the Brenner Pass area. The electrical transformer 
stations15 near San Ambrogio were bombed by the 310th, the transformers near Ala were bombed by 
the 321st and the 340th, and Dana’s unit bombed the viaducts near Trento. The targets were all hit 
and destroyed or damaged to the extent that electrical power was denied to trains as far north as 
Balzano. The 319th, newly changed from B-26's to B-25's, hit railroad bridges in the lower end of 
Brenner. 

The German defense of the Brenner Pass area fell to the 2nd Fighter Group of the Italian Fascist 
Republic Air Force. These were Italian pilots flying Me-109's with German markings. With only about 
50 planes, this defense would not be the most effective deterrent against the Allies. So, the primary 
defense of the road and rail networks to the south and the Brenner Pass area fell to the German 5th 
and 127th Flak Regiments that manned the 366 heavy, anti-aircraft guns that were positioned in 
Verona in the south, to Innsbruck in the north. One of the guns in one of these units shot down 
Dana’s aircraft. 

By the end of that day more heavy guns moved in around Ala and Rovereto. In addition to the 
German gunners there were still Italians fighting along with the Germans. However the batteries were 
manned independently by either Germans or the Italians. The Italian gunners used an Italian cannon 
coupled with the German Radar.  

The German's main defensive weapon was the 8.8cm. Fliegerabwehrkanone, shortened to “flak”. The 
88 fired a 9.24KG shell to over 49,000 feet. The gun tube was coupled with the gun director and 
laying radar. The gun director was a mechanical calculator with an incorporated stereoscopic height 
finder capable of predicting a rectilinear or curvilinear course. The radar was capable of furnishing 
present azimuth, angular height and radar range to the gun director. Usually the gun batteries used 
radar tracking for range and optical tracking for direction. In cases where clouds or smoke obscured 
the bomb formations, radar controlled or barrage firing was used although it was not considered as 
effective as visual sighting.  

Additionally, the Italians employed a 90mm cannon with a range of 26,000 feet, and a 102mm cannon 
that reached to 40,000 feet, both were used to guard the Brenner Pass and surrounding area. While 
the larger guns were required to reach high flying B-17's and B-24's, lighter guns such the German 
and Italian 37mm cannon would reach up to 15,000 feet and the Italian 75mm ranged to 27,000 feet, 
were all effective against our B-25 Bombers who rarely flew above 13,000 feet. This meant any gun 
from a 37mm up could reach the medium bombers altitude, and reports of the combat crews - they all 
did. Additionally, the flak batteries were positioned on the high ground overlooking the Lavis Viaduct, 
so the distance from gun to target was reduced. Bombers became more vulnerable to flak when flying 
at lower altitudes, and even though Dana’s aircraft was at an altitude of 22,800 feet relative to the 

                                                 
14 See http://members.tripod.com/jkoppie/brenner.htm 
15 It was estimated that if electrical power could be denied the electrical driven locomotives that were used 
on the steeper grades, it would force the Germans to use more inefficient steam locomotives that would 
require part of the transportation effort to supply coal for these trains and also pull locomotives and rolling 
stock from their present activities. If this could be accomplished, it was estimated that it could reduce the 
carrying capacity in the Brenner Pass to around 10,000 tons a day. 
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nearby peaks ranging to 10,000 feet, Dana was at extreme risk and very exposed to flak as they 
approached the target. 

As the Allied bombing increased around the Brenner Pass, the amount of flak guns increased. 
Batteries were added as far north as Bressanone. On the 11th of November a flight of B-25's had 18 
aircraft hit and one crash due to flak damage. Of the 16 attacks made during November, 11 had 
drawn flak. Of 300 sorties 20 B-25's were hit and one B-25 crashed. 

On Sunday, November 12,194416 the day that Dana was killed, the 15th Air force continued to conduct 
strategic operations in Italy. There were 107 fighter-escorted B-24s strikes at bridges at Ora, Albes, 
and Mezzocorona, the Lavis Viaduct, plus the alternate target of Casarsa della Delizia railroad 
bridges and targets of opportunity in the northeast Italy including the Latisana railroad bridge and an 
airfield to the north. At the tactical level in Italy, bad weather hampered operations for the 12th Air 
force grounding medium bombers, but fighter bombers supported the ground maneuver in the north 
Apennines. Tactical targets hit that day included railway targets in the Po Valley, rail lines were cut in 
18 places and eight bridges were destroyed or seriously damaged. On the night of November 11th 
and 12th A-20’s attacked hit motor transports, the Bergamo Airfield, and the Po River crossing at San 
Benedetto Po. 
 
A bomb loaded B-24, nick-named “I’ll Get By”, serial number 44-49041 piloted by Captain Frank De 
Bottis with a total crew of 1217 departed at 11:30 in the morning from the Fortunato Airport Lecce, Italy 
on a “heavy bombardment” mission to bomb the Avisio Viaduct, a strategically important target that 
had been bombed and rebuilt several times. (Although the B-24 was supposed to have a total crew of 
10, “I’ll Get By” had a crew count of 12.) Most of the approaching route must have been over water 
hugging the East Italian coast until the aircraft arrived on a line generally to the East of the target 
where it probably went inland and flew due West to the target as seen in the map below. 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                 
16 Reference http://www.milhist.net/usaaf/mto44b.html 
17 Capt Frank E. DeBottis, Capt Theodore S. Lehmann, 1st Lt Donald G.Stubbs, 1st Lt John A. Robinson, 
1st Lt Walter H. Harnish, 1st Lt Donald N. Hulhollen, 1st Lt Niclas L. Bubnovich, T/Sgt Raymond C. 
Hennessy, S/Sgt Alan D. Miles, S/Sgt Dana W. Cobb, S/Sgt Robert D. Roosa, S/Sgt Wayne A. Young 
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Reports describe the high altitude weather conditions as being generally overcast. There were strata-
cumulus and cumulus clouds at 23,000 feet, the sky was about 80% overcast with clouds, so it was 
mostly cloudy that day18. At approximately 11:30 a.m19. Dana’s aircraft was traveling on a 248 degree 
course, generally heading west, and given that they were only a few miles from the intended target, 
the crew of “I’ll Get By” were in final preparation for dropping their bomb loads on the Lavis Viaduct. 
Everyone must have been at peak awareness and anticipation. Then flak hit "I'll Get By" directly 
behind the waist-gunner window, near the mid section, severing the tail from the aircraft. The main 
section of the aircraft went into an inverted position and nosed into a steep dive. The aircraft was last 
seen at about 46.05 degrees north and 11.05 degrees south. No parachutes were observed, and 
since the aircraft crashed in enemy territory, an immediate search of the area was not possible. 
 
The internet became a fantastic source of information, and through the Google search engine, I 
became connected with Herb Harper (USAF RET) who is the historian of the 98th Bomb Group, 
Dana’s parent Group Headquarters. Herb provided me with several documents associated with the 
combat mission on November 12. 1944. Also, Herb introduced me to Lieutenant Bill Seitz, who 
piloted one of the B-24’s on Mission Number 330 a major mission for the 98th Bombardment Group 
for November 12, 1944. I’ve had several wonderful and lengthy telephone calls with Bill Seitz who is 
87 years old and lives in Oregon. When I introduced myself and mentioned the Avisio Viaduct mission 
on November 12th, 1944 he quickly said he had vivid recollection of the mission and he saw the flak 
hit “I’ll Get By” and the resultant crash of the aircraft. He has a vivid recollection of that day. He said 
the “box formation was flying at an altitude of about 22,800 ft which was their normal approach and 
bombing altitude. I assumed that they would fly at a higher altitude on their approach, but reduce 
altitude over the target. This was not the case for this mission, as they stayed at 22,800 ft for the 
entire mission. There was only one way to approach the Avisio Viaduct, one “axis of approach” 
according to Bill and that was from the east. And the Germans knew this also, as they employed 
smoke pots to obscure the bridge network and probably placed flak batteries strategically along the 
ridges under the likely bomber flight route. The Operations Information Sheet for Mission 330 for 
November 12, 1944 indicates 35 B24’s were selected from the 98th Group to bomb the viaduct. 
Certainly, The Avisio Viaduct area was a significant target to warrant so many bombers. Here is a 
photo copy of the Mission 330 Operation Information Sheet. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
18 Reference Missing Air Crew Report Number 9899 (MACR 9899). Note: the Army prepared an MACR 
for every missing aircraft. The report attempted to account for who, what, where, when and why for every 
incident resulting in a missing crew. 
19 The 98th BG lost a second aircraft that day. Serial Number 44-48782, nick-named "Rupert the Roo” with 
Ernest Carlson as pilot was shot down approaching the Lavis target. 
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There probably were multiple missions each having several B-24’s flying in “box” formations. While 
flying in one of these box formations, Bill Seitz vividly recalls flak hitting the lead aircraft near mid 
section in the bomb bay, as he was flying off of the left wing of Dana’s B-24. Additionally, Bill offered 
that he understood from earlier conversations, the waste gunner was on his 50th mission and he had 
been taken off flight status and later returned for health reasons. These comments make me feel that 
the doomed waste gunner seen by Bill as the Number One aircraft was hit by flak was probably Dana, 
as this information fits what has been presented earlier in this paper: On June 26, 1944 Dana was 
returned to flight status after a hand injury and on Nov 2, 1944 he had 45 missions. Assuredly, Bill 
Seitz saw flak hit “I’ll Get By”, and probably Bill was the last person Dana saw before his death. Here 
is a depiction of the box formation with information about the aircraft flown in Mission 330. 
 
 
 

Lead
No# 1 Aircraft
Capt. Debottis

“I’ll Get By”

No# 3 Aircraft
Lt. Seitz’s Aircraft

No# 2 Aircraft
Capt. Ostendorf Aircraft

No# 6 Aircraft
? Aircraft

No# 4 Aircraft
Lt. Gertsmund Aircraft No# 5 Aircraft

? Aircraft

No# 7 Aircraft
? Aircraft

 
 
 
According to Bill Seitz, after the lead aircraft was hit and “essentially disintegrated” all aircraft 
released their bomb loads short of their target. Bill said they “killed a lot of fish and made lots of post 
holes” that day. Although, he does not have a memory of the flak, it must have been frightening and 
everywhere to cause an early bomb release and then probably an evasive maneuver. 
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Here is a photo copy of Lt Seitz’s Sortie Report from Mission 330 on November 12, 1944. 
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There were other witnesses too. First Lieutenant Robert L. Rund in the Number 2 aircraft20 and First 
Lieutenant Clifford Mahrt in the Number 521 aircraft saw flak hit Dana’s aircraft. Their reports are seen 
in the next few pages. 

 
 

 
 

                                                 
20 B-24 number 44-49031 was converted to a C-109, a modified B-24 designed to carry fuel, then salvaged 
on November 17, 1945. 
21 B-24 number 44-49818 was destroyed after overshooting a runway upon landing in Celone Italy on 
February 28, 1945. The undercarriage collapsed when the aircraft ran into a ditch. 
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The following sketch depicts the general target area and direction that Dana’s aircraft was traveling 
when shot down. 
  

 
 
 
 
Reports indicate that the aircraft split in two. Dana was in the tail section with five other crewmembers 
and since there were no wings for any aerodynamic lift, this section probably spun to the ground and 
crashed near Meano. Since reports and eyewitnesses indicate "I'll get by" hadn't released its armed 
bombs, the main section of the aircraft probably exploded upon impact with the ground. The main 
section crashed some unknown distance from where Dana’s body was located. The six 
crewmembers of main section were all killed and their remains were not located or identified for 12 
years after the crash, seven years after Dana was buried in Charlestown. But this is another story. 
 
Captain DeBottis was not flying this mission with his regular crew as they were all on leave or in the 
hospital, with the exception of his regular Co-Pilot, First Lieutenant Donald G. Stubbs22.  Since 
Captain DeBottis was assigned to fly "Group Lead" on this mission, his replacement crew was made 
up of experienced airmen like Dana. Its not clear why a complete second crew was available, or if the 
second crew had previous experience working together. Captain DeBottis was in the main section of 
the aircraft as well at Technical Sergeant Alan D. Miles, 36583470, Radio Operator for the B-24L. 
Technical Sergeant Miles entered the service on March 19, 1943 from Saginaw, Michigan and this 
was his 34th mission. In May 1956, twelve years after their death, Captain DeBottis' brother traveled 
to Italy to search for his brother's missing body. There were five other airmen missing at this time too.  
In digging near the crash site with the help of locals and the American Battle Monuments 

                                                 
22 See http://hometown.aol.com/medalcol/purple_hearts_of_world_war_ii.htm 
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Commission, the cockpit of the plane was discovered along with the partial remains of six members of 
the crew who were not recovered by the Germans immediately after the crash. Technical Sergeant 
Miles was finally located and returned home for burial and recognition. Here is a picture of Technical 
Sergeant Miles with two awards. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Technical Sergeant Miles was buried at Arlington National Cemetery on June 27, 1957 in a common 
grave with five of his crewmates who were in the main section of “I’ll Get By”. Here is a picture of their 
monument at Arlington National Cemetery. This accounts for the six of the 12 crewmembers killed in 
the forward section of Dana’s aircraft. 
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The tail section of the aircraft with Staff Sergeant Dana Cobb (gunner), Staff Sergeant Wayne Young 
(gunner), First Lieutenant Donald Stubbs (co-pilot), First Lieutenant Walter Harnish (navigator), First 
Lieutenant John Robinson (navigator), and First Lieutenant Nicklas Bubnovich (bombardier)23 after 
being hit by flak crashed into a farmer's field two miles Southeast of Meano, some distance from 
where the main section finally crashed. As time passes, I’m finding more information being posted on 
websites and in 2010 I found this information about 1st Lieutenant Harnish, Navigator for “I’ll get By”.
  
 

“Walter H. Harnish, 1st Lieutenant, Navigator, 344th BS, 98th BG, 15th Army Air Force 
World War II.  Killed in Action, 12 November 1944. 1Lt. Walter H. Harnish was born in 1923 in 
the city of Rochester, NY and enrolled in the cadet program as an enlisted man on 8 January 
1943.  Qualifying as a navigator, he was assigned to the 344th Bomb Squadron, 98th Bomb 
Group of the 15th AAF.  On 12 November 1944, Harnish was assigned to B-24L #44-49041-
S "Red", the lead plane in a mission targeting the Avisio Viaduct near Trento, Italy.  Struck by 
flak directly, Harnish was killed instantly and the aircraft plummeted, tailless, to the earth.  
Declared missing in action for one year, Harnish was labeled as a "finding of death" case in 
1945.  His remains were recovered in a nearby village months later and finally identified in 
1948 and officially disinterred.  1Lt. Harnish was laid to rest in Rochester, NY in 1949” 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
23 There is a question as to why there were 12 crewmembers on a B-24 that normally has only 10. I’m 
speculating that Captain Lehman was an observer and was sitting in the copilot seat. First Lieutenant 
Stubbs, Captain DeBottis’ usual copilot, was in the rear of the aircraft with Dana. Also speculating, the 
other additional crewmember might have been Lieutenant Bubnovich who was listed as the second 
bombardier. 
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The crash site is in a place named "Masi Saracini," and during the 1940’s this area was mostly 
wooded, but now after being cleared the land is used for farming. Here is an aerial photo of the 
Meano area. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Italians buried the remains of six airmen who were in the tail section on November 14, 1944 grave 
within 200 meters of the crash site. The location of this gravesite is map coordinates A778 295, Map 
of Italy 1:200,000. The following picture was taken from the general area where the wreckage was 
found and it shows the Avisio viaduct far in the distance at the base of the mountains. The area is 
incredibly beautiful now, as I’m sure it was when Dana died. 
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Several Italians witnessed the crash and in 1944 Don Mansueto Rizzoli, a priest from the local Meano 
Catholic parish, wrote an account. The following is the Priest’s manuscript translated by Giuseppe 
Versolato24. 
 

“On Sunday November 12, 1944 another afternoon bombing during which the flak directly hit a 
four engine American bomber which fell down nearby “Masi Sarcini.” All the crewmembers died 
inside the aircraft because of the blast of the entire unreleased bomb load. All the bodies went 
completely apart and horribly mutilated, but one which was found almost intact and beyond the 
deep valley toward the “Mas Pomar.” 

 

People, especially from “Cortesano” took away the greatest part of the vast wreckage. On 
Monday, November 13, 1944, Meano’s priest, Don Mansueto Rizzoli, helped by Clementi 
Prospero, Germano Saltori, and Jobrtaibizer Pietro, everybody from Meano, took care of the 
bodies; six, plus the remains (feet, ribs…) of the others to be buried the day after in Meano’s 
cemetery, having obtained the permission from the German Commander based there. Anyway, in 
order to move the coffins, they had to apply to the higher German Command in Trento, which 
forbade the transportation and ordered to bury them on the site of their death. Therefore on the 
day 14 November, Italian soldiers enlisted in the German Army, under the supervision of two 
German Officers, dug a wide and deep grave on the sloping grass close to the last house of 
“Masi Saracini.” They laid down the six corpses along with the remains of the others, they 
covered them with pine branches, then the Meano Parish together with little singers Luigi Filippi, 
Luigi Saltori, Gaetano Saltori, Giuliano Marchi and Pietro Saltori sang funeral rites near the grave. 
Twenty-five soldiers were standing in line abreast and saluted as the bodies were buried. A small 

                                                 
24 Giuseppe is an Italian historian who sponsored Laurie’s and my trip to Italy. His unselfish assistance 
made our trip possible, enjoyable and probably the most meaningful event in my military career. 
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cross was erected over. On May 16, 1945 an American Officer and two privates were in the 
presbytery praying the parish to deliver them the identity tags of the Americans dead in the fallen 
plane on November 12, 1944. The Parish gave them two tags which he had from the Germans 
and the two names he got from the Garaolo’s Parish. On the same day the officer unburied the 
bodies at Masi Saracini, loaded them on trucks and carried to the American Military Cemetery, 
may be in Verona. He also wanted (my) address of the Parish who wrote the chronicle of that day 
and performed the funeral rites.” 

 

 

There must have been a report communicated to the Cobb family that Dana’s aircraft had been shot 
down and was missing in action, because on December 29, 1944 Emily Cobb, Dana’s mother wrote 
her niece the following news.  

 

 

“Thank you for your Xmas gift and for your letter. I appreciate your spirit. The letters are hard to 
write. Everyone is wonderful in this time of sadness…Yesterday she had a letter from Dana’s 
commanding officer with the details are known. Major Gen Twining said Dana’s plane received a 
direct hit over the target, which was Avisio viaduct in the Northeastern Italy – very near the 
German border. The plane started losing altitude immediately dropped out of the formation and 
was last seen disappearing in the clouds below. Of course if the boys got out of the plane alive 
they are prisoners undoubtedly, but there again is the awful uncertainty. I pray for strength and 
faith to believe what is, is best and wait.” 

 

This picture shows the general location of the mass grave where Dana and five other airmen were 
buried until exhumed in May 1945. The grave was located on the camera side of the vineyard. In the 
distance you can see the steep mountains just above the Avisio-Lavis Viaduct, which is to the right of 
the picture several miles from where I’m standing. Beyond the vineyard you can see the oldest 
building in Masi Saracini built in 1590. 

 
 

 
 
Here is another picture of the vineyard taken from the same spot but with a different perspective of 
the 10,000 ft mountains. In this photo you can see the viaduct at the base of the far mountains. 
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After some discussion with eyewitnesses, we were directed to the specific spot where Dana was 
buried. I walked over to this spot, said a prayer of thanks for Dana’s sacrifice and as I was doing this I 
looked down and found small pieces of metal from the aircraft. I was truly honored to stand near the 
spot of Dana’s Italian grave. Here is a photo of that location. 
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Laurie and I met several people in Meano who were present or were directly involved when Dana’s 
aircraft was shot down. First, we met Antonio Casagrande who seemed like he had been waiting for 
decades to return a large piece of aircraft fuselage to a relative of one of the killed airmen. He found 
and kept this piece of metal for decades. Here is a picture of Antonio offering the piece of metal to me 
(Now, Norman Cobb, Dana’s brother, has this piece of fuselage). 
 
 

 
 
 
Another person we met was a man who as a child witnesses the crash. Unfortunately my memory of 
his name is far worse than his accounting of what happened. He had a vivid recollection, except he 
stated that he saw a parachute, which is not substantiated by several military eyewitness reports. He 
was a very gregarious man who looked like he enjoyed life. He has the outstretched arm in the 
photograph below. 
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Returning to the events of WWII, Dana’s remains were exhumed in May 1945 soon after several 
major pivotal events in the war. On April 25, 1945 Soviet and American troops linked up, cutting 
Germany in two. The first units to make contact were from the U.S. 69th Infantry Division of the U.S. 
First Army, and the Soviet 58th Guards Division of the 5th Guards Army near Torgau, on the river 
Elbe. On April 30, 1945, realizing that all was lost, Hitler committed suicide in his bunker along with 
his long-time girlfriend, Eva Braun. In his last testament Hitler appointed his successors; Karl Dönitz 
as the new Reichspräsident ("President of Germany") and Joseph Goebbels as the new 
Reichskanzler (Chancellor of Germany). However, Goebbels committed suicide on May 1, 1945, 
leaving Dönitz to orchestrate negotiations of surrender. Soon afterwards the war in Europe was over. 
 
But, on May 16, 1945 the remains of the six airmen25 in the aft section of “I’ll Get By” were disinterred 
from the hillside mass grave at the Meano - Masi Saracini burial site and transported to the United 
States Military Cemetery in Mirandola26, Italy where they were individually buried. Here is a map 
depicting Meano and Mirandola to the South. 
 

 

                                                 
25 1st Lt Walter Harnish, 1st Lt Donald Mulhollen, T/S gt Raymond Hennessey, T/Sgt Alan 
Miles, S/Sgt Robert Roosa, and S/Sgt Dana Cobb 
26 Mirandola is situated in the region of Emilia-Romag na and lies south east of the city of 
Mantova.   
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Here is a memo written by Sergeant Stewart Kelly the sergeant responsible for the disinterment of 
Dana’s remains from the Meano grave 
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On May 25, 1945, Staff Sergeant Dana Cobb remains were separated from those of his fellow 
crewmembers and reburied in a separate grave at Mirandola. His five crewmates were buried in 
nearby graves. Staff Sergeant George Greenstein supervised the re-burial of Dana’s remains in Plot 
E, Row 9, Grave 681, and at this point his remains had not been identified27. He was listed as Missing 
In Action and presumed killed. It had been six months since his aircraft crashed and there must have 
been dozens of stateside relatives and friends anxiously and hopefully waiting for any news of his 
status and location. But it would be several more years before the bodies would be re-interred, 
identified and returned home. For now, their graves were marked "unknown", and hope of any 
survivors from the crash must have been eroding.  

The Army must of had indications that the bodies buried in unnamed graves 681, 682, 683 and 698 
plot E were probably crew members from the B-24 shot down over Lavis, but the administrative gears 
of the Army moved slowly and the family waited28. From 1945 to 1948 paperwork was misrouted or 
lost, and the whereabouts of Dana remained unknown. There appeared to be much confusion and 
Army correspondence were lost or passed back and forth between headquarters, probably by routine 
courier and transport, which contributed to even more delay. On the next page is an example of the 
confusion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
27 Most of the information about Dana’s journey from t he time he was shot down to the final 
burial in Charlestown comes from a military documen t called the Individual Deceased 
Personnel File (IDPF). The IDPF for Dana is about t wo inches thick and I have a copy.  
28 I’ve not been able to determine where Dana’s remai ns were from his disinterment in 
Mirandola on August 9, 1948 and his positive identi fication on April 11, 1949. Documents 
suggest that his body was sent to Florence, on the East coast of Italy. Other documents 
show that he went to Leghorn, a port city on the We st Coast of Italy. 
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At one point Dana’s remains were thought to be Lieutenant Robert V. Held, missing in action on 
February 10, 1945. Various Army Headquarters sent several letters back and forth asking questions 
about found clothing, parachute serial numbers, and the like which proved fruitless.  
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However, the inventory of Dana’s personal items probably in a barracks foot locker at Lecce had 
been accomplished as seen here in this inventory sheet. 
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On August 9, 1948, more than three years after being disinterred from the mass grave in Meano, 
Staff Sergeant Dana Cobb's body was disinterred for a second time in Italy, but in this case from the 
Mirandola Cemetery. There was a partial medium sized skeleton with identifiable dark brown hair, 
irregular and closely spaced teeth and some clothing, but nothing that could cause an immediate 
identification such as a dog tag. On August 20, 1948, Dana’s body was placed in a casket by Homer 
J. Leslie, an embalmer in Italy, and transported by train to the Port of Leghorn, Italy. Dana’s skeletal 
body had not been identified and the Cobb family remained in the dark as to Dana’s location. By now, 
they must have known that he was dead. 
 
On November 19, 1948, more than four years after the crash and Dana’s death, an ongoing 
investigation in Italy caused the War Department to send a letter to the Cobb family in Charlestown 
asking questions about Dana’s dental records. Given the lack of detailed records maintained by 
Dana’s dentist, Ray Hodgkins of Claremont could only state that Dana had five silver fillings in 1942 
prior to entering the Army. On November 27, 1948, Emily Cobb sent a return letter explaining that the 
dentist had little specific information like a dental chart, but apparently she didn’t include the 
information about the five fillings in the letter. Then in December 1948, there was another exchange 
of letters between the War Department and the Cobb family, and on December 16, 1948, Emily Cobb 
wrote that Dana had “5 silver fillings”. This limited information would prove crucial in the identification 
of Dana’s remains. On January 10, 1949 the War Department sent another letter to the Cobb family 
stating that the dental information had been received and it would be forwarded to the “forces in the 
field” to aid in their investigation. Can you imagine the frustration in not knowing where your son was, 
and have the investigation be handled through regular mail? Just this question alone about Dana’s 
dental records caused a three-month delay.  
 
The delays, uncertainty and growing frustration probably caused either Emily or James Cobb, Dana’s 
parents, to contact their State Congressman Norris Cotton with a plea for help. On March 15, 1949 
Norris Cotton sent a short and direct-to-the-point letter to the War Department asking the status of the 
process to identify the remains of Dana Cobb, which by the type of questions being asked of his 
parents by the War Department, indicated that someone in Italy had a body thought to be Dana. On 
March 31, 1949, The War Department sent a letter back to Norris Cotton stating that there was an 
ongoing investigation and that it would take some time for the “final determination” of the medical 
board charged with identifying unknown remains. Momentum was clearly generated by Congressman 
Cotton’s involvement, but the process was agonizingly slow. 
 
But apparently unknown to the War Department located in Washington D.C., in Europe on March 4, 
1949 a board of six officers29 (four medical doctors, one dentist and one chaplain) met in Rome Italy 
to consider information about the six airmen found in a mass grave near Meano then exhumed and 
transported to Mirandola, Italy. Dana’s dental information had been slowly routed to this board, and 
having it was crucial in their findings. Considering the information derived from the partial skeletal 
remains, information about the timing and location of the crash, and the information provided by state-
side families this board concluded with the positive identification of S/Sgt Dana Cobb, 1st Lt Walter 
Harnish, S/Sgt Wayne Young, 1st Lt Nicklas Bubnovich. Also, the board of officers confirmed the 
identification of 1st Lt Donald Stubbs, and 1st Lt John Robinson who previously had been identified 
either through dog tags or other immediately identifiable items.  
 
On April 11, 1949, four years after his death Staff Sergeant Dana White Cobb was finally and formally 
identified by a medical board. The following are a series of summary documents from this board of 
inquiry30 that summarize their findings. The documents are “the Identification Check List” and the 
summary from a medical examination of Dana’s remains. I include the government’s description of 
the remains to show that only a portion of Dana’s body was located and recovered, which in part 

                                                 
29 Major Townsend Anderson, Major William Kirkpatrick,  Captain Samuel Fritz, Captain 
Richard Tuttle, Captain Clyde Steinsiek and First L ieutenant Carroll Pinner  
30 The Report of Proceedings of the Board of Officers is attached at Appendix A (Note: some 
pages are hard to read as the documents provided to  me were copies of originals, and what 
is attached are copies of copies) 
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explains why the process of identification was so difficult and lengthy. Also, seen last in this series of 
documents is a fill-in-the-blank form that formally identifies Dana’s remains. I find this form 
disgustingly trivial as a means to identify a person who gave his life for his country, especially after 
four years of family anguish. These documents are attached on the following pages. 
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On April 28, 1949 a Major from the Department of War sent a letter to the Cobb family with a formal 
notification that Dana’s remains had been identified and that they were moved to Florence, Italy 
pending instructions from the next-of-kin. So, Dana was moved again to another location where 
(incredibly) he stayed for another six months before his return to the United States.  
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Here is the two-page notification letter. 
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The second page of the notification letter has a hand written memo at the bottom that is not readable. 
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Upon receipt of this letter, Dana’s Mother, Emily sent the following letter to my father, Henry: 
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I can’t explain what happened for the next six months, other than there must have been postal delays 
and bureaucratic hoops. But finally, the long and agonizing wait was over with a telegraph sent by 
Norris Cotton to the Cobb family. 
 

 
 
Soon afterwards, the Department of War sent another telegraph to the Cobb family. 
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Then, Emily Cobb sent the following letter to my father and Mother: 
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So it was five years from the time Staff Sergeant Cobb and the crew of 12 were killed in the line of 
duty while bombing a significant strategic target in the northern part of Italy. Moved, buried and 
reburied, his remains stayed in Italy for years and finally with Norris Cotton’s involvement, Dana’s 
remains were returned to the United States, a Nation he honorably served and died for. Dana was 
buried with honors and his grave is marked with distinction and annually our Nation’s flag is placed 
next to his headstone as a reminder of his ultimate sacrifice. Sometime in December Emily Cobb 
wrote a letter to her niece31 Avis Moore with the following account of the funeral. 
 
“I am glad that you didn’t attempt the long trip to be here at Dana’s burial. It would have been too 
much. It was hard enough for Norwood and your mother – but I was glad to have them here. The 
people met here at the house and the undertaker formed the procession to go to the station to meet 
the train. Someone told me there were over 40 cars in line and more waiting at the cemetery. The 
town paid a splendid tribute – all the stores, P.O., garages and filling stations – everything closed for 
the hour. There wasn’t a sound anywhere when the train came in. The Honor Guard was a nice fellow 
– very plain but very nice. We went directly to the cemetery. Mr. Watson had a nice service very 
appropriate – not too long – but long enough. When the flag was folded and given to me, I in turn 
gave the roses I had been holding for Barbara, to our Legion Commander and he placed them on the 
casket where they were buried with Dana. It still all seems like a dream to me – even tho I go to the 
grave very often. If I could have only have seen him it would seem more real to me – but of course I 
know that was out of the question entirely.” 
 
 
 

                                                 
31 Emily Cobb, Dana’s mother, had a sister Clara White. Clara married Charles B Moore and they had two children, Norwood Moore 
(known as Uncle-Cousin Woody to my sister and me), and Avis Moore. 
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Conclusion: The intent of this paper is to honor Dana’s life; we are humbled by his sacrifice given for 
the success of World War II and World freedom. And now after understanding the agonizing delay, 
and uncertainty, we can appreciate how awful Dana’s death must have been to Emily and Jim Cobb, 
Dana’s father and mother and his family, and how horrendous it must have been to wait five years to 
get Dana home. Also, we honor Dana’s crewmates and hopefully their families will be located so they 
can get a copy of this paper. Traveling to Meano and viewing the crash site, the location of the mass 
grave, the Avisio Viaduct and talking with the local residents was both amazingly enjoyable and 
tremendously sad and sobering. Laurie and I were treated like returning liberators; we were honored 
to stand where those men lost their lives in defense of freedom. Any accolades that we received while 
visiting Italy were done so on behalf of the twelve heroes who lost their lives on November 12, 1944 
and were missing for so long. 
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I hope that this paper provides “closure” to the question of whether the remains buried in the Forest 
Hill Cemetery, Charlestown N.H. are Dana’s. Given the documentation there is no doubt in my mind 
that Dana is buried there. Also, I hope that this paper provides the extended Cobb family with the final 
chapter of Staff Sergeant Dana White Cobb’s life, and that it ignites a sense of patriotism for a Nation 
that Dana was willing to lose his life for. 
 
Recognition: First, I would like to thank several people who have helped in my research journey and 
the preparation of the final chapter in Dana White Cobb’s life, death, and final burial. This whole effort 
started after a phone call from Bill Waite, a resident of Ascutney, VT and friend of my father’s. Bill 
called me to follow-up on a conversation that he had with my father before he died. My father 
mentioned that his brother was a B-24 crewmember and that he was shot down and died in WW II 
while on a bombing run in Italy. Bill Waite’s brother was also shot down in Italy, but survived and was 
captured by the Germans and eventually released. Mr. Waite wanted to know if there was any way 
that I could with my military background find out more information about his brother, and whether 
there was any connection between my Uncle and his brother. This question got me going, as 
embarrassingly, I knew little about Dana’s death other than my Grandmother saying that she was 
never sure that the partial body buried in Charlestown were actually Dana’s remains. I made inquiries 
and located some information for Mr. Waite, and in the process, I was motivated to find out everything 
that I could about Dana. 
 
Second, I would like to acknowledge Giuseppe Versolato who is an Italian aviation historian living in 
Vicenza, a town close to where Dana was killed in the north east section of Italy. Mr. Versolato has 
written a book about the WWII bombings conducted by 15th Air Force around Vicenza. Guiseppe has 
been the key element in my ability to locate information in Italy. Thank you Guiseppe! 
 
Third, I would like to thank Roberto (Gianroberto) Paolik who is a retired 747 pilot, who spoke fluent 
English. Roberto helped us throughout our visit and was the “go to” person when we needed a 
translation. Thanks Roberto! 
 
Finally in closing, Laurie and I traveled to Italy to locate the crash site and to learn as much as we 
could about Dana. But we discovered much more. We saw a beautiful country, met gracious and 
loving people, and witnessed an overwhelming and universal passion for freedom and peace. A travel 
diary is attached at Annex B. 
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Closing Photo of Staff Sergeant Dana White Cobb 
344th Bomb Squadron, 98th Army Air Force Bomb Group, 15th Air Force 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Dana’s humor is seen in a hand written note on the back of this photo: “He who looks at this and 
laughs is sane. He who looks at this and doesn’t laugh better have his head examined!” 
 
 
 
 


