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Returning home
UL graduate tells story of hero's 
homecoming, helps give family closure

Marsha Sills 
msills@theadvertiser.com
Ken Breaux and U.S. Army Maj. (Ret.) Octave "Mac" MacDonald sat at a kitchen table in Lafayette. They talked like old friends, but it was the first time they sat face to face. 

Nearly four years ago, the two men were united in an effort to help Breaux's friend, Sharon Cross, end the nearly 60-year mystery of what happened to her father - U.S. Army Air Corps Lt. William M. Lewis Jr., a World War II bomber pilot who never returned home. 

Lewis of Tulsa, Okla., was 22 years old when he left for England in May 1944. Weeks before, his daughter, Sharon, was born. On Sept. 11, 1944, he took to the air for combat over Germany with the 38th Fighter Squadron, 55th Fighter Group. That day was the last anyone heard from him, and he was presumed killed in the battle. 

His family never had the closure of knowing what had happened to the young husband and father. Relations between the United States and East Germany complicated the recovery of fallen soldiers from World War II for decades. 

However, a German gunsmith who saw the battle had found Lewis' wrecked plane and buried the pilot's remains under a cross in the town of Oberhof, in what was then East Germany. It would take more than 60 years, and the efforts of many, including Breaux and MacDonald, to bring those remains home. 

"There were about five points in the story where if people decided not to continue, it would have ended - including me," Breaux said. 

Breaux details the incredible circumstances that eventually led to a recovery mission that finally brought closure to Lewis' family in his book "Courtesies of the Heart," which is set for publication in September.

Through letters, governmental reports and interviews, Breaux weaves the incredible story that finally has an ending. 

"It takes a book to tell the whole story," Breaux said, smiling. 

How it all started

It was early 2001 when Cross, who lives in Houston, first mentioned to Breaux that she always wondered what happened to her father. 

Cross was weeks old when her father left for the war. When she was four years old, her mother remarried. A few years later, her stepfather adopted her. 

"I had a good upbringing with my stepdad," Cross said. "Life went on until I got old enough to realize there was a part of me that was missing my whole life." 

Although originally from Tulsa, her family moved to Lafayette when she was a teenager. She graduated from Lafayette High School and lived in the Acadiana area before she and her family moved to Houston in the late 1980s. 

She and Breaux, a Crowley native and USL - now the University of Louisiana - alumnus, didn't until Cross and her family moved to Houston. 

Breaux offered his help in finding out what he could. He had served during Vietnam in the Navy, retiring after serving more than 20 years in the reserves. 

"I felt this was something I owed to any veteran," he said.

'A shot in the dark'

He started with an Internet search, finding a record of Lewis's mission and scouring World War II Web sites. It was on one site that he discovered an inquiry made by Jan Zdiarsky, a director of a museum dedicated to the air battle of Sept. 11, 1944, about a Lt. William Lewis. Zdiarsky had heard the story of a crash site and of a cross bearing the American's name in Oberhof. 

"I sent him an e-mail," Breaux said. "It was a shot in the dark. Thousands of airplanes took to the air every day. It was absolutely a shot in the dark that just hit." 

Part of the air battle that day was fought over Kovarska, in the former Czech Republic. The tail of a bomber plane crashed into the roof of a school. Nearly 40 years later, renovations to the building uncovered a pilot's duffel bag that had fallen between the walls during the impact. 

As a young boy living in Kovarska, Zdiarsky grew fascinated with the discovery and the battle of American freedom fighters. His museum is dedicated to the battle over the Ore Mountains, but until his contact with Breaux, Zdiarsky had never set out to find the site for himself. 

When he did, he found that the cross and site were real. The wooden cross read, "W. Lewis USA gef. 11 9 44" - gef. is the German abbreviation for gefallen or killed in action. 

"It was pretty shocking," Breaux remembered. "I called Sharon. ... I said, 'Are you sitting down?' " 

A sign found

Breaux said he chose the title of his book based on a quote by German writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe - "There is a courtesy of the heart - it is allied with love and from it springs the purest outward behavior." 

That "purest outward behavior" began with one man - Adelbert Wolf, a custom gunsmith and naturalist, who heard the battle in the air over his village Sept. 11, 1944. 

A few days later, Wolf found plane wreckage and the dog tags and identification card of "Lt. William Lewis." He buried what remains he could find and made a wooden cross marking the spot with Lewis's name and the date of the battle. Wolf died in 1984. Lewis's dog tags weren't recovered. 

Zdiarsky's news was the first break, but Breaux wasn't sure what to do next. He contacted his congressmen, but no one seemed to know what to do with the information. 

In April, Breaux made the trip to Oberhof to see for himself. 

"That was electric," he said. "I still think about it, and it gives me chills." 

He took the cross home to Sharon. 

The cross Wolf made for Lewis is now in her home in Houston, and she visited the site later that year. 

"It was emotional, but I didn't fall apart," she said. "I found a connection, I guess you can say. It's like I told somebody, 'If you've got to die in a fiery crash, it was a beautiful place to die.' " 

She paused, trying to control her emotions, but lost. 

"It was a beautiful place to die," she began again through her tears. "There were little baby ferns all over. It was a forested area with lots of tall trees and white flowers. It was beautiful." 

The recovery

It would take another year before the next thread of the story would begin to be woven. 

In March 2002, there was a conference in France sponsored military unit that investigates and researches the whereabouts of the military's nearly 88,000 missing. 

Enter MacDonald, a Baton Rouge native who, ironically, graduated from the University of Louisiana in 1994 and still has family ties in Lafayette. In March 2001, MacDonald was nominated for the unit. 

At the conference, Zdiarsky gave a slide presentation on his museum, including information about the site believed to be where Lewis had crashed. 

MacDonald and other members of his team were intrigued and drove to the German village after the conference for a visit. 

"When we first see a site, we try to be cautious, open-minded," MacDonald said. When he arrived, he said there was little doubt that they were looking at the wreckage of a B-51 bomber. 

That summer, the team was in place to begin its investigation and recovery mission. 

Missed chances

Evidently, it wasn't the first time that U.S. forces were close to recovering Lewis' crash site. 

According to reports, Adelbert Wolf had told the Red Cross in 1946 that he had found the wreckage and where he had buried what remains he found. There's no documentation of the report he gave to the Red Cross. 

"We're not sure why nothing happened after that," Breaux said. 

In 1972, Wolf was found again when a retired U.S. Air Force officer, Jesse Thompson - researching a book on German pistols - met Wolf. The officer returned to the United States and attempted to get the military to look into the site and repatriate Lewis but to no avail. 

In 1979, U.S. Air Force intelligence officers visited Wolf. They returned to the United States and reported what they found, but nothing happened. 

"From 1979 to March 2002, that file sat in a file drawer in Germany," Breaux said. 

That piece of news hit Cross hard. Her mother died in 1979 and her grandmother in 1993. Her grandmother had lost two sons in September 1944 - William on the 11th and Ted on the 30th during a training exercise stateside. 

"It suddenly dawned on me; I had no one to tell," Cross said. "I wished I had known earlier. I wish for my mother's sake and my grandmother's sake that that I would have known earlier, especially for my grandmother. To lose one of your children and never know what happened. You can deal with death - there's a finality - but just never knowing?" 

Finding Lewis

In July 2002, MacDonald led the recovery team at the site in Oberhof. 

For about 30 days, the team documented the site, taking pictures and sifting through what was left, removing the evidence piece by piece from the wreckage on the forested mountainside. 

The crew found the lap belt of the bomber rusted shut. 

"That was evidence that he wasn't able to get out," MacDonald said. "We found a shoe sole. We found small bone fragments in the crash crater." 

The human remains weren't enough to identify Lewis, but other evidence led the team to conclude that it was his plane. 

"If we find enough circumstantial evidence, we can close the site," he said. 

In November 2003, Cross received official notice that her father had died on Sept. 11, 1944. She also received the envelope of his personal effects recovered. 

"It was one 8 1/2 x 11 envelope, padded," she said. Inside was the metal plate marked with the call letters of his plane, his compass and pieces of his flight uniform. 

Breaux said he's helping two other families locate missing soldiers, strangers who had read about Lewis' case. 

Lewis' life has left a mark in countless ways, he said. 

"What Bill Lewis left us was the discovery of each other," Breaux said. "Mac is a friend of mine because of the common effort that we made." 

He named the others who helped with the search and looked at MacDonald. 

"We now include them in the circle of our friends because of a guy who died 60 years ago," Breaux said. 

'Courtesy' continues

Lewis was finally laid to rest on Memorial Day 2004. 

Breaux attended the funeral held in Tulsa, Okla. He remembers holding it together until he looked up to see fighter jets flying overhead in honor of the young pilot who lost his life on Sept. 11, 1944. It was then that he knew it was over. 

"It was very emotional for me because I had worked for years to see it happen," Breaux said. 

It was even more so for Lewis' daughter who stood among family, friends and even strangers who paid their respects amid a flurry of national media attention. 

She recalled another moment at the funeral home when she asked to see her father. Just a military uniform lay in the casket. She asked where her father's remains were. She remembers the young sergeant's reply included a series of polite "ma'ams" as he told her the remains were wrapped in a blanket inside the casket. 

"I just stuck my hands in there and laid them there," her voice slowly became stronger. "It was a good feeling; it was a connection." 

In January, she made a trip to Washington to see the new World War II memorial. The memorial features computer kiosks for visitors to search a veteran's history of service. 

"I put in my dad's name and all of a sudden there was all this information," credited by the people who had brought her dad home, she said. "There were other women standing there looking up their dads. One woman turned to me and hugged me." 

That was a moment, four years ago, she wouldn't have had. 
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Submitted Photo
Lt. William M. Lewis Jr., right, is shown with the 38th Fighter Squadron
 55th Fighter Group in 1944. He disappeared later that year. 

Want to know more? 

  For more information about Kenneth Breaux's book about the search for U.S. Army Air Corps Lt. William Lewis, "Courtesies of the Heart," go to http://www.museum119.cz/courtesies.htm.
  The museum's site is accessible at http://www.museum119.cz.
  For more information about the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command, visit http://www.cilhi.army.mil/. 
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Lt. William M. Lewis Jr. 
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Claudia B. Laws/ claws@theadvertiser.com
After communicating for four years, U.S. Army Maj. (Ret.) Octave "Mac" MacDonald, left, and Ken Breaux met face-to-face earlier this month in Lafayette. The two helped uncover the mystery of Lt. William M. Lewis Jr.'s death during World War II and, eventually, bring home his remains.
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Photo courtesy of U.S. Army Maj. Octave "Mac" McDo
A cross and a flag now mark the site where Lt. William M. Lewis Jr.'s plane crashed in Germany.
