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Notable Gravesites at Vermont-Joseph A. Wilkins 

From time to time I’d like to feature some of the notable gravesites at Vermont Cemetery.  In this 
issue of Cemetery View I’ll  tell the story of how one of Vermont’s young WWII veterans was killed in 
the skies over Germany in 1944 and how some forty years later, the memory of Joseph A. Wilkins was 
preserved with a veteran’s marker here at the cemetery.  Perhaps the timing of this article is 
particularly appropriate as Joseph’s cousin, Avis Fisher, of Fort Collins, CO, just recently made two 
very heartfelt and substantial contributions to the Legacy Fund.  Young Joe was also the cousin of  
Tom Wilkins, who died this past April, and Barb Olson, of Black Earth. 

 

Joseph, or Joey as he was known locally, was the son of Ted and Amalia Wilkins, longtime members at 
Vermont, when he joined the fight against the Nazis in 1943.  At only 17 years old he could easily 
have waited out the war until a draft notice may or may not come, but the young high school senior 
pestered his parents until they finally gave in and signed for him to go into the Army Air Force as an 
underage recruit.  After final gunnery and radio training in a B-24 Liberator, heavy bomber, in Sioux 
City, Iowa, he left the US for overseas duty in November of 1943. Instead of a troop ship, Joey had 
the relative luxury of flying to his base of operations, Tibenham Airfield, about 100 miles northeast of 
London. Despite flying to England in a powerful bomber, the journey took almost two weeks. With 
numerous weather delays and a circuitous route that took Joey and his ten-man crew via Florida, 
Puerto Rico, Brazil, West Africa and finally to England, the B-24  touched down at dark and dreary 
Tibenham. 
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The air war over Germany was just underway for the Americans of the Eighth Air Force.  At first 
the British were reluctant to have the Americans aid the effort in any significant way but Winston 
Churchill recognized that the Brits couldn’t go it alone against the Germans.  He brokered a 
compromise with the stubborn English defense leaders dictating that the British conduct strategic 
bombing raids at night while the Americans did the same during daylight. So shortly after Joey’s 
arrival in England he began flying bombing missions with the 703rd Bomber Squadron which was 
part of the US 445th Bomb Group.  His position as radio operator was just behind the cockpit and 
he did double duty as a waist gunner when the plane was attacked by German fighters.  

 

Joe and his crew took part in bombing raids, mostly over Germany to targets including 
Ludwigshafen, Kiel, Frankfort, Russelsheim and the dreaded three B’s: Berlin, Bremen and 
Brunswick.  These three cities seemed to have the most fighter protection and heaviest anti-aircraft 
flak. And so it was that a mission to one of the three B’s, Brunswick, that on his tenth mission 
Joey’s plane went down. Over the target, “Bullet Serenade” (the B-24 in which Joe was flying on 
that mission) was attacked by a squadron of Messerchmidts.  Back home in Wisconsin, Ted and 
Amalia received the dreaded telegram that their son was missing in action.  With little information 
to go on, the family tried contacting the leader of 703rd Squadron.  That leader was Major James 
Stewart, the Hollywood actor better known as Jimmy.  The Wilkins did in fact get a reply from 
Major Stewart but he was unable to offer the family any resolution to the fate of their son,  Tech 
Sergeant Joseph A. Wilkins. Perhaps Stewart did not want to dash the hopes of Ted and Amalia 
with the horrific details of the demise of the ten-man crew. The official report as recorded in the 
Eighth Air Force history says this: Joseph Wilkins, Technical Sergeant, Radio Operator, 445th 
Bomb Group, shot down in flames by fighters, exploded and crashed near Montbaur, Germany on 
a mission to Brunswick on 20 February 1944 in B-24H#42-64439 “Bullet Serenade”.  Killed in 
Action. 
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It might be that Jimmy Stewart truly didn’t know Joey’s fate when he received the inquiry from the 
Wilkins family but two things lead me to believe he was simply being kind by leaving out tragic 
details.  First, it is certain that Jimmy Stewart was in fact on the mission to Brunswick with the 
703rd.  Stewart earned a Distinguished Flying Cross based on his performance on that mission.  
Second, there were only 12 planes in Stewart’s  703rd Squadron flying in close formation so it 
would seem unusual that their leader didn’t know what had happened and in fact, maybe even 
witnessed the downing of Joey Wilkin’s bomber.  In any case, Joey was lost over Germany. His 
remains were most likely discovered by the Germans with the wreckage.  He was buried near the 
site temporarily but  later permanently interred at Margraten American Cemetery in The 
Netherlands, less than 100 miles from where “Bullet Serenade” crashed. After the war, the US 
government offered the families of soldiers and airmen killed in Europe, to have the remains 
shipped home but only about half of the families opted to do so.  The Wilkins chose not to have 
Joey returned. For many, the initial loss was enough to bear and chose not to put themselves 
through the return of their soldier’s remains. Joey’s cousin Barb Olson agreed that having Joey 

returned would have been too much to bear for his mother,  
Memorial services in most cases had already taken place.  A 
couple years ago I asked Joey’s cousin Tom Wilkins if there 
was a memorial service or funeral at Vermont for Joey. Tom 
said he did remember that there was a service.  Tom’s sister 
Barb also confirmed that there was a service at Vermont but 
that it was quite delayed because Joey’s mother Amalia (Molly 
as she was known to the family) just wasn’t quite ready to 
accept her son’s death.  In addition, Joe was not officially 
declared KIA until October 1944. 

 

So how is it that there is a veteran’s marker for Joseph A. Wilkins at Vermont next to his parents 
and baby brother, even though he is actually buried in The Netherlands?  The story of Joey 
Wilkins’s service to his country and death was widely known to members of Vermont 
congregation in the years following the war.  But as time passed, so did the memory of the young 
man who was baptized and confirmed here and spent just about every Saturday during 
confirmation class days at the Wilkins farm. So, some forty years after Joey’s death, the Vermont 
Cemetery Association decided he deserved to be recognized and remembered. Guys like Al 
Johnson, Erv Lee, Dave Haugen and Norton Urness, all members of the Cemetery Association at 
the time, arranged to have a marker placed on the Wilkins plot.  

 

As a postscript to the above story where I surmised that Jimmy Stewart, in his letter back to the 
Wilkins family, may have been trying to let them down gently, I have since learned that Major 
James Stewart did in fact witness the demise of Joey’s bomber on that fateful mission to Bunswick. 
Here is the story and a little background. The pilot of “Bullet Serenade” on the fateful mission was 
Bob Kiser, from Ohio. On the morning of February 20, 1944, during the pilot’s briefing for the 
mission to Brunswick, Kiser was reading a letter from his wife Judy who was preparing a nursery 
for their first child due in May. According to the book, Mission-Jimmy Stewart and the Fight for 
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Europe, by Robert Matzen, Jimmy Stewart lead the pilot briefing that blustery February morning 
and took note of Kiser sharing the joy of his letter with the pilots around him. In the same 
chapter, Matzen describes the Brunswick mission in great detail from takeoff to return. The nasty 
weather that morning cleared as the armada of aircrews crossed the North Sea and flew across 
Holland.  Stewart noted what a beautiful and peaceful winter scene stretched out below the 
bombers as they progressed toward Brunswick. Holland was occupied by the Nazis which belied 
the gorgeous morning scenery. Very quickly the peacefulness turned violent as heavy flak from 
German 88mm anti-aircraft blossomed like black puffs of deadly firecrackers all around the B-24s.  
As they neared Bunswick, the flak was replaced with red flares fired from the guns on the ground.  
This alarmed Major Stewart because he knew that this signaled the halting of flak to allow the 
German fighter planes to enter the airspace occupied by the American bomber crews.  And right 
on cue, ME-109’s came streaking through the formation. The bombers held their formation and 
their path to the target just long enough to drop their  two-and-a-half tons of bombs. Immediately, 
the B-24 pilots banked their ships to the south to escape the swarming fighters. 

 

Off to Stewart’s right, he saw one of his squadron’s bombers take a hit that he immediately 
assumed was from an incendiary bullet because the plane’s wing caught fire and plummeted to 
earth.  “Who was that?  Who got hit?” Stewart asked frantically, of the crewman sitting right next 
to him. 

 

“Kiser’s ship,” was the reply.  Stewart thought momentarily about Bob Kiser reading the letter 
from his wife Judy that morning at the pilot briefing. His group’s youngest pilot, married less than 
a year and hoping for a baby boy in a few months. 

 

And along with Kiser, Ted and Amalia Wilkin’s  son Joey, and eight other young airmen perished 
in the fiery crash. 

 

 

 

 

Margarten American Cemetery, Netherlands 



Legacy Fund Update 
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Who would have imagined two years ago when the Legacy Fund was established, that today the 
balance would be closing in on $1,000,000?  My guess would be almost no one but that’s where 
we are today! 

 

As of year end 2020 the balance stands at $743,969.  And I have it on good authority that 
another $250,000 will be coming in very shortly from a very generous, long-time Vermont 
member couple.  

 

The balance has been bolstered by some very nice recent memorials to Dean Gesme, Don Schultz, 
Douglas Jordan and Dorothy Mae Rasmussen.  Avis Fisher of Fort Collins fulfilled her match 
challenge pledge with a donation of almost $35,000 in December (last year she made a similar gift 
to Legacy). 

In addition, an anonymous donor with very close ties to Vermont but not a member, cashed in 
an investment of a little over $100,000 to help us sustain and enhance out existence as a 
congregation and help us expand our cemetery property.  To close out 2020, the Vermont 
Cemetery Association deposited another $30,000 into the Legacy Fund. 

 

And please don’t forget about the testamentary pledges that have come in that will add very 
substantially to Legacy as the donors pass and their estates are settled.  Two couples, Kris and 
Peter Antonie, and Kathy and Jeff Dickinson,  just recently made their pledges adding to the 
handful of others who had done so previously.  Because these gifts will be based on a percentage 
of the donor’s estate, it is difficult to estimate the amounts but be assured, they will be very 
substantial. What a wonderful way to sustain Vermont well in to the future!  As a reminder, these 
testamentary gifts are very easy to make. We have simple forms that can be filled and filed with 
the church office to record your intentions.  

 

It’s easy to do the math. From the above information it is clear that we have or will have surpassed 
our Legacy Fund goal of $1,000,000.  So we can sit back and take it easy now?  No, remember 
that the ultimate goal of the Fund is to purchase adjoining property and still have  an investment 
balance of $1,000,000.  Earnings from that balance can then be used to help finance future 
projects and needs of the congregation.  By using only the earnings and keeping the Fund balance 
adjusted for inflation, Vermont will have a sustained  Legacy Fund long in to the 
future...hopefully perpetually. 
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Cemetery Marker Cleaning 
In last fall’s Cemetery View I included a couple photos and information from a marker cleaning experience I 
had over at the Pioneer Cemetery.  You may recall that in 2006, the marker at Pioneer Cemetery was restored 
to a brilliant white.  However, time and weather have taken its toll and the old marker is back to being covered 
in lichen and other unsightly growth.  Bob Niendorf, formally of Mazomanie, has relatives buried in the old 
cemetery and makes frequent visits.  On one such visit he told me about a product for cleaning called Wet and 
Forget, and wondered if it would be okay to treat the old marker.  Of course, I said.  The resulting experiment, 
while short of being a miracle, actually did significantly improve the looks of that old marker so I went ahead 
and tried it on a section of old, especially obscure markers at the Vermont Cemetery.  Here are a couple before 
and after photos of the result.  The first was on the day of application on November 9, the second on January 
14. 

While the treatment didn’t completely eliminate the 
lichen and other growths, the improvement is fairly 
dramatic.  And according to the directions, further 
application and time will improve the result. 

Wet and Forget,  as the name implies, you just mix it up 
in a spray container, apply it to the stone and leave it 
alone.  Rain, sun and wind will help remove mold, moss 
and lichen.  Come next spring I think we’ll treat more 
markers.  Please feel free to treat your own family 
markers in the meantime. 


