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CAPTION: 75 Years after the Air Battle – Memorial Ceremony in the Seulingswald Forest 

75 years after the dramatic air battle over the Seulingswald Forest during which 136 American and German 

airmen lost their lives, descendants, military and veterans’ representatives, politicians plus more than 100 

local residents of Ludwigsau-Friedlos and vicinity attended a memorial ceremony honoring the fallen. In addi-

tion, many participants had traveled all the way from the U.S. The speakers pointed out that the memorial 

site, the founding of which was initiated by Walter Hassenpflug and diligently cared for by him until his pass-

ing in 2017, as a reminder of the fatal events stresses, the need for reconciliation. 

 

PAGE 2 – CAPTION: Remembering the Horror of War – Memorial Ceremony for the Victims of the Air 

         Battle over the Seulingswald Forest, 75 Years Ago 

(Article by Kai A. Struthoff, translated by Susie Seydel-Pitman) 

“Ludwigsau: Gerald R. Pitman can be called a brave man. In his twenties, he fought for his U.S. fatherland in 

the jungles of Vietnam, was severely wounded and wears his Purple Heart medal with pride. This morning, 

however, his emotions ran high, wiping away tears repeatedly. The 73 year old Californian states, “It is a very 

emotional moment for me” and then renders a deeply touching speech in honor and memory of the fallen 

young airmen. He quotes “Only those who have seen the horrors of war firsthand, can ever truly know what 

these airmen went through in their final moments.” One senses that Pitman knows exactly what that means. 

And heaven is sharing his tears. In spite of the rain, over 100 people gathered at the Seulingswald Forest site 

which memorializes the 136 American and German fallen airmen. 

The mayor of Ludwigsau, Wilfried Hagemann, pays tribute to the sites’ initiator, Walter Hassenpflug, now de-

ceased, thanking him and his widow, Liesel Hassenpflug, who is in attendance. Also present are numerous 

U.S. citizens, amongst them direct descendants of the American airmen, previous foes having turned into 

friends long ago. Only two of the original survivors, now in their late nineties, are still living. 

In his speech Hagemann praises the U.S. for their friendship and reconciliation efforts after the war. But also 

mentions present world-wide conflicts, hoping that remembrance of this terrible air battle will teach people 

to execute tolerance in their daily lives. 

Daniela Schily, Secretary General of The People’s League of German War Graves Commission, warns in her 

speech to trust today’s politicians who are trying to minimize Germany’s Nazi past. Helmut Henk, speaking on 

behalf of the Community of German Airmen, reminds us that during war both sides are mourning their vic-

tims: “Do not off-set, reconciliation is necessary.” Lt. Colonel (Reserves) Michael Penzler, Head of County Liai-

son Command Hersfeld-Rotenburg, states that this memorial site of a lost generation must remain a daily re-

minder for the living. 

 



 One of the air battle’s survivors was U.S. Lt. Frank Bertram. His son, Jim Bertram, representing the Kassel 

Mission Historical Society, says that Frank’s first visit to this area in 1944 wasn’t a nice experience at all. 

But his now deceased father always stressed how well he was treated by the local residents during his 

capture, plus time and time again on his later visits. Thank you very much for having so deeply  

 capture, plus time and time again on his later visits. Thank you very much for having so deeply befriended 

my father, says Jim Bertram. 

When, afterwards, the brass ensemble of Helgo Hahn which together with the local choir “Liederkranz 

1887 Friedlos” had rendered a touching musical background to the ceremony, were playing the American 

and German National Anthems, tears welled up again, not only in the eyes of war hero and peace advo-

cate Gerald R. Pitman, but also most spectators.” 





Speach by Gerald R. Pitman 

Meine Damen und Herren – My Ladies & Gentlemen: 

My name is Gerald Pitman – I am a veteran of the U.S.  Vietnam War and am representing today my or-

ganization, the Military Order of the Purple Heart of the United States of America (MOPH). I am fortunate 

to be supported by my German wife, Susie Seydel-Pitman, also present today, who is the Past President 

and presently Vice President of the Military Order of the Purple Heart Auxiliary, Department of California. 

We are honored to share this memorial ceremony with all of you today and want to thank Mayor Wilfried 

Hagemann  and his team as well as his predecessor, Thomas Baumann, for arranging this 75th anniversary 

of the fatal air battle over the Seulingswald on 27 September 1944 in honor and memory of its victims. 

All of us should be aware that the driving force in establishing this unique memorial site was a very special 

local Friedlos resident. We must thank you deeply, my dear & revered friend, Walter Hassenpflug. We 

very much regret having lost you in February of 2017. I am certain, however, that you are with us today in 

spirit, as are the many young airmen, we are honoring today. 

We are very fortunate to have Mr. Eberhard Haelbig, who is an expert in the history of World War II air 

battles, tirelessly continue Walter’s great efforts which were assisted by the American and German survi-

vors of the air battle for keeping alive the happenings of this very fatal “Kassel Mission.” Eberhard has es-

tablished his own museum in his hometown, Eisenach, show-casing many collected memorabilia related 

to the Kassel Mission. We appreciate your dedication to this worthwhile matter, dear Eberhard, and do 

thank you deeply. 



As done at previous ceremonies at this site, I want to repeat today my words and feelings about the Mili-

tary Order of the Purple Heart and the fallen Kassel Mission heroes.    

You see, in 1970, I was a young Lieutenant serving in the U.S. Army when I received orders to deploy to 

the Republic of Vietnam. In 1971 I was badly wounded when my Team of 12 Americans was attacked by 

over 400 Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army troops. Among all of the decorations awarded me the 

one I honor the most is the Purple Heart medal. First designed by General George Washington as the Le-

gion of Merit, it was issued during the American Revolutionary War. Later, in 1932, it was renamed the 

Purple Heart. That same year the American Congress charted an organization called the Military Order of 

the Purple Heart. The Purple Heart medal is awarded any U.S. service member who has been wounded or 

killed by an enemy. The Americans listed on the memorial stone here received the Purple Heart medal as 

did all wounded-in-action survivors of the tragic mission which we now commemorate.  

Survivors of the fight, we today honor, and their families plus friends created an organization to educate 

others and to commemorate the air mission. It grew to become known as the Kassel Mission Historical 

Society, aka KMHS. Today, Mr. Jim Bertram from California is representing the KMHS and will speak on 

their behalf. 

Only those who have seen the horrors of war firsthand can ever truly know what these airmen went 

through in their final moments. Each of them knew what their duty was, but surely each of them also 

dreamed of going home to the people they loved and the lives they cherished. Each of them had families 

waiting eagerly to see them again. We know that they were forced to leave their hopes and dreams be-

hind when they went off to war. They parted with them forever when they died.  

President Ronald Reagan once said, "Most of those who died in defense of our country were boys when 

they died, and they gave up two lives - the one they were living, and the one they would have lived. They 

gave up their chance to be husbands and fathers and grandfathers.... They gave up everything for their 

country, for us. All we can do is remember." 

As you step up to these three stone obelisks, look at the names and the dates inscribed on them. Behind 

each name is a story of grief and loss that came to a family, a child, a town. Eventually, the day will come 

when no one is left behind who knew the story behind these memorial stones. But our countries will nev-

er forget what they did for our nations.  

Today we honor all those who left us too soon, whose lives were cut short on the field of battle. And so, 

as you celebrate this Day of Remembrance, I urge you to take a moment to reflect on those who sacrificed 

their lives for us. This moment of remembrance is something each of us can do to keep their memory 

alive in our hearts.  Surely we owe them nothing less than to remember, and to give thanks for all they 

have done on our behalf. So, on behalf of our grateful nations, we salute them and pledge that we will 

never forget.   

 

                                      Thank you and Dankeschoen. 

 


