Harry Lewis Cole, Jr. Biography
Pre-WSC Background

Harry Lewis Cole, Jr. was born on August 22, 1920, in Pullman, Washington to Harry
Lewis Cole, Sr. and Ida Carrie Conard Cole.! Harry Cole, Sr. served as a lieutenant in the Army
Air Corps during World War I before taking a position as an associate professor of chemistry at
Washington State College (WSC) in 1917.2 Cole, Sr. and Ida had two other sons, Wallis, born in
1922, and Golden, born in 1931. Cole, Jr. grew up in Pullman, graduating from Pullman High
School in 1938 and enrolling in Washington State College (WSC) as a business administration

major that fall.
WSC Experience

While at WSC, Cole was a member of Sigma Alpha Epsilon.* He wanted to fly like his
father before him, so he enrolled in the Civilian Pilots Training Program (CPTP), where he flew
a J-3 Piper Club.> The CPTP program began in 1938, using as a model various training
programs set up throughout Europe as a way to build up national air forces in preparation for

potential war. President Franklin D. Roosevelt approved the CPT plan to train 20,000 civilian
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pilots per year in order to have a reserve of capable air men.® In an article about the CPTP
program published in The Evergreen on January 19, 1942, Cole, by then a flight instructor at the
Naval Air Station in Pensacola, Florida for the United States Navy, acknowledged the
effectiveness of the early training men received while in college. He stated that the CPTP
graduate “has the jump on the other cadets here at this base. Not only does it decrease his
training time by about 1 72 months, but it endows him with basic knowledge of the airplane and

»7 Cole received

principles of flight. It has more than proved its worth as far as I am concerned.
his private pilot’s license in early 1940, then completed advanced training in a Ryan monoplane

at Felts Field, Spokane, Washington.®

Cole married Hilda Ruth Hungate, a nurse from Pullman, on October 22, 1942 at St.
James Episcopal Church in Pullman.’ In what was described as “an impressive double-ring
ceremony,” the service included candlelight and “beautiful bouquets of yellow and white
chrysanthemums” as a backdrop, while the bride wore a “black tailored suit with...black
accessories and a corsage of lavender orchids.”!’ Wallis Cole served as his brother’s best man,
while Miss Helen Christian performed the duties of the maid of honor. A wedding breakfast was

held at the Washington Hotel in Pullman after the service.!!
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Wartime Service and Death

Cole enlisted in the United States Naval Reserve in Seattle, Washington on April 7,
1941.'2 He received his commission as a lieutenant, junior grade and served for more than two
years as an instructor at Pensacola Naval Air Station before being transferred as a fighter pilot to
Astoria, Oregon.'® Harry Cole, Sr. was ordered to active duty in late July, 1941; he was sent to
Pearson Field in Vancouver, Washington. He had previously served as president of the state
reserve officers’ association and had been notified by Governor Arthur B. Langlie of his
appointment as district commissioner of the seventh district of the state emergency committee. '*
In 1944 he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant colonel, and he served in North Africa and
Europe for the duration of the war. Cole, Jr.’s younger brother, Wallis, a 1943 graduate of

WSC’s forestry program, enlisted in the Army and was a second lieutenant in the Infantry. !>

A newspaper clipping shows Cole, Jr. was not content in his role as a flight instructor in
Pensacola, as he remarked that he’d rather “just fly and let someone else take care of the
teaching.”'® After the United States’ entry into World War II, Cole stated that the CPTP program
should cease as “all efforts now should be directed towards building up our army and navy air

forces.”!” By late 1943, Cole achieved the rank of first lieutenant and he transferred to a fighter
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group of FM II’s (Wildcats), assigned to the USS Kitkun Bay (CVE 71), an escort carrier.'® On
May 31, 1944, the Kitkun Bay began serving as escort to the bombardment and transport units of

the Fifth Fleet Task Group 52.17 to Saipan.'

The American invasion of Saipan, the largest island in the Northern Marianas in the
western Pacific Ocean, claimed the lives of 55,000 soldiers and civilians in just over three
weeks’ time in the summer of 1944.2° Before the U.S. Marines traversed the unforgiving
topography and “tactical nightmare” of the island itself, the Kitkun Bay began bombing and
strafing enemy positions in the Marianas.?! Planes from the carrier shot down their first enemy
aircraft on June 13, 1944, and from that point they alternated flying support missions for the
Saipan landings and providing air cover for ships east of the island.?? On June 17, 1944 the main
Japanese fleet headed toward a showdown in the Marianas and U.S. carriers deployed to meet
them. Eight enemy planes came down in their attempts to attack the Kitkun Bay’s formation on
the 17".2% Cole, now a division leader of a Fighter Wing Group, requested permission for his
division to participate in a mission that necessitated his first night carrier landing upon its

completion. The fighter pilots helped scatter the Japanese attack but Cole was wounded in the
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process. Without radio contact, he attempted to land his damaged plane on the Kitkun Bay under

cover of darkness.?* His body was never found.
Postwar Legacy

Cole posthumously received the Purple Heart and Distinguished Flying Cross, with the
latter award citing his “courageous conduct in defense of his Carrier Division.”% He is
memorialized at Tablets of the Missing, Honolulu Memorial, within the National Memorial
Cemetery of the Pacific near Honolulu, Hawaii as well as Willamette National Cemetery in
Portland, Oregon.?® His father survived the war and died in 1971, five years after his wife Ida’s
death; they are both buried at Willamette National Cemetery.?’ His brother, Wallis, also lived
through the war and died in 2009.2® Cole’s wife, Hilda, continued with her nursing career until
her retirement in the 1970s. She remarried, had a son, and lived in St. Thomas for ten years after
her retirement until moving back to the U.S. in 1987. In her later years, she spent her time

becoming an accomplished artist, painting flowers and landscapes. She passed away in Houston,
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Texas on January 3, 2018, and is buried in her family’s plot at the Colfax Cemetery in Colfax,

Washington.?’
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