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William John Roberts
Early Life
William “Bill” John Roberts Jr. was born on August 8, 1918, in Ellensburg, Washington to Washington natives William John Sr. and Merle May Roberts.[footnoteRef:1] During the 1920s and 30s, William John Sr. worked as a railroad brakeman.[footnoteRef:2] Later around 1940, he was promoted to a conductor for the Northern Pacific Railway.[footnoteRef:3] While in Ellensburg, Merle gave birth to two more children, Arthur in 1919 and Lois in 1921.[footnoteRef:4] The family moved to Pasco, Washington sometime before the birth of their fourth child, Gene, in 1929.[footnoteRef:5] Roberts attended Pasco High School from 1934 until his graduation in May 1937.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  William J Roberts Headstone, Find a Grave; 1920 United States Federal Census, Ancestry.]  [2:  1920 Census; 1930 United States Federal Census, Ancestry.]  [3:  1940 United States Federal Census, Ancestry.]  [4:  1930 Census]  [5:  1bid.]  [6:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945, Washington State University MASC, Box 1, Folder 3.] 

WSC Experiences
Roberts attended Washington State College from 1937-1941.[footnoteRef:7] He missed the 1939-1940 school year and re-entered WSC in fall 1940.[footnoteRef:8] During his time at WSC, he studied civil engineering.[footnoteRef:9] In college he was a member of the Lambda Chi fraternity and the Associated Engineers.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Registrar’s File, Washington State University MASC, Box 1, Folder 3.]  [8:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945.]  [9:  “William John Roberts,” Registrar’s Files, Washington State University MASC, Box 1, Folder 3.]  [10:  Washington State University, Chinook, 1941, WSU Libraries Digital Collections, 268.] 

Military Service
Roberts enlisted in the Army Air Corps as an aviation cadet in March 1941. He received primary training at Oxnard, California, basic training at Bakersfield, California, and advanced training at Luke Field in Phoenix, Arizona. On October 31, 1941, he received his 2nd Lieutenant commission. Roberts was an instructor at Luke Field in beginning in November 1941.[footnoteRef:11] While he was in Arizona, Roberts met Virginia Hanson, who later became his wife. Virginia was from Minneapolis and attended the University of Minnesota becoming a member of Zeta Sigma sorority. She moved to Arizona to attend Arizona State Teachers College.[footnoteRef:12] Roberts and Virginia married on October 21, 1942 and planned to establish a home in Phoenix.[footnoteRef:13] In February 1943, Roberts received his 1st Lieutenant commission and applied for foreign tactical duty.”[footnoteRef:14]  [11:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945, Washington State University, MASC.]  [12:  “Chapel rites Unite Pair,” Arizona Republic, October 25, 1942, 20, Newspapers.]  [13:  William John Roberts and Virginia Mae Hanson Marriage Certificate, October 21, 1942, Ancestry.]  [14:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945.] 

Roberts was assigned for duty as a fighter pilot in the 52nd fighter group, 5th fighter squadron.[footnoteRef:15] He flew a Spitfire LFIX aircraft. [footnoteRef:16] Roberts left the United States on April 14, 1943, to join the 52nd to fight in the African campaign.[footnoteRef:17] During the spring and summer months, Roberts and the other fighter pilots attacked enemy Axis aircrafts that assaulted Tunisian ports and Allied ships at sea. In November 19436, Roberts and the 52nd moved to Corsica. The 5th fighter squadron was based in the Corsican town of Borgo, arriving at their base in December.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Headstone Application, Ancestry.]  [16:  “Honor Roll 52nd Fighter Group 1941-Jul 45,” March 25, 2010, RAF 112 Squadron Tribute, http://raf-112-squadron.org/52ndfghonor_roll42_43.html.]  [17:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945, Washington State University MASC.]  [18:  “52nd Fighter Group,” RAF 112 Squadron Tribute, http://raf-112-squadron.org/52nd_fg.html.] 

In February 1944, the 5th fighter squadron continued combat in Corsica. On February 1, during aerial combat with the enemy, Roberts, “distinguished himself in a manner that is especially deserving of praise and commendation… through extraordinary individual courage and skill, he destroyed a German D0 24, thereby contributing in large measure to the success of a vital mission on which his unit was engaged.”[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Letter to Mrs. William J. Roberts from Brigadier Edward M. Morris, February 13, 1944, Washington State University MASC, Box 1, Folder 3.] 

Later on February 19, 1944, during a large fight plane combat mission over Viterbo, Italy, a dogfight took place involving 24 of the 52nd’s Spitfire aircrafts against approximately 45 German planes. The result was eight enemy aircraft destroyed and four others damaged, but with a loss of six Spitfires and pilots.[footnoteRef:20] On February 19, Roberts’ plane went missing in action. The War Department established that Roberts was killed over Camino, Italy because of the destruction of his plane by enemy aircraft.[footnoteRef:21] [20:  “52nd Fighter Group,” RAF 112 Squadron Tribute, http://raf-112-squadron.org/52nd_fg.html.]  [21:  Letter to Mrs. Virginia Roberts from Brigadier general Robert H. Dunlop, Washington State University MASC, Archives 121, War Records, Box 6, Folder 30, William J Roberts.] 

Burial, Recognition, and Legacy
Roberts received a Purple Heart, Air Medal as well as one silver and one bronze Oak-Leaf cluster, “representing six additional awards of the same decoration, have been posthumously awarded.”[footnoteRef:22]  He was buried in the IOOF Brick Road Memorial Park Cemetery in Ellensburg on March 17, 1949.[footnoteRef:23] Roberts is memorialized on the Washington State University Veteran’s Memorial. [22:  Letter from W.J. Roberts Sr. to Linn C. Lightner, December 8, 1945.]  [23:  “William J Roberts,” Find a Grave, https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/93687934/william-j-roberts?_gl=1*zx3hj3*_ga*MjAwNzIyNzM2Mi4xNjUzMTAwMjcy*_ga_4QT8FMEX30*MTY2MDc2MTA5Ni42My4xLjE2NjA3NjE1MzQuMC4wLjA; “William J. Roberts,” U.S., Headstone Applications for military Veterans, 1925-1970, Ancestry, https://www.ancestry.com/imageviewer/collections/2375/images/40050_2421401757_0025-03451?pId=892995.] 

