Honor Takes Flight

“Feeling gratitude and not expressing it is like wrapping a present and not giving it.”
~William Arthur Ward

Inland Northwest Honor Flight honors local veterans

by Blythe Thimsen

I

magine waiting 59 years for a thank you
note. Imagine if that thank you was for the act of saving the
world and turning the tides of history. Such was the case for
the 16,112,556 U.S. military personnel who served in WWII, of
whom 405,399 were killed during the war. For the 15,707,157
who made it home when the war ended in 1945, it was a long 59 years
before they were formally thanked with a national memorial honoring
their sacrifice, bravery and service to our country. Finally, on April 29,
2004, the National WWII Memorial was dedicated in Washington D.C.
Perched between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln
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Honor Flight participants and their guardians stop for a photo at the National World War II Memorial in Washington D.C.

Memorial on the National Mall, the National WWII Memorial is a
sight to behold. Its soaring pillars, Field of Stars, Atlantic and Pacific
pavilions, brass eagles and wreaths, and the Rainbow Pool in the
center, cover nearly seven acres of land and create “a monument to
the spirit, sacrifice and commitment of the American people to the
common defense of the nation and to the broader causes of peace and
freedom from tyranny throughout the world.”
Now that the memorial has been built, and the thank you has been
issued, the concern is making sure that our WWII veterans get to see
the memorial in person. Time is running out for this elite group of

citizens, as an estimated 740 WWII veterans die per day. Of the original
16 million, only an estimated 1.7 million are still living. Though it may
have taken 59 years to give them a national thank you, the goal is to get
them all to see it in person, and nowhere is that goal more prevalent
than amongst the volunteer members of the Inland Northwest Honor
Flight.
The Honor Flight Network is a nation-wide non-profit organization
created to honor America’s veterans for all their sacrifices, by
transporting veterans free of charge, to Washington, D.C. to visit
and reflect at their memorials. Hubs, covering specific geographical

regions, are responsible for raising money and providing the entire trip
to veterans within their area, at no charge. For the veterans in Spokane
and the surrounding area, their local hub is called the Inland Northwest
Honor Flight.
Tony Lamanna, a Spokane Police Department officer, and long time
WWII history buff, created the local hub, volunteering his time as the
director of Inland Northwest Honor Flight. It is through the hard work of
the many volunteers of this organization that our local veterans are finally
getting the recognition and thank you they so richly deserve.
“In the spring of 2004, I traveled to Europe for the 60th anniversary
www.spokanecda.com
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It is not just the WWII Memorial that veterans visit while on their Honor Flight trips, but all of the memorials . Here, a local veteran leaves a flag at the Vietnam Memorial.

of Operation Overlord, commonly referred to as D-Day,” says
Lamanna. “The tour group I was with was fortunate enough to
be accompanied by a veteran of the European Theater, Mr. Albert
“Spoony” Sponheimer. In Normandy, France, I had the honor of
walking on Omaha Beach with Spoony, who landed there as a 19 yearold Army medic in the early morning hours of June 6, 1944, in the first
wave of the invasion of Fortress Europe. As we walked the very stretch
of beach where Spoony treated countless wounded and dying young
men that day, I looked at him in stunned silence and absolute awe as
I saw him sit down on a log and weep with tears streaming down his
face. I knew at that moment he was very likely seeing moments from
that fateful day as clearly as I saw him right there in front of me. I
decided enough reading and watching movies about it, it’s time to do
something about it.”
It took a few years to figure out exactly what he could do, but in
January 2009, Lamana heard about the Honor Flight program and
knew he wanted to start a local hub. Gathering together a five-person
board, and completing the necessary paperwork, Inland Northwest
Honor Flight (INWHF) was officially named the 72nd Honor Flight
hub in the U.S. in May 2009. It took four months to raise enough
money for the first flight, which took off in November 2009.
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Most flights consist of a group of 35 veterans, as well as a guardians
for every three ambulatory veterans, or one guardian per wheelchair
bound veterans. The guardians are there to assist the veterans, ensure
they know where they are going, and help them in any way they need
on the flight or while in D.C. Guardians pay their own way, which can
be a financial sacrifice at $915 per trip.
The Honor Flight experience is a whirlwind three-day adventure,
with two days of traveling and one day of sightseeing. On the flight to
Baltimore, veterans read letters of appreciation written by local school
children, a project coordinated by INWHF board member and fifth
grade teacher, Stephanie Yanuszeski. After landing in Maryland, the
group spends the night, before boarding a bus in the morning for the
drive into Washington D.C. The day isn’t limited to simply seeing the
World War II Memorial; they travel to Arlington National Cemetery
to see the Changing of the Guard at the Tomb of the Unknowns, to the
Women’s Memorial, to the WWII Memorial, the Korean Memorial,
the Vietnam Memorial, and to the Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps
memorials, all in one day. Then it is back to the hotel for a banquet and
a much-needed night of sleep before boarding a plane in the morning
for the long flight home.
“If we could afford to stay a second night, we’d get to see more, but
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because of our funding, we can’t do that,” says
Lamanna. “This group has one of the highest
expenses because of the distance we have to
fly, as well as that we have to pay for the hotel
and food.”
It is not the itinerary, nor the lodging and
food that make this trip so incredible, though.
It is the experience for the veterans who are
able to partake in the trip and see firsthand the
memorial built as a thank you to them for their
service and sacrifice.
When thinking of WWII veterans, it is easy
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The airport homecomings are one of the grandest and most emotional parts of the Honor Flight adventure. The public is invited to welcome our veterans home from any Honor
Flight, adding to the celebration and excitement of the trip. Far right top: Reflections in the Vietnam Memorial. Far right bottom: Changing of the guard at the Tomb of the Unknowns.

to picture grainy black and white reels, with snippets of news clips
and movies. Rarely, do we picture the gentleman who lives down
the street, the parishoner at the neighborhood church or the man
sitting in the corner booth at the coffee shop. The truth is, WWII
veterans are very much a part of our lives, tucked into every corner
of life here in Spokane and the surrounding area. Though the war
was long ago and far away, for these brave veterans, it is a part of who
they are, and shaped them in to the people they became. Being able
to honor them with a trip to see the memorial is a gift.
Gene Melanson
Gene Melanson is a regular at his favorite Post Falls café. They
smile when they see him coming each morning, greet him by name,
and keep his coffee cup full and hot. Post Falls is a long way from
where he grew up, in Stonington, a small town on the ConnecticutRhode Island border. It was from that town, at the young age of 19,
that Melanson was drafted into the Army. “I signed up for Aviation
Cadets and I went through three months of training in Rotchester,
then went to Nashville to take the test. They told us we were
‘earmarked,’ whatever that meant.” What that meant was that he
would soon be shipped out, headed to Europe to join his military
bretheren. “I then went to gunnery school and got assigned to a
gunner crew,” he says. “I was a ball gunner on a B24 and I flew 34
combat missions out of Italy.”
Melanson was there for a year and a half before he got out of
the Army in 1945, transitioning to the Air National Guard in
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Washington. He later went on to serve in the Korean War as well.
“No, no, I don’t think I’m a hero,” he quickly says when the term is
bandied about. “Basically for me, it was time that I put in. I didn’t get
hurt, we had some close calls, but I did no suffering, it was basic time.
It was like going to college. I learned a lot about myself flying combat,
though. As a gunner, you grew up in a hurry. You learned what fear
was.”
It wasn’t just fear, but kessibs about life, too, that Melanson learned.
“It taught me to accept what comes and to take it or leave it,” he says
of his time in the war. “There’s nothing you can do about it. I’ve
never looked for answers to anything. I just figure if that’s the way it’s
supposed to be, that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”
Melanson’s children offered to buy him a flight in a B24 when one
came to town, recently. “I said forget it!” he shares. “I had enough
memories of that thing, wondering if I was going to make it back or
not, I didn’t want to go flying in another one.”
What he was interested in flying on though was an Honor Flight. In
July 2007, when it was110 degrees in D.C., Melanson departed on his
Honor Flight, at the insistence of his second wife, who wanted to see
him have the experience. Slightly skeptical at first, he was won over to
the experience by the time he got back.
“I talk to everybody who will listen,” he says, referring to his passion
for Honor Flight. “Go, go, go. In fact, I’m waiting until the kids from
Vietnam who never got recognized can go. I want every one of them
to go on that flight. It’s like being a celebrity. You can’t go without

somebody patting you on the shoulder and
shaking your hand and saying thank you.”
Seeing the actual memorial and the
reaction of his fellow tourists who were there
was impressive for Melanson. “I didn’t have
the slightest idea how amazing it would be to
see the memorial,” he says. “I’d never been to
Washington D.C. I never was expecting the
people – the people were fantastic! People
laughed, cheered, cried, we were slapped
on the back, they shook our hands, and
everybody was cheering for us everywhere
we went. It was amazing. It makes you feel
like a celebrity. It changed my perspective
about how the people feel about our service.
I never realized it. If I see a serviceman now,
I’ll shake his hand and thank him for his
service.”
Don Martin
Don Martin* turned 17 on October 29,
1941, and two days later joined the Marine
Corps in Missoula, Montana.
“I was the first one in our family to go in,”
he says of his military service. “The reason
I joined, was, I was a junior in high school,
*Name changed to preserve privacy
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One of the places Honor Flight participants visit is the Tomb of the Unknowns at Arlington National Cemetery.

and the depression was on, and my dad had four boys and one girl,
and I figured well, I don’t care much for school, so I think I’ll just
join the Marines and that will be one less mouth they have to feed.
It was real tough then.”
Martin left Montana for boot camp in San Diego, California.
“They treated us pretty rough in boot camp. Not much love. But
when I went to boot camp, I just made up my mind, if they guy on
my right can do it, and the guy on my left can do it, I’ll do it.”
And so he did it, one foot in front of the other.
“Did three months of that and it was no picnic; they treated
us like dogs. Then when we got out, toward the end, they started
bragging about us, building our ego up. They beat you down, but
then bring you back up. They make a man out of you.”
Battle made a man out of Martin, too; little did he know how
quickly and extensively he would experience the grim realities of it.
Serving as an “AmTrac” driver in the Amphibian Tractor Battalion,
Martin drove boats that had tracks on them and could go from
floating in the water to climbing up onto a beach.
In November 1943, Martin set sail for Betio, on the island of
Turawa Atoll. From November 20-23, 1941, the Battle of Tarawa
raged. “We secured the island in three days, but we lost an awful lot
of people,” he says. “Over 1,200 Americans were killed, and 1,000
wounded, but that’s immaterial.”
Immaterial? After some gentle prodding from his wife of 65 years,
he tells the rest of the story. “Oh I guess I might as well tell you,” he
says casually. “There were 26 of us in our tractor. We got hit on the
coral reef by a mortar, and three of us got out alive, and two of them
were wounded, and I was all right.” He says when he got out of the
boat, there were bodies littered all over the beach.
Martin was awarded a Bronze star for his heroic acts that day;
however, hero isn’t a title he wears well. “We were just doing our job,
doing our duty for the country,” he says of his actions. “I’ve kind of
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left it in the past.”
Those memories and experiences may have been tucked in back
of his mind as he moved on with life, but when Martin heard about
the WWII Memorial, it was something he wanted to visit, but didn’t
consider it a possibility. “I just wished I could go there, but I couldn’t
afford to, really,” he says. When he learned about the Honor Flight
program and that he could go at no cost, he was enthusiastic about he
opportunity to gather with fellow servicemen and visit the memorial.
“I think it is quite an honor what they are doing for these veterans,” he
says.
Martin went on the July 2011 Honor Flight, and was blessed to
have one of his sons accompany him as his guardian. “He pushed my
wheelchair all over Washington D.C.!”
The highlight of where that wheelchair was pushed was, of course,
the WWII Memorial. “I was very impressed with the WWII Memorial
and was in awe of the size of it,” says Marin recalling what it was like to
finally see the memorial in person. “It’s very, very impressive that’s all I
can say. It was awesome. I’ll just keep saying that, it is awesome.”
As impressive as the actual memorial is, Martin echoes Melanson’s
thoughts that what was most moving about the trip, was the way the
people they encountered along the way – in the airports, on the flights,
and around Washington D.C. – responded to seeing a group of WWII
veterans, and the amount of appreciation they expressed for what these
men had done.
“They treated us very royally,” says Martin. “We had such good
reception wherever we went. People clapped and cheered and thanked
us. That surprised me. When we got off the airplane there, boy there
were a lot of people there greeting us and thanking us for our service.”
Guardians
Kelly Hicks was one of those people in the airport who was cheering
for the veterans as she served as a volunteer on departure days. It wasn’t
www.spokanecda.com
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Flowers at the Korean War Memorial. Many of the WWII veterans who are currently participating in Honor Flight, also served in the Korean War.

long until she was increasing her volunteer role and signed up to be a
guardian.
“These veterans gave so much for our country, and have never asked
for anything in return,” she says. “While flying across the country,
people we met in the airports were very respectful, either coming
up and thanking the veterans for their service or applauding for the
veterans as we loaded or departed our flights. The veterans seemed so
amazed that people were actually grateful for what they had done. This
trip means so much to them, not just seeing the memorials but the
outpouring of respect and gratitude they receive during the trip. Many
of these men were 18 or 19 years old at the time. I’m quiet certain that
most of us will never sacrifice so much for our country and I am so
grateful for what they did.”
One of the memories from Hicks’ trip shows the true impact of the
memorial on our veterans. “The vet I escorted to D.C., GW Hall of
Moses Lake, was part of the D-Day invasion,” she says. “When people
found out he was part of the D-Day invasion and they thanked him
for his service or asked him about it, he always made sure that they
knew he landed on the second day of the invasion not the first day. I’m
quite certain the second day was just as dangerous (he was shot as he
landed), but he did not want to take anything away from those who
stormed the beach on the first day. Talk about humility. He was in a
wheelchair during the tour, and I really wanted to be respectful and let
him experience the WWII Memorial in his own way. At the part of the
Memorial that honors those who served at D-Day, I set the brakes on
his chair and let him have a few minutes to himself. I went and sat on
a bench a little ways away from him and as he sat there, he pulled out
a handkerchief, and I can only imagine what he was thinking about.
What a true honor it was to sit and watch that moment.”
For Doug Dickover, an active duty marine from San Diego,
California, the chance to travel as a guardian with his grandfather,
(who served in the Army Air Corps, and later in the Air Force, in
104

Spokane CDA • August • 2012

the North Africa campaign and the invasion of Italy) on his Inland
Northwest Honor Flight was a meaningful experience.
“Once I read about Honor Flight and the amazing opportunity and
experience they provide to our WWII veterans, I was immediately
hooked and was so honored that my grandfather wanted me to
experience this adventure with him,” he says. “My time and resources
were nothing compared to the sacrifices and duty our WWII
veterans gave. I cannot promote this organization enough. That our
WWII veterans are given an opportunity to see their memorial at no
cost to the veteran is unheard of and amazing.”
Gerald (aka Guido) MacGuffie, a Vietnam veteran and a member of
the Marine Corps League and Veterans of Foreign War, is a passionate
supporter of the Honor Flight program, having served as a guardian for
two flights. “Since the government will not let me actively participate
in the conflicts around the world - they think I am too old; I am 64- this
is one way I believe I can still serve our great nation,” he says.
On both of his Honor Flights, the veterans to whom MacGuffie was a
guardian thanked him with tears, for giving them the opportunity to be
part of the program. “It’s a small sacrifice that meant so much to those who
did so much for our country,” he says. “I ask Americans to continue this
small recognition to those who do so much. We have thousands of both
military and civilians who will benefit from this program. We all can do
our part to keep what we have: the most wonderful country on the earth.”
So far, 475 local veterans have traveled to Washington D.C. on 14
successful Honor Flights. As the program continues to grow, and
word gets out, the demand for flights is growing. Sadly, 18 veterans
on the list have passed away before getting to go on their flight.
“Right now there are over 200 veterans on the waiting list,” says
Lamanna. “We pray to God we get to them. We’re dealing with a
population where it is urgent to get them there.”
For more information, visit www.inwhonorflight.org

