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In Memory of Sergeant Herbert Matthew Smiley 

1923 - 1944 

(Sergeant – 765th Bomber Squadron, 461st Bomber Group (Heavy), U.S. Army Air Forces) 

 

Age: 20 
Parents: John Smiley & Pearl McKee 
Conflict: World War II 
Country Enlisted In: United States of America 
Country of Death: Italy 
Relation: Maternal 4th Cousin 1X Removed 

 

Sergeant Herbert Matthew Smiley, aged 20, served as a turret gunner in the United States 
Army Air Forces during the Second World War, a role that placed him among  
the most exposed aircrew positions in heavy bomber operations over Europe.  
Born in 1923 in Wisconsin, he entered the Army in May 1943, beginning a  
swift transition from civilian life into the demanding world of aerial warfare. 

After completing training at Tyndall Field, Florida, Salt Lake City, Utah,  
and Biggs Field, Texas, Smiley was posted overseas. He was first  
stationed in Africa before transferring to Italy in July 1944, where he  
joined the 765th Bomber Squadron, 461st Bomber Group (Heavy). From  
Italian air bases, the group conducted long-range strategic bombing  
missions deep into Axis-held territory — flights that were often hours  
in length, exposed to anti-aircraft fire, mechanical strain, and the  
ever-present threat of mid-air collision during complex formation  
assembly. 

Sergeant Smiley distinguished himself in service and was awarded the  
Air Medal with Oak Leaf Cluster, recognition of repeated acts of meritorious  
achievement in aerial flight. In letters home, he wrote to his parents that he  
was nearing the completion of his 100th bombing mission, an extraordinary  
number reflecting both endurance and courage. His military service was part  
of a broader family commitment to duty: one  
brother, John, served as a radio technician with  
tank units in France, another brother, Douglas, had  



been medically discharged from the Navy, and their father had served in France during the 
First World War. 

On 13 October 1944, the 461st Bomb Group 
launched a mission targeting the North 
Marshalling Yard at Vienna, Austria, a key 
railway and logistics hub vital to German war 
movement. During the early phase of the 
operation — after takeoƯ and while aircraft 
were assembling into formation at 
approximately 9,000 feet — tragedy struck. 
Two bombers collided mid-air over the 
province of Foggia, Italy. One aircraft was 
forced to the ground, and reports from the 
group’s October 1944 narrative history 
indicate that only one crew member survived 
the incident. Sergeant Smiley was among 
those killed in action. 

He is laid to rest at the Sicily–Rome American 
Cemetery and Memorial, where rows of white 
crosses and Stars of David overlook the 
Italian countryside — a solemn testament to the many young airmen who never returned 

from the skies above Europe. 

Sergeant Herbert Matthew Smiley’s story reflects the 
peril faced not only in combat over enemy territory 
but also in the hazardous moments before missions 
even began. His dedication, his nearing milestone of 
one hundred missions, and his family’s shared 
tradition of service stand as enduring reminders of 
the courage and sacrifice borne by the aircrews of 
the Second World War. 

 


