






payload before landing.17 While only 
of the bombs attached to the balloon 

ex1J10ae,a, leaving incendiary bombs and 
demolition block damaged but 

the force of the blast left a crater 
feet in diameter and two feet deep.19 

Three Forest Service employees, 
Richard Barnhouse, George Donathan, 
and John Peterson, were working nearby. 

heard the explosion and responded 
the scene. "There was a loud explosion. 
· flew through the air. Pine needles 

to fall. Dead branches and dust and 
logs went up," Barnhouse recalled to 

Oregonian reporters in 1995.20 The men 
· · tely sent word to Lake County 
Sheriff H . A. Casiday.21 Casiday notified 
Fort Lewis, the regional Army command 
center, and six officials were sent by air to 
nearby Lakeview.22 "When we phoned the 

they barked, 'Don't touch anything! 
be right there,'" Forest Service 

ranger Herb Hadley remembered in a 
1971 Oregon journal article.23 Meanwhile, 
two naval officials from the Naval Air 
Station at Lakeview were sent to the scene, 
including a bomb disposal officer.24 The 
disposal officer deactivated the remaining 
live bombs, and military personnel 
collected the debris.25 The officer, 
Lieutenant H. P. Scott, later recalled that 
the bomb had been grounded for quite 
some time; several of the mechanism's 
parts were rusted, the paper of the bag 

mildewed, and between six and eight 
inches of snow remained below the bag 
in an otherwise snow-free area.26 

Meanwhile, however, the victims' 
hometown neighbors had no idea what 
had prompted this sudden influx of 
servicemen to tiny Bly, and why the 
picnickers had failed to return. About 
forty-five minutes after the group 
departed for the mountain, a Forest 
Service ranger arrived at Ely's telephone 
system office, where sixteen-year-old 
Cora Conner was working the 
switchboard. The ranger locked himself 
and Conner inside the room, and 
proceeded to notifY authorities of the 
explosion. While Conner knew what had 
happened, she was prevented from telling 
others because of the blackout on balloon 
bomb-related news.27 

On the fiftieth anniversary of the 
explosion, Ed Patzke, brother to two of 
the victims, told the Klamath Falls Herald 
and News that the family knew there was 
something wrong when the group did not 
return, and the streets of Bly filled with 
military and law enforcement officials 
and vehicles. The families were not told 

had happened, however, until nine 
o'clock that evening.28 At that time, 
Forest Service ranger F. H. Armstrong, 

"There was a 

loud explosion. 

Twigs flew 

through the 

air. Pine 

needles began 

to fall. Dead 

branches and 

dust and dead 

logs went up" 

Opposite, the Gearhart Mountain deaths 
were Page 1 news in the Klamath Falls 
Herald and News of May 7,1945. The 
accident happened on a Saturday, and was 
first reported in �M�o�n�d�a�y�~� Herald and 
News, but the cause of the tragedy was listed 
as "unannounced" in keeping with the 
�g�o�v�e�r�n�m�e�n�t�~� policy of secrecy surrounding 
the Japanese balloon-bomb program. 
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Army Lieutenant Colonel C . F. Bisenius, 
Sheriff Casiday, Lake County District 
Attorney Tom Ferrell, and Forest Service 
employee Herb Hadley made the rounds 
of victims' homes, informing their 
families of the tragedy.29 

While the families received full 
disclosure, public statements about the 
deaths remained subject to news 
blackouts imposed by the U.S. censorship 
office. This silence extended even to 
official records; in his May 7 coroner's 
report, Lake County Coroner James 
Ousley wrote, "The cause of death, in my 
opinion, was from an explosion from an 
undetermined source."30 Participants in a 
May 6 conference held at the forest 
supervisor's office in Lakeview 
determined that Forest Service officials 
would say the cause of the deaths was an 
explosion of undetermined nature, and 
would maintain that they were not at 
liberty to disclose any further 
information. 31 

At the time of the incident, nothing 
was mentioned in either of Portland's 
major newspapers. Publications closer to 
the actual site of the explosion, however, 
were not able to ignore it; when seven 
people go on a fishing trip and only one 
returns, the residents of a sparsely­
populated area will certainly notice. As 
the only daily newspaper in the region, 
the Herald and News was the first to 
mention the incident. While the 
dominant feature of the paper's front 
page on May 7 was, understandably, 
"Germans Surrender: Nazis Give Up 
Unconditionally," the second-largest 
headline on the page read "Blast Kills 
Six." "Five children and a minister's wife, 
all residents of Bly, were killed instantly 
by an explosion of unannounced cause 
while on a fishing trip in the Gearhart 
Mountain area," the paper reported.32 
The article goes so far as to state that 
"One of the members of the party found 
an object, others went to investigate, and 
the blast followed," but in keeping with 
the news blackout, the identity of the 
object was not revealed.33 On May 10, 
the Lake County Examiner also went no 
farther than to cite "an explosion of 
unannounced cause."34 

However, the balloon bomb explosion 
in Bly caused the federal government to 
seriously question its nondisclosure 
policy. Finally, it determined that more 
information was necessary to ensure the 
public safety in the future. The Navy and 
War departments issued a joint statement 
May 22, acknowledging the bombs' 
presence and providing the public with 
information on how to identifY and avoid 
them.35 Newspaper coverage of the Bly 
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tragedy, however, remained elusive. In the 
May 22 edition of the Oregon Journal, the 
civilian casualties were not mentioned, 
and in fact, the paper's coverage was 
dismissive of the balloons' threat. journal 
editors gave the military substantial credit 
for acting proactively when, in reality, the 
statement was a reactive one: 

The armed services said they took 
the position that the possibility of 
saving even one American life 
through precautionary measures 
would more than offset any military 
gain which the enemy might make 

from the mere knowledge that some 
of the balloons had arrived on this 
side of the Paci£c.36 

The journal did report that editors and 
broadcasters had been urged to continue 
working with the censorship office when 
covering stories related to balloon 
bombs.37 It seems safe to speculate that 
the Bly deaths were a detail the papers 
had been instructed to continue to omit. 
The article concluded, "in case the 
balloons cause a casualty, the statement 
said it will serve the national interest if 
the press and radio and all civilians 

refrain 'from connecting such casualty 
with enemy action.' "38 

The Oregonian's coverage of the joint 
statement, in its May 23 edition, was 
similar. The paper included an excerpt 
from the statement reading, "it is 
desirable that people, and especially 
children, living west of the Mississippi 
River, be warned of this possible hazard 
and cautioned under no circumstances to 
touch or approach any unfamiliar 
object."39 No doubt the memory of the 
Bly incident was prominent in officials' 
thinking when this particular portion of 
the statement was drafted. The Oregonian 
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County Court To 
Attend Meet May 16 

County Judge J. R. Heckman 
and county conunissioners, P. W. 
HotChkiss and B. C. Robinson, 
will attend the Associated Coun­
ties meeting to be held ·in Prine-
ville on May 16. · 

Jay, . Son of 
Mr. and Mrs. 
N. L. Gifford 
Is Victim 
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HE NEED 
tLDNIIrn: 

An explosion o! an UI}announced 
cause brought tragedy Saturday 
to five families ot Bly when six 
people were killed. One of tq,e 
families, Mr. and Mrs. Nick Gif­
ford, who lost their only son and 
child, Jay, had lived in Lakeview 
for about five years previous to­
moving to Bly last June. Another 
family, the Einar Engen's, who 
also lost their only child, lived in 
Lakeview when their son, Eddie, 
was born. Others killed - on the 
fishing trip in the Gearhart moun-
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article went on to report, "the 
departmental announcement made no 
mention of casualties caused by the 
bombs."40 On M ay 24, the Oregonian 
editorialized on the balloon bombings, 
using the issue as an excuse to ridicule 
the Japanese and labeling the Fu-Go 
Project as even more ridiculous and 
futile than the Germans' liberal use of 
V-1 and V-2 rockets in the closing 
days of the European war: 

time"-namely, that the blast was 
caused by a balloon bomb.43 The 
E xaminer also reported that Mitchell 
was the only one of the party who had 
heard about balloon bombs at the time 
of the explosion.44 Ostensibly, he had 
come into contact with someone 

Laura J Gifford is a student in the Ph.D. 
program at the University of California, Los 
Angeles. Hlfr grandparents, Ed and]oye Ritchie 
of Klamath Falls, are longtime Southern Oregon 
residents. 

willing to share information with him ENDNOTES 

as a community leader, but had not 1. Robert c. Mikesh,Japan~ World Wor II 

had the opportunity or felt at liberty Balloon Bomb Attach on North America 
to discuss the bombs' presence with (Washington, D .C.: Smithsonian 
others. Institution Press, 1973), p. 7. 

The more they [the Japanese] By 1948, the U .S. government 2. Boston Globe, 8 D ecember 1996. 

attempt to embarrass America by realized that while its policy of silence ~: 1~;Diego Union-T ribune, 5 May 1995. 
such means, the less they will contributed to the end of the balloon 5. Carmine A. Prioli, "The Fu-Go Project," 
h ave with which to resist the fate bomb campaign, it had also played at American H eritage 33 (April/May 1982), 
which is being prepared for them least a partial role in the six deaths. P· 90· 

nl fi il d. Th The House 6. Ibid. o Y a ew m es lStant. ey are '7. "Japanese Balloon Bombs," n.d. <http:// 
shooting away their resources Judiciary Committee ruled that www.wpafb.a£rnil/museumlhistory . 
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"d" al 41 k d C d d 1 9. Boston Globe. stup1 1ty most smart. attac s, an ongress awar e a tota 
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Evidently, disclosure of the balloon 
bombs' presence failed to assuage the 
guilt of some government officials over 
the fate of the Bly six. On May 31, the 
Western Defense Command issued a 
statement containing the following 
information: 

You are being informed about 
these balloons because they are 
dangerous. Six persons have been 
killed. You are now in on the 
secret .... Do not be unduly 
alarmed. Let us all shoulder this 
very minor load in a way such 
that our fighting soldiers at the 
front will be proud of us.42 

June 1, the Lake County Examiner 
was finally free to report on the details 
of the tragedy The War Department, 
it reported, "told what has been known 
to Lake county [sic] for some 

The weekly Lake County Examiner 
also played the story of the Gearhart 
Mountain deaths on the front page of 
the May 10,1945, issue. Again, the 
cause of the explosion was reported as 
"unannounced." It was not until june 1 
that the paper was free to report the real 
cause of the tragedy, following a change 
in the government~ secrecy policy. 

of $20,000 to survivors of the victims. 11. 'Japanese Balloon Bombs." 
However, later statements by Japanese 12. Edwin L. Pierce, 'Japan's Balloon 
military officials confirm the U.S. Bombers," Naval History (Spring 1992). 
government's initial suspicion that 13. Bert Webber, R etaliation: j apanese Attacks 
il h b li fi d · and Allied Countermeasum on the Pacific 

S ence was t e est po cy or en mg Coast in WWII, (Corvallis: Oregon State 
the Fu-Go Project, despite the Bly University Press, 1975) p. 97. 
tragedy. In 1976, Sakyo Adachi, who 14. Prioli, p. 92. 
designed radio equipment proving the 15. 'Japanese Balloon Bombs." 
viability of the balloon bombs, stated 16. Prioli, P· 91. 

17. San D iego Union- Tribune. 
that if the Japanese government had 18. Mikesh, P· 67. 
known that even one life had been 19. Oregon]oumal, 5 May 1971. 
lost, another 10,000 balloons would 20. Oregonian, 5 May 1995. 
have been launched. 21. Lake Cozmty Examiner, 1 June 1945 . 

In recent years, the victims of the 22. Webber, R etaliation, P· 96. 
23. Oregon]oumal, 5 May 1971. 

balloon bomb have been memorialized 24. Ibid. 
in a number of ways. A monument to 25. Ibid. 
the six people killed stands at the site 26. Webber, R etaliation, p. 97. 
where the bomb exploded, and in 27. Herald and News, 24 June 1996. 

28. Herald and News, 5 May 1995. 
1996, a group of Japanese women who 29. Webber, R etaliation, p. 96. 
helped make the paper for the balloon 30. Ibid, p. 97. 
bombs visited the site to offer their 31. Ibid. 
condolences. Remarkably, the women 32. H erald and News, 7 May 1945. 

did not learn what the paper they had ~~: ib:~; County E xaminer, 10 May 1945. 
produced was used for until forty years 35. Prioli, p. 91. 
after the war had ended. The 36. Oregon j oumal, 22 May 1945. 
surrounding wilderness is now a Forest 37. Ibid. 
Service park called the Mitchell 38. Ibid. 
Recreation Area. As mentioned 39· Oregonian, 23 May 1945· 

40. Ibid. 
previously, memorial observances were 41. Oregonian, 24 May 1945. 
held on the fiftieth anniversary of the 42. Oregonian, 5 May 1995. 
event and received extensive coverage 43. L ake County Examiner, 1 June 1945. 
. l l N h h 44. Ibid. 
m oca newspapers. ow t at t e 45. M edford Tribune, 20 April1948. 
residents of Bly have the freedom to 46. Herald and News, 4 August 1976 . 
discuss this tragedy, they are 47. H erald and News, 24 June 1996. 
determined to preserve the memory of 
the first-and last-mainland civilian 
casualties of World War II. t 
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F R 0 M T H E COLLECTION 

by Mary Ames Sheret 

A
NTIQUE BUTTONS APPEAL 
to collectors interested in art and 
history. Like fine jewelry, buttons are 

works of beauty fashioned on the 
smallest palette with paint, enamel, 
metal, glass, porcelain, fabric, shell or 
plastic. Button designs, uses, and 
manufacture provide insights into how 
people once dressed and worked. And 
some buttons commemorate historical 
events while others are collected to 
study military history. 

Members of the Southern Oregon 
Button Club (SOBC) have been 
cataloging the Society's large button 
collection for months. In order to 
organize and display the collection, the 
buttons are mounted on card stock. The 
members help each other with 
identifications and refer to the "Big 
Book of Buttons," written by Elizabeth 
Hughes and Marion Lester for details. 

Shown are metal picture buttons that 
became fashionable in the late 1800s. It 
is one of the most popular button 
collecting categories. Brass, tin, or steel 
buttons were stamped with a multitude 
of designs including people, animals, 
birds, flowers, buildings, sports and 
pastimes, and familiar scenes from plays, 
fables, and nursery rhymes. The hot air 
balloon button is especially fine. The 
steel cup has a pearl background and the 
balloon is embellished with cut steels. 

The Southern Oregon Button Club 
members have some tips for new button 
collectors: leave the shanks attached; 
sort by date, material, category, or color; 
learn how to properly clean and store 
each type of button. For more 
information, log on to 
http:/ /www.buttonimages.com or 
contact the Southern Oregon Button 
Club. It meets at noon on the first 
Thursday of each month at the Lions 
Sight and Hearing Center, 228 N. 
Holly Street, Medford. t 

Mary Ames Shere! is curator of collections and 
exhibits at the Southern Oregon Historical Society. 

VOL. 4 , No.8 

14 

Debby Gros and Irene Schleis of the Southern 
Oregon Button Club work on cataloging the 
specimens in the Southern Oregon Historical 
Society} large collection. 
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Northwest Bagel Company 

EDUCATION COLLECTION 
Peggyann Hutchinson 
Douglas Peterson 

GENERAL COLLECTION 
John Hollensteiner 
Marlene Pean 

program. 

\!I 

~ 
L eave a L egacy of Southern 
Oregon is a community-wide 
program established to create 
public awareness and to promote 
interest in charitable giving 
through a will or from an estate. 
The South ern Oregon Historical 
Society is participating in Leave a 
L egacy. Mary Hanley bequeathed 
Hanley Farm to the Society in 
1982, thereby leaving a h istoric 
legacy for Southern Oregon 
residents and visitors w ho can now 
experience the farm's rich history. 
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A
VISIT TO ONION MOUNTAIN LOOKOUT 
in the Siskiyou National Forest is an opportunity to get a 
panoramic view of much of Southern Oregon. The drive 

through the tall pine, fir, and madrone trees is spectacular in 
itself. It can be a day trip, or you can spend a few nights. 

Around 1910, the first fire lookouts were constructed in the 
Pacific Northwest. These lookouts were tall trees with a few 
limbs removed and a four-foot by four-foot covered wooden 
platform scabbed together in the treetop.l Peavine Mountain 
Lookout was more than 100 feet above ground and access was 
by a ladder nailed to the tree.2 The firewatcher was also expected 
to climb down and put out any fires in his area. 

The first lookout on Onion Mountain, built in 1915, was a 
twelve-foot by twelve-foot cabin perched atop a twenty-foot 
platform tower. It was replaced in 1924 with another building 
the same size, on a six-foot-high log platform. It had a glassed­
in second-story observation cupola in the center. The present 
structure was built in 1952 from a pre-fabricated kit.3 

Former lookout Wayne Cox of Central Point described the kit 
as rudimentary. "It was really just a pile of lumber," he recalled. 

But that pile oflumber turned into a "new" lookout on a ten­
foot platform just west of the old one, which Cox had manned 
the year before. It took all summer to build. When Cox returned 
the next summer it was part of his job to paint the interior of the 
new building, as well as scan the surrounding forest day and 
night for any sign of fire.4 

The lookout contained a platform bed, table, chair, cabinet, 
and pedestal on which an Osbourne Firefinder was mounted. 
The firefinder was accurate in pinning down a fire 's direction 
and distance. A dispatcher then checked with other lookouts by 
radio and, using triangulation, pinpointed the exact location of 
the fire so that a crew could be sent in.5 The firewatcher did not 
have to respond, or climb down a 100-foot ladder! 

Sandy Foster of Grants Pass was a firewatcher from 1985 to 
1993, the last year the Onion Mountain Lookout was manned.6 
Since 1993, remote weather stations in the area have been used 
to detect lightning strikes. A computer maps these strikes to help 

t.:~~ 
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pinpoint any fire. If a fire is close to the station, it will be 
manned.? 

Foster and Cox both said that star-gazing from atop the 
4,438-foot peak is awesome. Bring your telescope, or at least 
binoculars, to take in the sparkling beauty of the night sky far 
away from the city lights. You may even find yourself enjoying 
the quiet, away from the hustle and bustle of a busy life, and 
discovering the real meaning of the word ... "relax"! t 

Loren Pryor is a lifilong resident of the Rogue Valley and a Central Point 
freelance writer. 

To reach Onion Mountain Lookout from Grants Pass, travel 
west on Redwood Highway 199, approximately 6.5 miles to River 
Banks Road and turn right. Proceed 5.5 miles to Shan Creek Road 
(a single-lane gravel road with turnouts); turn left. Drive eight 
miles to the top. At the intersection of Forest Road 2509, turn 
right and proceed to a three-fork intersection. Take the middle fork 
to a locked yellow gate. Day-trippers will have an easy hike the last 
0.8 mile from the gate. 

Overnight guests will be given a key when renting the 
lookout, so don't worry about carrying all your gear, food, 
and water up the hill. You will be able to drive right up to the 
lookout. Additional information is available by calling the 
Siskiyou National Forest at (541) 471-6500, 7:45 a.m. to 4:30 
p.m., Monday through Friday. 

ENDNOTES 

1. "Nature of the Northwest," <http://www.frrelookout.com> (2 April2002). 
2. Siskiyou National Forest photo No. 24716A. 
3. <http://www.naturenw.org/cabin info.htm> (2 April2002). 
4. Author interview with William Wayne Cox, Central Point, 6 April2002; 

Country Weekly, Grants Pass, 13 June 2001. 
5. Interview with Larry Cosby, Forest Service recreation planner, Siskiyou 

National Forest, 2 April2002. 
6. Author interview with Sandy Foster, Grants Pass, 6 April2002. 
7. Crosby interview. 
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