/ | 50 VEARS LATER | ‘==

f

On a wing and a prayer

Oneonta man recounts da

By SANDRA FENTIMAN
Community Editor

The Sunday morning dawned clear and bright.
Setting out on a routine mission from New Georgia
Island in the South Pacific, Oneonta native Samuel
Bertuzzi didn’t know Sept. 14, 1043, would be a day
he would never forget.

Navy flyer Bertuzzi had been in the Pacific since
1M1 Fifty years ago, at the height of World War IT,
fighting in

ORLD at I‘V‘{ the Pacific

y he fought Japanese Zeros and fieath

-

was fierce
and had been
for months.
Day after
day the lieu-
tenant few
missions

et

e T

FLaL. s
u“’;'jl'tat morning. when the Oneonta man took his
place in a group of 18 Grumman Hellcats, his
target was a Japanese airstrip roughly 150 miles

northwest — Ballale, in the Solomon Islands.

After reaching its target, the squadron was
attacked by 60 Japanese Zero fighters. After
Bertuzzi shot down one Zero, three others sur-
rounded his plane. A 90 mm shell smashed through
the right side of his Hellcat, exploding into the
cockpit and shattering his right arm as well as the
eommunications and instrument panel,

"“The panic was just incredible,”” he said. *'|
thought, ‘Christ, I'm going to die. What can | do?
What can [ do?'

“Of course my first impulse was to bail out. The
plane wasn't burning, or anything else, but my arm

was all shattered, and my leg, so 1 knew that [
couldn't fly.

"The hood was controlled by a erank that Was up

on the right-hand side," he said. reaching forward

in his chair as if to turn it. “You had to do it with -~

your right hand; if you eranked it back, it came off. )

There was an emergency release that you could

use, but I couldn't reach it with my left hand_* - &
By this time the dogfight was miraculously oyver I
the other planes had disappeared both his

squadron and the Zeros,

et s Idrq.
5o all of a sudden 1 calmed down, '

" he said. At home on Clinton Stréétin Oneonta, Somuel Bertuzzi
knew I couldn't get out, If I had bail :

wears his Navy dress
ed out, | blue uniform from Werld War || e 1
See PILOT on page 12

olds a photo of himself taken ofter 'being
wounded in the South Paclk,
e ——
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Local WWII 'hero Bertuzﬂ dead at 77

Served as Oneonta

alderman, postmaster

’ By DENISE RICHARDSON
. Staff Writer

ONEONTA — Oneonta lost a eivie.
minded, decorated World War II hero
‘when Samuel J. Bertuzzi died Wed-
nesday.

Bertuzzi, formerly a postmaster snd
~eity alderman, died at his 87 Clintan St
- home at age 77 after an extended iliness.
“We've lost a big, dependable commu-
mity citizen,” said Tony Drago, a fellow
Uneonta native. “Its & preat loss bo the
commuanity.”

Bertnanl wes born in Oneonts in 1918,

He was The youngest in an Talian-

hmerican family and was proud of his

% lallan heritage,

He traveled to the Pa.
£ ¢ific with the Na

vy, and refurned to his
. hometown a medaled officer bearing a
& Purple Heart. He was wounded during a
= mission a5 a fighter pilot attacking Ja-
—Nﬁ;? forces, an episode vividly re-
« called,

Barturzl made a career in the post of-

Firaman

fice and was active in civie Eroups. He
retired as Oneonts city postmaster in
1982, after 32 vears,

"l have nothing but good things to say
about Sam.” said Michael Hubbs, a letter
carrier hired by Berturzzi in 1973 Be-

tuzzi was from the “old-schogl™ post-
masters who

were political appolntees
after World War II, Hubbs aid,

Bertuzzi had pood working relatinns
with his staff, said Hubbs, president of
local Branch 97 of the Mational Associa-
tion of Letter-Carriers. Bartuzzi expected
a day's work, resolved problems at the

8. recognized hard work and was
ready with a pat on the back for a job
well done, Hubbs said,

On & recent dey off Hubbs said he
happened to be ab the Omeonta posL of-
Tice when Bertuzel siopped in. The
Tormer postmaster asked how he was and
seemed amazed al how time had passed

when Hubbs said his daughter was in
college.

“Sam was a very outgoing, likeable
guy,"” Hubbs zaid. 1 have a very high re-
gard for him ... the best of the best,”

Bertutzi graduated from Oneonta High

1._

School in 1936 and from Hiddlehuqr Col-
lege in Vermont in 1941 Drago said Be-
riuzzi wag an outstanding athlete in foot-

ball and baseball at OHS, and later, at
Middlebury,

Bertuzzi married Angie Lambras from
another well-known local family on Qet.
24,1953, She died Sept. 7, 1045,

On summer evenings, Bertuzzi could
be found at Damaschke Field, home of

the Oneonls Yankees, where he had box
seats.

“Bam Bertuzzi waz a great baseball
fan,” said O-Yanks President and former
ity Mayor Sam WNader. Berturzi was
First Ward alderman in the late 1844z,
and Nader said, he was a scholar and
outslanding person who had all the at
tributes of a polished gentlem

Bertuzzi tlaught Italian atTﬁz Slate
University College at Oneonts bnd was 5
co-founder of 11 Circolo Ttaliane, a group
that met for more than a dozen years in
the basement of 5t. Mary's Roman Catho-
lic Church to read and speak in lallan
and diseuss current events ln Rome. ln
1685, he was named “Citizen of the Year”
by the Oneonts Italian-American Club

for his service to the city and to the Ita-
lian community. _

He was widely recognized for his war
SEPEFleRees.

On Septl. 14, 1943, as a 25-year-old J;unnl
combat pilot, Lt Bertuzzi was flying a
Grumman Hellcat against the Japanese

in the South Paecific and was wounded by
coemy fire,

“Bertuzn was encircled by zix enemy
aircraft closing in for the kill," Joseph
Florvanti of Oneonta wrote in a recent
newspaper article. "A 25mm  shell
blasted a hole in his fuselage.”

Wounded, weak and thinking death
was near, Bertuzzi managed to fly to
safety without an instrument panel.
Later, his ordeal was recognized when
he received the Distinguished Bervice
Cross and a Purple Heart,

On Feb, 18, 1345, a picture of Bertuzzi
in full-dress uniform, with his mauled
right arm and shoulder in a sling, ap-
peared in a Revere Copper and Brass ad-
vertisement run in the New York Times.
The ad. & testimonial to U5, military,
read, “God Flew My ellcal for LM Miles.”

In a February 1994 Daily Star article

Sam Bertuzzi

commemorating World War 11 and area
velerans, Bertuzzi minimized his hero-

ism and relished the years that had past
since hiz dangerous Might.

"No matter if T live to be 150, [ guess,
the experience would be as vivid as it

was then,” Bertuzzi said. *“T was one of
the fortunate faw, "

Calling hours are at the Lewis-Hurley
Funeral Home in Oneonta at 2-4 p.m. and
78 pm. Friday. A mass will be held at
12:30 p.m. Saturday at St Mary's Roman
Catholie Church in the city.



