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Fred C. Christopherson:  WW I Bomber Pilot and South Dakota Native 

Stan Christopherson 

 
 

 Fred Christopherson enlisted in the United States Army’s Signal Corps, the nation’s 

fledgling air force on February 4, 1918.  He wanted to be an officer as quickly as possible.  

The flying service offered the best possibility of advancement.  He had planned on being a 

ground observer but there was a shortage of pilots.  He said he told his commanding officer 

he knew nothing about flying but was told, “Well, nobody else does either”.  And before he 

knew it, he was a pilot trainee.  Fred told me on many occasions he flew an airplane before 

he drove a car! 

 Fred is my great uncle.  He was born and raised in Toronto, South Dakota.  He 

attended Luther College and the University of South Dakota and obtained a journalism 

degree.  At the time of his enlistment he was city editor of the Sioux Falls Press newspaper.  

The information for this paper comes from personal talks with Fred, two newspaper articles 

from 1918 and 1981 and his training pilot’s book.   

 Fred was 21 years of age when he started his training at the United States School of 

Military Aeronautics at the University of California, Berkeley, California along with 600 other 

cadets.  This ground training was from February 4, 1918 to April 13, 1918.  On April 17, 1918 

he began his flying field school at Rockwell Field, San Diego, California.  Before he was 

commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant, he was required to do a week of stunt flying which 

included loops, tail spins, side slips, Immelman turns and whip stalls.  He was classified as a 
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bomber pilot July 11, 1918.  2nd Lieutenant Christopherson departed San Diego on July 24, 

1918 and reported to the aviation concentration camp at Camp Dick, Dallas, Texas.  He was 

transferred to New York City and from there sailed to Sussex, England on September 3, 

1918. 

 Fred continued his bomber pilot flying at the Ford Junction Aerodome, Sussex, 

England, preparing to fly combat missions over the channel.  He piloted the Handley-Page 

model 0/400 bombing plane.  This was the largest aircraft of the British Air Force.  The 

British described the aircraft as the “bloody paralyzer” as it had a range of 700 miles and 

carried 2000 pounds of bombs.   

 Fred relates he was at Sussex when word of the Armistice signing came and he and 

his buddies hurried into London.  They reached London the night of November 11.  The 

celebration continued and grew in fervor to such an extent that by the next day an order 

was issued prohibiting any officer of the Allied army to enter the city.  Fred said two 

encounters stuck out in his mind the night of the 11th during a luxurious hotel celebration.  

He stated he heard a lady say, “These Americans will be insufferable now.  They’ll think they 

won the war.”  Later that night, another woman with a much different reaction embraced 

Fred and the others and said, “Thank God for you Americans.  You won the war.” 

 Fred left England for New York City on the first ship to leave after the Armistice.  The 

SS Lapland of the White Star Line departed Liverpool November 24, 1918 and arrived in 

New York City December 4, 1918.  He expressed experiences aboard the ship. 
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  “Coming back on our boat were a number of Englishmen who had been ‘fed up’  
  considerable on the marvels of our country.  As we entered New York harbor and 
  they first caught a view of it, they did not say much, but their faces expressed a great 
  deal!”    

   “President Woodrow Wilson’s boat pulled out as we entered the harbor.  The genial 
  smiling  president was out on the deck to wave us welcome.  A patrol boat conveying 
  high officials including Secretary of War, Newton D. Baker, came out and met our 
  boat, while whistles and sirens on all the boats and buildings near the harbor  
  shrieked their loudest, bands played and people shouted.” 

 

 Since arriving in New York City on December 4, Fred and other soldiers spent their 

time at Garden City, NY (located on Long Island and home to Mitchel Air Force Field) with 

generous privileges which permitted “whiling” away most of their time in New York City.  

  “The people of New York certainly treat the soldiers fine.  All soldiers are given 50 
  per cent reduction in the majority of the best hotels and cafes, and 10, 15 to 30 and 
  sometimes 35 per cent off on purchases made in many of the leading stores.” 

 

 He said these courtesies were extended through the War Camp Community Service.  

This service was a home front organization formed to raise money to rally support for the 

military and help welcome home troops.  Fred also extolled the virtues of the Red Cross and 

YMCA during his military time.   

 Fred came home December 17, 1918 on a brief furlough, now 22 years of age.  He 

accompanied the body of Lieutenant Lyle Hubbard, son of former Senator Hubbard of Iowa, 

to Sioux City for burial on Tuesday, December 17.  Lieutenant Hubbard who died in New 

York City of pneumonia was a chum of Fred.  They took their training together and stayed 

together for most of their military life.   
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 Fred expressed the following thoughts upon his return home: 

  “It is needless for me to say that I am glad to be back in the United States and again 
  to mingle with my friends in Sioux Falls.  I have a deeper admiration than before for 
  Sioux Falls, which is to my notion one of the most progressive and finest business 
  centers of any city of its’ size I have seen during my travels. The soldiers returning 
  now to the United States are coming back better Americans than when they left,  
  with a deeper respect for American women, with higher ideals and henceforth  
  interested in things only that are ‘made in America’.”   

 

 Fred, or Chris as he was later known, continued his journalism career in Sioux Falls 

after his military duty.  He was city editor of the Sioux Falls Press until 1928 when he 

became editor of the Argus Leader newspaper.  He married Marie Cilley in 1926.  Marie was 

a reporter for the Sioux Falls Press.  Fred was the Argus Leader editor for 33 years until 

1961.  He continued as contributing editor until 1972.  He was credited with promoting the 

construction of Mount Rushmore and routing Interstate 29 through South Dakota.  He 

promoted flood control on the Missouri and Big Sioux Rivers and helped organize the first 

Community Chest drive, now known as the United Way.  He also helped establish the 

American Legion in the state.  He served in many organizations and received many honors. 

One honor of which he was very proud was the St. Olav medal presented to him by King 

Haakon of Norway in 1947.  He was elected to the South Dakota Hall of Fame and is listed in 

“Who’s Who in America”.   

 Fred and Marie traveled the world and were hosted by world leaders.  They readily 

shared their experiences in print and verbally.  They died six months apart in 1989.  They did 

not have children.  In their will they shared generous financial gifts with their community 

family.  Their legacy lives on in these gifts and in the establishment of Christopherson 



19 

scholarships granted through the Sioux Falls Area Community Foundation for high school 

students and at Augustana College for upper classmen.   

 From the dusty roads of a small Midwestern town to the bustling streets of New 

York City and London, Fred was a witness to events that shaped world history.  His story is 

one that needs to be told. 


