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1945 January 1-7 

One Returned  
 

 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 January 4, page 1) 

Even though our calendar is based on natural phenomenon, our construct of years is largely an artificial 

organizer for our lives. The coming of a new year does not really give us a clean break from the past year 

because there is always the context, history, and unfinished business of the previous year. 

At the year 1945 began, World War II on the Western Front was still dominated by the effects of the 

German offensive in the Ardennes that is more popularly known as the “Battle of the Bulge.” This major 

counteroffensive in mid-December 1944 struck a thinly-defended part of the American lines in the 

heavily-wooded Ardennes forest. Its objectives were to drive a wedge between the British forces in the 

north and the American forces to their south, and an ultimate goal was to capture the key port of 

Antwerp, Belgium. After early reversals and retreats, American forces held their ground, but the bulge in 

https://www.eisenhowerlibrary.gov/research/online-documents/ardennes-campaign-battle-bulge
https://history.army.mil/html/books/007/7-8-1/CMH_Pub_7-8-1.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ardennes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Antwerp
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their lines remained. They would have to spend most of January 1945 battling to retake ground lost 

during the battle.  

The American army suffered enormous casualties during the Battle of the Bulge. It took several weeks or 

more for thousands of casualty notifications to reach loved ones in the United States. Such was the case 

for the Sundet family in La Crosse, Wisconsin.  

Lt. Aubrey Sundet of La Crosse was killed in Belgium on December 18, 1944, while serving with a traffic 

headquarters unit in the First Army.1 Killed two days into the Ardennes offensive, Lt. Aubrey Sundet was 

possibly one of those rear-echelon soldiers who suddenly found themselves on the front lines as 

American units were overwhelmed, surrounded, and cut off during the early days of the Battle of the 

Bulge. 

Aubrey Gerald Sundet’s life began on August 13, 1913, in Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin.2 His parents 

were Arthur O. Sundet, a native of Chippewa Falls, and Florence Sundet. Arthur Sundet was a freight and 

passenger agent for the Milwaukee Road in La Crosse from 1937 until he retired in 1955.3 

Aubrey Sundet graduated from Lincoln High School in Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin, in 1931. In high 

school, he was involved in the glee club, debate club, and a member of the track and field team for two 

years. Sundet was also the king of the Junior Prom.4 

 

Aubrey G. Sundet 

(Lincoln High School, Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin, yearbook, 1931) 

He went on to earn a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of Wisconsin in 1936.5 

Sundet pursued a law degree at the University of Wisconsin for two years before getting a job in the 

Chicago office of the Chicago, Milwaukee, St. Paul and Pacific railroad.6 He worked at Union Station, 576 

Jackson Boulevard, in Chicago.7 

On November 25, 1939, Aubrey Sundet married Marjorie Chare of Madison in the First Methodist 

Church in Madison. Chare was also a 1936 graduate of the University of Wisconsin. At the time of their 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_United_States_Army
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marriage, she was working as a medical technologist for several doctors in Madison. After their 

marriage, they made their home at 5746 Kenmore Avenue in Chicago.8 

As with so many marriages during World War II, they were separated by the war. Aubrey Sundet was 

inducted into in the United States Army on November 7, 1942. He completed Officer Candidate School 

at Fort Benning, Georgia, in May 1943. Sundet then went to Fort McClellan, Alabama.9 

Sundet was sent overseas one year later, and he landed in France two days after the Normandy Invasion 

on June 6, 1944. As part of the First U.S. Army, Sundet advanced through France, Belgium, and into 

Germany by the end of the year. Lt. Sundet was 31 years old when he was killed in action in Belgium. 

Besides his wife and parents, Sundet was survived by a sister (whose husband was a captain in the army 

air transport command), and a brother, Corporal Ray Sundet.10 

Ray Sundet was eleven years younger than his older brother. Ray A. Sundet was born on March 4, 1924, 

in Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin.11 Ray attended schools in Wisconsin Rapids until after his freshman year 

in high school when his family moved to La Crosse.12  They lived at 403 S. 22nd Street.13 

 

Ray Sundet 

(The Booster, La Crosse Central High School, 1941, page 51) 

At La Crosse Central High School, Sundet played football for four years and baseball for two years. He 

also was on the basketball and track teams his sophomore year. When he was a senior, Sundet was in 

the chemistry club. In his spare time, Sundet collected stamps, and he had hopes of becoming a 

mechanical engineer.14 

Ray Sundet enlisted in the Army Air Corps aviation cadet program in December 1942 when he was 18 

years old.15 He reported for duty in Chicago in February 1943.16 

At the time of his brother’s death, Corporal Ray Sundet was a radioman on a B-17 bomber stationed in 

Dyersburg, Tennessee.17 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Benning
http://encyclopediaofalabama.org/article/h-3525
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/agency/army/1army-ww2.htm
https://www.boeing.com/history/products/b-17-flying-fortress.page
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Just a few months after the death of his brother, Ray Sundet would have his own brush with death when 

his B-17 bomber was shot down during a bombing raid of Germany. A new German jet fighter, called the 

ME-262, shot out two of the four engines on Sundet’s plane. The B-17 pilot decided to try to make it to 

Russia instead of returning to England. They crash landed in a farm field near Witkow, Poland. All ten 

crewmen survived and were rescued by Russian soldiers.18 

After the war, Ray Sundet enrolled at the University of Iowa in Iowa City. On August 31, 1946, he 

married Betty Lou Swartz, daughter of Mr. and Mrs. A. O. Swartz, 2317 State Street, La Crosse, at the 

Christ Episcopal Church. Their first home was in Iowa City where Ray continued his studies.19 Betty was 

also a graduate of La Crosse Central High School and La Crosse State University.20 

Sundet was using the G.I. Bill to study accounting at the University of Iowa. Betty Sundet worked in a 

veterans’ office.21 Their first child, a daughter named Ann Elizabeth Sundet, was born in Iowa City on 

December 8, 1948.22 

After graduating from the University of Iowa, Sundet enrolled in law school at the University of 

Wisconsin. He earned his law degree from there in 1950.23 While he was attending law school, Ray and 

Betty lived in the “Badger Village” in Baraboo. One of their neighbors was another World War II veteran, 

John Bosshard of Bangor. Sundet and Bosshard later were longtime partners in a La Crosse law firm.24 

Ray and Betty Sundet returned to La Crosse where Ray practiced law for about 58 years. He was the city 

attorney for Onalaska, and he was La Crosse County’s first corporation council.25 When John Bosshard 

was La Crosse County district attorney in the early 1950s, Sundet was an assistant district attorney.26 In 

1959, another district attorney appointed Sundet as assistant district attorney to do legal work for the La 

Crosse County Department of Public Welfare.27 

Sundet was active in Republican Party politics, and he was an officer for the La Crosse County 

Republican Party. 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1959 April 29, page 3. 

https://airandspace.si.edu/collection-objects/messerschmitt-me-262-a-1a-schwalbe-swallow/nasm_A19600328000
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yCWlehVEJso
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Ray Sundet was also part of the civic life of La Crosse. In the early 1950s, he was the assistant chairman 

for the March of Dimes campaign.28 Later in the 1950s, Sundet was co-chairman of Brotherhood Week 

for La Crosse County.29  By the early 1960s, he was the district chairman of this observance.30 He was 

also a member of the Mary E. Sawyer Auditorium board.31 Sundet was a member of the Kiwanis Club 

too.32 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1961 October 9, page 9) 

Sundet had other interests. He was part owner of a machine shop with his friend, Dave Baptie. He also 

dabbled in real estate development and tree farming.33 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1962 October 3, page 29) 

https://www.marchofdimes.org/mission/a-history-of-the-march-of-dimes.aspx
https://www.pri.org/stories/2018-02-21/whatever-became-national-brotherhood-week
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His leisure pursuits involved golf, sailing, traveling, and continuing education. Ray and Betty Sundet 

traveled to many places in the United States and Europe. Along with some sailing buddies, he made 

sailing trips to the Virgin Islands. Sundet and some retired friends took history classes at the University 

of Wisconsin-La Crosse. According to his family, “They spent a great deal of time correcting the 

instructors and ‘rewriting’ history.”34 

Betty Sundet was also active in the La Crosse community. She was on the Board of Directors of the 

YWCA, and a member of the La Crosse County Historical Society, Coulee Country Chapter of the 

Embroiderers’ Guild, Oktoberfest Embroiderers, P.E.O. BX Chapter, and Presbyterian Deaconesses. Betty 

was 66 years old when she died on February 7, 1990, of cancer complications.35 

In 2008, Ray Sundet and his children and grandchildren visited the Polish village where his plane went 

down. Sundet, 84 years old at the time, signed autographs at the museum in Witkow where some pieces 

from his World War II airplane were displayed.36 He was the last surviving member of his crew from the 

plane that crashed there 63 years prior when Sundet was a 21-year-old radio operator.37 

 

(La Crosse Tribune, 2008 July 14, page A1) 
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Ray Sundet lived to be 90 years old. He died on December 26, 2014, in La Crosse. He was survived by 

two daughters and a son, as well as four grandchildren. After funeral services on December 31, Ray 

Sundet was buried in Oak Grove Cemetery in La Crosse.38 

While Ray Sundet had a chance to return to Europe to the scene of one of his World War II experiences, 

Aubrey Sundet made a return in a different direction. After being killed in the Battle of the Bulge in 

December 1944, his body was interred in an American military cemetery. In late 1947, Sundet’s body 

was one of over 6,000 American servicemen whose bodies were disinterred and returned to the United 

States for reburial.39 His final resting place is the Forest Hill Cemetery in Wisconsin Rapids, Wisconsin.40 

 

(Find a Grave) 

 

Jeff Rand 

Adult Services Librarian 

jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 

Revised: 2021 February 19 
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