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The T-A-G Trio 
 
Once upon a time, there were three All-American boys who grew up in the same neighborhood in a 
small Midwestern city. They developed a close friendship that lasted for the rest of their lives. Although 
this sounds like the beginning of a familiar fairy tale, it is all true, and it happened here. 
 
Robert Grosskopf was the first to come into this world. Robert Charles Grosskopf was born in La Crosse 
on November 29, 1922.1 His parents were Arthur and Lulu Grosskopf, and his father managed a 
restaurant. He had a brother, Donald, who was five years older.2 
 
Less than a month later, Robert Carl Abegglen was born in La Crosse on December 23, 1922.3 His parents 
were Gottfried and Lenora M. Abegglen, and his paternal grandparents were born in Switzerland. 
Gottfried Abegglen was a foundry foreman.4 
 
The two Bobs became "inseparable pals" in the First Lutheran grade school. They were confirmed 
together in the same church. Their likes and dislikes were almost the same, and they had the same circle 
of friends.5 
 
They continued to be close friends at La Crosse Central High School, and then they enlarged their circle 
of friendship to include a young man from rival La Crosse Aquinas High School, George Thiele.6 
 
George Joseph Thiele was born in Wabasha, Minnesota, on January 6, 1923.7 His parents were George L. 
and Sadie Thiele, and his paternal grandparents were born in Germany. George L. Thiele was a laundry 
truck driver. The family had a younger boy named Bernard.8 Thiele played offensive end for the Aquinas 
football team.9 
 
The three boys lived in close proximity to each other: Abegglen at 1245 S. 11th Street, Grosskopf at 1307 
S. 10th Street, and Thiele at 1420 S. 10th Street.10 Alberta Gund, who lived in the same neighborhood, 
remembers them as a group of pals and "river rats" who hung out at Green Island.11 
 
Being close to the Mississippi River may have instilled a little bit of the spirit of Huck Finn in them. The 
three pooled their money and bought a secondhand canoe. They scraped it clean and repainted it. 
When it came time to christen it, they chose the name T-A-G---the first letters of each of their last 
names---and stenciled that  near the prow. Unlike Huck Finn, however, most of the T-A-G canoe trips 
were north, rather than south on the river, to Trempealeau, where the boys enjoyed camping.12 
 
Since the three had been born within two months of one another, they were all the same age and 
graduated from high school at the same time. Abegglen and Grosskopf were part of the La Crosse 
Central Class of 1940, and Thiele was in the Aquinas High School Class of 1940.13 
 
The three had their own version of a graduation party with a canoe/camping trip to Perrot State Park at 
Trempealeau.14 
 

https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/topic/parks/perrot
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(Booster, La Crosse Central High School yearbook, 1940, page 35)15 
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(Booster, La Crosse Central High School yearbook, 1940, page 32) 
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(La Crosse Aquinas High School yearbook, 1940, page 24) 
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After high school graduation, all three of them entered the workforce. Grosskopf worked for Western 
Union at 231 Main Street in La Crosse.16 He was a messenger boy.17Abbegglen worked for the La Crosse 
Tribune.18  His job there was in the mailing room.19 Later he worked for the Swift Company.20 Thiele 
worked at Gen's Flower Shop at 1109 Market Street in La Crosse.21 
 
The three continued to hang out together in their free time. There were more canoe/camping trips to 
Trempealeau with T-A-G.22 Bob Grosskopf took Ruth Beranek to the Aquinas High School prom in May 
1942, and Bob Abegglen's date was Lorraine Beranek.23 
 
Something else came along that caught their interest in the early 1940s. Abegglen expressed an interest 
in aviation in high school, and the La Crosse Elks Club provided the opportunity. With war already raging 
in Europe and Asia, the national Elks organization created "Keep 'Em Flying" schools for young men 
between the ages of 20 and 27 who were not in college. This was a path to qualify for the Army Air 
Corps aviation cadet program without the normal requirement of two years of college. The 12-weeks of 
classroom instruction prepared candidates for the Army aviation entrance exam. At the organizational 
meeting in La Crosse in September 1941, the La Crosse school district, as well as those in Sparta and 
Viroqua, offered use of their facilities. Mayor J. J. Verchota and John Coleman, director of the Vocational 
and Adult school, also pledged their support. By completing the Elks program, young men were then 
eligible to take the aviation cadet entrance examination given four times a year at Chanute Field, 
Illinois.24 The first seventeen men to complete the school left in March 1942 to take the qualifying test.25 

 

 
 

At least four of these men would later die in the war.26 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1942 March 26, page 13) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chanute_Air_Force_Base
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The first "La Crosse Elks Squadron" did not include Abegglen, Grosskopf, or Thiele. Bob Grosskopf went 
through the program later,27 as did Bob Abegglen. This was one activity that George Thiele was not able 
to experience with his friends because he had an eye condition that disqualified him from flying.28 
Grosskopf and Abegglen finished the course and passed the entrance examination for the Army aviation 
cadet program. 
 
The T-A-G canoe was stored in the attic at Abegglen's home when the three friends left to serve their 
country in the early months of 1943.29 
 
Grosskopf and Thiele filled out their draft cards on the same day, June 30, 1942, in the same room of the 
same building.30 
 
Abegglen was one of nineteen young men honored at the end of August 1942, for having enlisted in the 
Army or Navy reserve, before the La Crosse Blackhawks baseball game with Wisconsin Rapids at 
Copeland Park. The American Legion entertained them before and after the baseball game.31 
 
Grosskopf was the first to actually report for duty. He was with a group of La Crosse aviation cadets who 
reported to Chicago on January 5, 1943, for induction.32 
 

 
 

Robert Grosskopf is in the top row, far right. 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1943 January 4, page 2) 
 
Robert Abegglen was called up by the Army Air Force on February 14, 1943. His initial training was at 
Uwalde, Texas.33 
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George Thiele was inducted into the Army on February 18, 1943. His group of draftees took the 
Milwaukee Road train to Camp Grant at Rockford, Illinois, for processing.34 
 
Later that year, Robert Grosskopf graduated from pilot training at Moody Field in Georgia. Along with 
his silver pilot's wings, he was commissioned as a 2nd Lieutenant in the Army Air Force.35 Grosskopf had 
additional training at Nashville, Tennessee; Montgomery, Alabama; Shreveport, Louisiana; and Turner 
Field, Georgia. He returned to La Crosse on leave in November 1943, and after that, he was stationed at 
Barksdale, Louisiana. Grosskopf shipped overseas to England in March 1944 to the 8th Air Force.36 He 
was assigned to the 322nd Bomber Group, 451st Bomber Squadron (Medium) to fly a B-26 Marauder 
bomber.37 
 
Grosskopf arrived during the massive air assaults against France to soften up German defenses before 
the D-Day Normandy landings on June 6, 1944. On May 21, 1944, Grosskopf flew his bomber in what 
was called the greatest mass attack of the war as 6,000 American and British bombers and fighters 
pounded a 150-mile-wide swath of France and Belgium. These aircraft dropped at least 8,000 tons of 
bombs on rail junctions, airfields, and other installations in a continuous air raid that lasted for 24 hours. 
Almost 1,250 American heavy bombers and fighters took part in this mission. American losses were two 
heavy bombers, three medium bombers, two light bombers, five fighters, and one fighter-bomber.38 
One of those three medium bombers lost was Grosskopf's. 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1944 June 2, page 1) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moody_Air_Force_Base
https://turnerfield-miller.com/history/military
https://turnerfield-miller.com/history/military
https://www.8thafhs.org/
http://www.americanairmuseum.com/unit/273
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9rOB3Z9Dgg0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=widukfkE6j0
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The twenty-one-year-old had been in combat for just over two months. Lt. Robert Grosskopf was buried 
under a white marble cross at the U.S. Military Cemetery at Cambridge, England.39 Since he has a grave 
in Cambridge, that might mean his plane crashed on its way back from this mission, or it crash-landed at 
its airfield. Or his plane crashed with the certainty of no survivors, and a cross was erected for him 
without a body to put in the grave. We do not know the details. He was survived by his parents and one 
brother.40 
 
The first of the trio was gone. 
 
Army Private George Thiele trained at Camp McCain, Mississippi.41 He became a member  of Company E, 
345th Infantry Regiment, at Fort Jackson, South Carolina, in February 1944.42 Thiele was home on leave 
in early February  and returned to Fort Jackson by February 18.43  
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1948 December 11, page 1) 
 
S.Sgt. Thiele shipped overseas in October 1944.44 His 87th Infantry Division arrived in Scotland on 
October 22, 1944. They spent the rest of October and all of November training in England. The division 
landed in France, December 1-3, and went into combat at Metz on December 10. The 87th then 
captured Rimling, Obergailbach, and Guiderkirch. It was advancing into Germany when the Germans 
launched the Ardennes Offensive, better known as the Battle of the Bulge, on December 16, 1945.45 
 
In January 1945, Thiele's parents were informed that he had been missing in action since December 18, 
1944.46 The news they may have suspected and dreaded was confirmed in early April. 
 

https://www.abmc.gov/decedent-search/grosskopf%3Drobert
http://www.milaminvirginia.com/Links/Dix/Camp_McCain.html
http://www.lonesentry.com/gi_stories_booklets/87thinfantry/index.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fort_Jackson_(South_Carolina)
https://www.armydivs.com/87th-infantry-division
https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2019/01/21/pattons-bloody-battle-at-fortress-metz/
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(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 April 7, page 1) 
 

Thiele had been in combat for just eight days when he was killed. Thiele, 21 years old, was survived by 
his parents and one brother. 
 
Thiele was buried in a military cemetery in Europe. In November 1948, he was one of 20 World War II 
dead from this area whose bodies were returned to the United States for reburial.47 The Blaschke 
Funeral Home handled the arrangements for a funeral at Holy Trinity Catholic Church on December 13, 
1948. Burial was in the Catholic Cemetery.48 
 
The trio was now down to just one. 
 
Aviation Cadet Robert Abegglen started advanced aviation training in San Antonio, Texas, at the end of 
May 1943.49 He received his pilot's wings and commission as a second lieutenant at San Antonio.50 By 
September 1943, he had transferred to bombardier school at Big Springs, Texas.51 Abegglen was a 
bombardier instructor at Big Springs for a year. Next, he was stationed at Columbia, South Carolina. 
After a leave home during Easter (April 1, 1945), Abegglen was transferred to Lake Charles, Louisiana.52 
 
Less than two months later, the last of the T-A-G trio was gone. 
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(The Knoxville News Sentinel, Knoxville, Tennessee, 1945 May 24, page 2) 
 

 
 

(La Crosse Tribune, 1945 May 24, page 1) 
 

Funeral services were on May 28, 1945, at the Hellwig-Morris Funeral Home and the First Lutheran 
Church. Burial was in Oak Grove Cemetery. The Roy L. Vingers Post 52 of the American Legion conducted 
the military rites. Robert Abegglen, 22, was survived by his parents, two brothers, and three sisters.53 
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Military service and death in World War II had separated the inseparable friends. 
 
Alberta Gund of La Crosse remembers Thiele, Abegglen, and Grosskopf as "wonderful” and 
"exceptional" young men.54  
 
If this story were made into a movie, a fitting final frame would be a shot of the T-A-G canoe sitting 
forlornly in an attic waiting for its owners to return from the war. 
 
Sacrificing young lives was the price exacted in winning the war. There is only one consolation---as high 
as that price was, losing would have been even more costly. 
 
 
Jeff Rand 
Adult Services Librarian 
La Crosse Public Library 
jrand@lacrosselibrary.org 
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