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Thirty years ago Don Young, my former BHSU professor, was talking to me about the university's past.  "I wish we 

had better records of the Army Air Forces detachment that was here during World War II," he said.  "That was one of the 

biggest things Black Hills State was ever involved in." 

I know now that he was speaking of the 93rd Army Air Forces College Training Detachment.  At the time of our 

conversation I knew next to nothing about it.  But if Don Young said the 93rd was a big deal, I knew it had to be.  From the 

1930s as a student, and through the next four decades as a coach, professor, and administrator (as well as Spearfish mayor), 

no one understood BHSU's evolution better than Don.  He knew World War II firsthand, too, having served as a decorated 

Navy officer. 

I was thinking of Don (who died in 1997) this past October 24th as Terry Neil King presented the records Young wished for 

to the Leland D. Case Library for Western Historical Studies.  The materials are a gold mine for student researchers, as well 

as outside historians wishing to delve into an all-but-forgotten local war story with international ramifications.  It would be 

nice to report that Don Young inspired an intense search for the 93rd's records, but the fact is that serendipity was largely 

responsible for bringing the materials home.  In 2015 King, from Chicago, contacted Bobbi Sago, the Case Library 

director.  He said his father, Neil L. King, had been the 93rd's original Adjutant (and briefly its Commanding Officer) and 

had kept neatly arranged official records, press clippings, and more.  Would anyone at BHSU be interested? 

BHSU and Spearfish responded with such enthusiasm that King donated the materials.  He also established an endowment 

fund for the continued upkeep of those materials. 

The story of the 93rd began in 1942 when U. S. Congressman Francis Case recommended BHSU (then called Black Hills 

Teachers College) as the site for a new type of military training.  The United States had been at war for a year and air power 

Cover photo credit: Cadets receive instruction at Black Hills Airport outside of Spearfish, South Dakota, 1943 or 1944.                 
Neil Lyon King & Joan Sunderland King Collection. 

 The mission of the Leland D. Case Library for Western Historical Studies is to preserve and 

promote the history of the Black Hills, South Dakota, and the American West by collecting  

documentary evidence, protecting the materials, and providing access to researchers.  
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was proving to be a key to its military success, both in Europe and the Pacific — 

more so than almost anyone predicted it might be prior to the war.  Unlike Axis 

enemy nations, where industrial production was slowly being crippled by Allied 

attacks, the United States was producing airplanes as never before.  But who 

would pilot them?  Army pilots, navigators, and bombardiers were required to be 

officers with at least two years of college.  

BHSU was one of 150 colleges and universities nationally (and the only one in 

South Dakota) selected for a new Army program where would-be aviators would 

earn required college credits in accelerated fashion.  Aviation cadets would be 

enrolled for five academically-intense months.  They would also gain basic flight 

training in single-engine aircraft, and continued military indoctrination. 

BHSU's regular faculty taught the academic classes and Yellow Jacket football 

coach Ted Birkeland led physical conditioning.  Flight instructors at Spearfish's 

airport just east of town also were local civilians.  Army officers stationed on 

campus administered the program (along with college president Dr. Russell Jonas) 

and led daily drills and other military activities. 

All 93rd cadets, sent to Spearfish from across of the country, were already enlisted 

in the Army.  Some, in fact, had seen combat in 1942 or early 1943 before 

requesting transfers to train as Army aviators.  The first 200, many from the 

Chicago area, arrived on campus in March of 1943.  They were followed by about 

900 more who phased through the training over the next 15 months.  Wenona 
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View more images from the Neil Lyon King &     

Joan Sunderland King Collection: 

https://tinyurl.com/BHSU-King  

Above Left: Student Officers from Class 43-C-11. 

Above Right: Lt. Neil L. King, Adjutant of the 93rd. 

Below Right: Cadets are instructed by Black Hills Teachers 
College history instructor, Mrs. Marjorie Andrews.   



 

  

Cook Hall, the college's women's dormitory, was converted to a barracks and mess hall.  Regular college classes continued 

throughout the 93rd's time on campus, and women who lived in Wenona Cook Hall were moved into Spearfish motels or 

private homes. 

The records King delivered in October include a bound book that is the 93rd's official report and history, photos taken by 

professional Spearfish photographer Josef Fassbender, a scrapbook containing newspaper reports, and full editions of a cadet-

written newspaper called Prop Wash .  The cadet newspaper reads very much like a student paper, with profiles of key 

personnel, intramural sports reports, inside humor, and even occasional editorials that criticize certain aspects of detachment 

policy.  As much as anything, though, Prop  Wash  documents a group of men relishing the opportunity for a college experience 

— something many never expected in their lifetimes.  Busy as they were with classes, flight training, and drills, the cadets 

made time to jump into sports, music, theatre arts, journalism, and community service. 

In spring 1944 the 93rd was deactivated for the very best of reasons.  The 150 college and university training detachments had 

successfully trained enough cadets that the Army felt confident it would be well supplied for the rest of the war.       

Paul Higbee is a graduate of Black Hills State University and the University of Notre Dame. He is best known to South Dakotans as a 

longtime feature writer and columnist for South Dakota Magazine.  An article on the 93rd AAF CTD written by Higbee and King has 

been submitted to the journal South Dakota History. 

Above Left: The 93rd marches down Main Street in 
Spearfish, South Dakota. 

Above Right: Aerial view of the BHTC campus. 

Below Left: Cadets engage in a physical training class. 

Selected materials from the King Collection are now 

available for use in Case Library, including the official 

report and history of the 93rd and some of the 

photographs.  Other items, including the Prop  Wash  

newspaper, will not be available for use until later in 

2020.  We are hoping to compile a list of cadets who 

were part of the 93rd in the future. 
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More on the 93rd AAF CTD 

 

Case Library is fortunate to hold images related to the 93rd from the Lorenzo 

A. Williamson Collection.  This collection contains numerous digitized 

photographs, primarily taken in and around Spearfish, capturing the 

perspective of a cadet.  

Lorenzo Alton “Al” Williamson was born in Dover, Florida, on August 20, 

1917, and died September 10, 2001.  As the 12th of twelve children, he grew up 

on a farm that grew oranges and strawberries. In some years, he attended high 

school in the evening, which was known as “strawberry school” as they 

worked the farm during the daytime hours. He was a very good athlete and 

was a member of the championship basketball team during his time at Black 

Hills Teachers College.  Living in Spearfish was the first time he'd really ever 

seen or been in snow. He married Catherine Harris in 1940 and they had three 

children along with an eventual ten grandchildren.  He enlisted in the Army 

Air Corps and became a navigator on B-29s.  He was honorably discharged as 

a 2nd Lieutenant after the war ended. Upon leaving the military, he initially 

worked as a mechanic and was later recruited to go into sales and 

management with Prudential, where he spent over 30 years.  

View the Lorenzo A. Williamson Collection in the Digital Library of  

 South Dakota:  https://tinyurl.com/BHSU-Williamson Lorenzo “Al” Williamson 

Above and middle: 
Al Williamson  

Below: Cadets 
during the Jan. 25, 
1944, snowstorm 


