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LT COM CHARLES “BEAN PATCH” WIGHAM 

US NAVY 1942-1954 
Charles Cecil Wigham was born 24-DEC 1921 in DeRoy Iowa.   His 
parents were Charles Homer Wigham Sr. (1884-1976), and his 
mother was Mary Levina Davenport (1883-1962).  Charles, a 
graduate of UCLA, was living in Los Angeles, CA when he registered 
for the draft.   His listed occupation was “painter”.  He also worked 
for Vega Aircraft.  The Vega Aircraft Corporation was a subsidiary of 
the Lockheed Aircraft Company in Burbank, CA, responsible for 
much of its parent company's production in World War II.  He 
married Audrey Mae Harter (1925-2013) sometime around 1943.  
Charles and his wife Audrey lived in St. Charles MO at 535 Boonsllck 

Avenue. Charles and Audrey eventually divorced.  Audrey moved and lived in O’Fallon MO 
until her death in 2013.  They had three children during their 
marriage.  Charles later married Eva Hoover on 6-Feb 1982 in 
Herculaneum, MO.  Eva Louise Wigham died on 28-JUL 1994.  
Charles would live in many parts of Missouri over the course of his 
life.   

Charles Wigham enlisted on 13-NOV 1942 and became a Naval 
aviator.  It is likely his experience working for Vega Aircraft provided 
background qualifying him to become an aviator.  As an aviator, he 
flew a number of airplanes during World War II. Charles served on 
the SS Independence (CVL-22).  

Ensign Charles Wigham piloted a TBM Avenger 
serving in Torpedo Squadron 46 aboard the 
Independence in World War II, earning the 
Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), which is a 
military decoration of the United States Armed 
Forces. The medal was established in 1926 and 
is awarded to any persons who distinguish 
themselves by single acts of heroism or 
extraordinary achievement while participating 
in aerial flight. 

Charles was also was awarded an Air Medal for achievement in the torpedo squadron. 
The Air Medal (AM) is a military decoration of the United States Armed Forces. It was  
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created in 1942 and is awarded for 
single acts of heroism or meritorious 
achievement while participating in aerial 
flight. The Grumman TBF Avenger 
(designated TBM for aircraft 
manufactured by General Motors) is an 
American torpedo bomber developed 
initially for the United States Navy and 
Marine Corps, and eventually used by 
several air and naval aviation services 
around the world. Late in the war, then 
Lieutenant JG Charles Wigham would 
take part in bombing missions against 
Japan.   

Converted from the hull of a Cleveland-class light cruiser, SS Independence (CVL-22) was 
built by the New York Shipbuilding Corporation and commissioned in January 1943. As a 

light aircraft carrier, she served as lead ship 
of her class, and served during World War 
II.  She took part in the attacks on Rabaul 
and Tarawa before being torpedoed by 
Japanese aircraft, necessitating repairs in 
San Francisco from January to July 1944. 
After repairs, the Independence launched 

many strikes against targets in Luzon and Okinawa. Independence was part of the carrier 
group that sank the remnants of the Japanese Mobile Fleet in the Battle of Leyte Gulf and 
several other Japanese ships in the Surigao Strait. Until the surrender of Japan, she was 
assigned to strike duties against targets in the Philippines and Japan. Independence 
returned to Ulithi 13-MAR 1945 and got underway next day for operations against 
Okinawa, the last target in the Pacific before Japan itself. She carried out pre-invasion 
strikes 30 to 31 March, and after the assault 1 April remained off the island supplying 
Combat Air Patrol and strike aircraft. Her planes shot down numerous enemy planes 
during the desperate Japanese attacks on the invasion force. Independence remained off 
Okinawa until 10 June when she sailed for Leyte. She finished her operational duty off the 
coast of Japan supporting occupation forces until being assigned to return American 
veterans back to the United States as part of Operation Magic Carpet. 

Wigham joining up for strike on Japan with Carrier below 

SS Independence (CVL-22) 
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It is believed that Wigham also flew Corsairs F4FU. The 
Vought F4U Corsair is an American fighter aircraft that 
saw service primarily in World War II and the Korean 
War. Designed and initially manufactured by Chance 
Vought, the Corsair was soon in great demand.  The 
Corsair was designed and operated as a carrier-based 
aircraft, and entered service in large numbers with the 
U.S. Navy in late 1944 and early 1945. It quickly 
became one of the most capable carrier-based 
fighter-bombers of World War II.  Some Japanese 
pilots regarded it as the most formidable American 
fighter of World War II.   

Charles was released from active duty on 5 Jun 1946.  He would 
then serve in the Navy reserves until 1954. While in the Navy 
reserves in St. Louis, then LT JG Wigham was flying a Martin 
AM Mauler (originally XBTM).  He crash-landed in St. Louis 
County near Lindbergh and Natural Bridge Roads in a soybean 
field on 23-JUL 1950. After the crash, Charlie was nicknamed  
“Bean Patch Charlie.” 

The Martin Mauler, nicknamed “Able Mabel”, was a single-seat 
carrier-based attack aircraft built for the United States Navy. 
Designed during World War II, the Mauler encountered 
development delays and did not enter service until 1948 in 
small numbers. The aircraft proved troublesome and remained 
in frontline service only until 1950 when the Navy switched to 
the smaller and simpler Douglas AD Skyraider.  

 

 

Wigham working on Corsair 

Crash-landing in the bean patch 
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After the war Charles served in Patrol 
Squadron 19, established as Reserve 
Patrol Squadron 907 (VP-907) on 4-JUL 
1946, redesignated Medium Patrol 
Squadron 57 (VP-ML-57) on 15-NOV 1946, 
redesignated VP-871 in February 1950, 
redesignated VP-19 on 4 February 1953 
and disestablished on 31-AUG 1991.  

Charles attained the rank of Lieutenant 
Commander on 1-JUL 1954.  He retired 
from the Naval reserve in July 1964.  He 

later was a supervisor at McDonnell Douglas Corporation retiring in 1982.  

Charles Cecil Wigham died 17-FEB 1989 in Springfield MO.    
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Audrey Mae Harter 

Audrey Mae Harter married Charles Wigham in 1943. They lived in St. Charles MO. Audrey 
was an accomplished artist as was her mother, her uncle, and her brother, Bud Harter. 
(Editor’s note:  The story of WWII veteran Emmett “Bud” Harter is featured at the St. 
Charles County Veterans Museum.) 

She entered her paintings in many competitions with her friend, Margie Snyder, where 
they both brought home many awards and blue ribbons. She was 
always up for any adventure, including but not limited to fishing, 
boating, dog showing and judging, riding horses, along with 
showing and breeding Arabian horses. Audrey was a business 
owner most of her life, owning "Dog In Suds" pet grooming, and a 
boarding and grooming kennel, Edgewood Kennels in Harvester 
where she bred the top American Cocker Spaniels, shown and 
accomplished championships in three countries. Audrey loved 
flowers as she made their likeness come alive in her artwork. 
Anyone admiring her work was gladly offered a painting. 

Eva Hoover  

Charles later married Eva Hoover on 6-Feb 1982 in Herculaneum, Missouri.  Eva Louise Wigham died on 
28-JUL 1994. 

  

Audrey in a home-sewn swimsuit. 
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Silk Escape and Evasion Maps 
In addition to vintage photos from his experiences during World War II, Charles Wigham 
brought back and preserved this authentic silk “Escape and Evasion” map. 

During World War II, 
airmen were provided with 
these cloth maps for use if 
shot down behind enemy 
lines. In the Pacific theater, 
crews flying over vast 
bodies of open water 
carried ocean current and 
prevailing wind "drift" 
maps if isolated on a life 
raft. The map is double-
sided, with green lines to 
represent the direction of 
currents from May 
through September, and 
red lines, from November 
through March.  

Initially made of hard-to-obtain silk, the American military turned to DuPont’s synthetic-
fiber fabric, rayon. Rayon maps were easily hidden, could endure harsh weather and 
combat conditions, would not disintegrate in water, and could be used quietly. However, 
applying traditional paper-printing techniques to cloth posed problems.  

Thus, the Army turned to the board-game industry for assistance, who typically printed 
game boards on linen, a process highly transferable to military needs. By the end of the 
war, more than 3.5 million maps were printed.  In late 1942, the U.S. Air Force and the 
U.S. Navy worked directly with the Army Map Service to find a suitable silk substitute. 
Eventually, a partnership with DuPont Corporation and Kaumagraph determined that 
acetate rayon would be an excellent candidate for its durability, resistance to shrinking 
and ink retention. Ultimately, nearly all U.S. escape maps would be printed on acetate 
rayon, making the name “silk map” somewhat of a misnomer. 

The information presented in maps created by both the USN and AAF is similar, but not 
identical. USN maps were intended for use by pilots operating from aircraft carrier or 

This silk map is on display at the St. Charles County Veterans Museum 
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island-based airfields. They include detailed information on ocean currents and are 
known as “drift charts” for their utility as navigation aids for downed pilots. 

Maps used by the AAF were designed primarily for evasion tools to use by pilots downed 
over enemy territory. In turn, they include more interior details such as shaded 
topography, navigable rivers, and identifiable landmarks. Differences also occurred in 
seasonal variants, which showed updated wind/current information based on the time of 
year. 

The ability to quickly produced and distribute these silk maps on such a wide scale 
undoubtedly had positive effects for Allied forces. Of the estimated 35,000 troops who 
escaped Axis POW camps during the war, it is theorized that as many as half had access 
to an evasion map at some point during their journey. In addition to allowing a soldier to 
fight another day, successful evasion increased overall morale, sapped enemy troop 
strength, and boosted local partisan efforts. Over 3.5 million silk maps were distributed 
during the war – a number emblematic of the overwhelming material superiority enjoyed 
by the Allied cause. 
 
 

 

 


