
 

MELVIN SUCHARIPA 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 
 

US ARMY AIR CORPS1943-1945 
 
  



1 
 

STAFF SGT MELVIN SUCHARIPA 
US ARMY AIR CORPS1943-1945 

Melvin was born 31 Oct 1918.  His father was Julius Markus 
Sucharipa (1890-1965) and his mother was Julia Sucharipa (1890-
1966).  Both of Melvin’s parents were born in Austria.  Julius and 
Julia arrived in New York in 1906.   

Melvin enlisted 25 Aug 1938 in the National Guard Co A 102nd 
Engineers. In 1940 his occupation was listed as a Shipping Clerk.  
Melvin registered for the draft 27 Aug 1941.  He later enlisted and 
was placed in the Army Air Corps.  At the time of his enlistment, 
he was listed as unemployed.  Melvin married Helen Rossman on 
29-MAR 1942.  Melvin served in the US ARMY 738TH BOMB 

SQUADRON as an airplane armorer-gunner on a B-24 Liberator as a waist gunner from 
1943-1945.  The 738th was a Heavy Bomber Group part of the 15th Air Force.   

Melvin was also in charge of maintenance of the 
guns. If any of the guns failed – even in flight – he 
had to fix it. Melvin had previously worked for the 
National Guard in a factory working on the planes on 
the East Coast in the New York area. He thought he’d 
be there for the duration of the war, but he was 
drafted into the Army Air Corps. After basic training 
in Texas and gunnery school in Florida, they flew the 
plane over to Europe. 

Not much is known about Melvin’s service record. He was shot down twice but was able 
to get back to allied lines both times. One time was with the help of Tito. (Editor’s Note: 
Josip Broz, commonly known as Tito, was a Yugoslav communist revolutionary and 
statesman. After the war, he was selected as Prime Minister (1944–1963), and President 
(1953–1980) of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.) 

Mel’s son Larry reported, “Tito was paid for every American Soldier he kept from the 
Germans. Dad had learned some German from his mother. So he would dress in old 
clothes and go into town and listen to what was going on and then report back. They built 
a runway up in the mountains and the planes would come in and rescue them.” 
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Melvin had been reported wounded in action on 17-MAY 1944, then returned to duty on 
June 17th, and reported missing in action on July 15th.  For a while during the war Melvin 
was “missing”.  All of Helen’s letters to her husband were being 
returned, and even the Red Cross didn’t seem to be able to locate 
him.  In desperation, she wrote to President Roosevelt himself, 
asking that he look into the matter.  Melvin returned again to duty 
on August 10th.  On August 15th Helen was notified that her 
husband underwent an operation for removal of flack.  

The last letter received from her husband was written on 
September 1.  Since that date, all mail addressed to him had been 
returned.  Mel was released from the hospital in September for 
duty to a different Squadron and finally in January 1945 the error 
was discovered. 

After the second time he was shot down, the rest of his crew went home, but Mel needed 
surgery for shrapnel wounds. Afterwards, he requested to be sent home, since his crew 
had already gone home. Back then, when you flew a required number of missions, you 
could go home. His son Larry recalls the story, as told by his father, that it was a Lieutenant 
Colonel who said to Mel, “man, as soon as you see a little action, you guys get chicken”. 
So Melvin, who was a Master Sergeant, hit him and knocked him out. (His wife Rose recalls 
how mild-mannered Melvin was.) He was later called to the Lieutenant Colonel’s office 
who said, “I knew why you did it, but you still hit an officer. So instead of taking a flight 
home, you will have to take a 30-day boat ride home.” No reduction in rank. No article 15 
(An Article 15 hearing is more of a legal proceeding than a trial that involves the chain of 
command with references speaking either for or against the accused). Nothing…because 
the Lt Colonel understood. 

Mel’s son, Larry, recalls, “Dad didn’t talk much about the war. We 
went to my sister’s house, and she had all this material and we pieced 
it all together. We found out he was shot down twice and had 
received treatment for a mental condition. He avoided taking a 
commercial airplane for a long time after the war. Once, when an air 
show came to town, they had his plane there (B-24 Liberator). We 
offered to pay for a ride for him to could go up in that plane. He said, 
said, ‘no thank you. I don’t want to ever set foot in that plane again!’” 
Larry recalls, “Dad really didn’t go into a lot of details about his 
service. Hardly at all. I’m a lot like my dad in that way. We didn’t talk 
about our service much.” 
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Mel served in Normandy; North Apennines; Northern France; Po Valley; Rhineland; Rome-
Arno; Southern France; Air Combat Balkans and Mediterranean theatre and campaigns.  
He was wounded in action 17 May 1944.   

His medals, ribbons and awards likely included:   

 Purple Heart, 
 Air Medal with 1 Oak Leaf Cluster, 
 Distinguished Unit Badge 
 European-African-Middle Eastern Service Medal 
 Good Conduct Medal 
 World War II Victory Medal 

He was discharged 7 Sep 1945.  Melvin and Helen Sucharipa legally changed their names 
to Melvin and Helen Surrey on 20-DEC 1945.  Helen picked the name “Surrey” because 
she had seen the Broadway musical “Oklahoma!” and loved the song, “Surrey With the 
Fringe On Top.” 

Melvin was a salesman and retired from Carol House Furniture and Dierbergs.   

Melvin and Helen had two children:  Larry and Karen.  At the time they lived in Manhattan, 
New York.  Melvin Sucharipa died in 11-AUG 2006. He is buried in Chesed Shel Emeth 
Cemetery in Chesterfield MO.  

 

 
 
 
 

At right is a photo of 
Mel’s son,  

Larry Surrey, 
who served in 

Vietnam 1967-1969. 
The stories of both 
father and son are 
on exhibit at the  

St. Charles County 
Veterans Museum. 


