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OFFUTT AIR FORCE BASE, Neb. —
Some of the restrictions implemented 

on Offutt AFB in March of this year as a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic will be 
relaxed beginning June 12.

The changes are the result of improve-
ments in COVID-19 criteria established 
by the 55th Wing Commander in con-
sultation with the Offutt Public Health 
Emergency Working Group, including 
having adequate hospital and testing 
capacity, improved divergence between 
new infections versus overall recovery 
and testing numbers, and a steady de-
crease in new infections.

Col. Gavin Marks, 55th Wing com-
mander, announced the decision to the 
command and installation via email and 
a Facebook post.

“After consulting with our Public 

Health Emergency Officer, and PHEWG,
I’m pleased to announce we are moving 
into the first phase of our COVID-19
transition plan, starting Friday, 4 p.m.,” 
Marks said.

The phased approach will allow the 
base to cautiously relax restrictions while 
continuing to monitor local COVID-19 
criteria for any signs of a resurgence.

Beginning June 12 at 4 p.m., wing 
service members will be allowed to 
travel within the state of Nebraska or a 
200-mile radius from the base. Restric-
tions for off-base activities will also be 
amended to align with city and state 
guidelines.

Beginning June 15, the Kenney gate 
will reopen and 55th Wing units will be 
allowed to bring back up to 50 percent of 
their personnel from teleworking. Addi-
tionally, the 55th Medical Group pedi-
atric clinic will start school and sports 
physical for children entering kindergar-

ten, 7th grade and 9th grade, or children 
who are new to their school districts.

Marks emphasized that the change in 
restrictions does not mean base per-
sonnel should relax in their efforts to 
prevent the spread of COVID-19.

“Even with this transition to Phase 1, 
we remain in a declared public health 
emergency, in Health Protection Con-
dition Charlie, and there is no vaccine,” 
Marks said. “We must continue to 
maintain physical distance, continue and 
increase the frequency of hand wash-
ing and other sanitizing measures, and 
continue to wear masks in accordance 
with CDC and base policy. My number 
one priority continues to be protecting 
Airmen and mission.”

If the COVID-19 criteria established 
by the PHEWG continues to improve, 
the base will move to Phase 2 reducing 
additional restrictions.

The following is a list of services and 

facilities that will reopen or expand ser-
vices in Phase 1:

Satellite Pharmacy – Will open one 
week after Phase 1 is implemented

Ronald King DFAC — Expanded 
service lines (takeout only)

Civilian Personnel — Appointments 
only

Willow Lakes Golf Course — No golf 
carts, increased intervals between tee 
times, credit/debit cards only

Auto Hobby — Appointments only 
(Car Wash open)
Aero Club — Open to qualified pilots
Outdoor Recreation — Drive through 

service by appointment only
Equipment Rental — Drive through 

service by appointment only
Team Offutt members are encouraged 

to visit www.Offutt.AF.MIL/corona-
virus for the latest Offutt COVID-19 
information.

Offutt begins to loosen COVID-19 restrictions

By Steve Liewer
Omaha World-Herald

Not many Marines survived 
more hell than Warren Jorgen-
son.

The veteran from Bennington 
witnessed the attack on Manila 
at the outset of World War II. 
He was wounded just before the 
fall of Corregidor, endured a 
“hell ship” journey to Japan and 
spent three years as a prisoner 
of war.

“Jorg,” as friends called him, 
lost a high school sweetheart 
who married another man, 
thinking Jorg had died in the 
war. He married three times 
before they finally reconnected.

On June 1, the Marine ser-
geant died after a monthlong 
battle with COVID-19. He was 
99.

“He was such a sweet man,” 
said Jan Thompson, president of 
American Defenders of Bataan 
and Corregidor Memorial So-
ciety, who had known him for 
many years.

She said there are only about 
60 known veterans still living 
who survived the Japanese 
POW camps.

In 2014, Thompson selected 
Jorgenson along with several 
other World War II POWs to 
travel to Japan as a guest of the 
Japanese government, on a tour 
of goodwill and reconciliation. 
The former POWs, in their 90s, 
appeared on television, gave 
talks and met with senior dip-
lomats from both the U.S. and 
Japan.

Though Jorgenson endured 
harsh treatment at the hands 
of the Japanese, he told The 
World-Herald at the time that 
he made an early decision not to 
be bitter about it.

“I decided life’s too short,” 
he said. “I’m not going to be 
angry.”

Jorgenson was born in 1921 
in Bertram, Iowa, a whistlestop 
town near Cedar Rapids. His 
father was a railroad foreman, 

and his childhood revolved 
around trains.

He graduated from high 
school in 1938, got a job in a 
factory, and planned on marry-
ing his high school sweetheart, 
Ruth Harrison. He lost the job 
the following year, and joined 
the Marines after seeing an ad 
in the paper about the adven-
ture of serving in Asia.

“When I broke the news to 
her, she was distraught,” Jor-
genson said in 2014. “We were 
two church kids, straight-arrow. 
We tentatively figured we’d
marry when I got back.”

After boot camp, Jorgenson 
was sent to Shanghai — at the 
time described as the “Paris of 
the East.”

In late November 1941, 
Jorgenson and the Shanghai 
Marine garrison were evacu-
ated to the Philippines as the 
Japanese menaced the city. On 
the morning of Dec. 8 — Dec. 7 
in the United States, across the 
International Date Line — he 
crowed to his gunnery sergeant 
that his Marine Corps tour was 
half over.

“Ten minutes later, someone 
came up and said, ‘Oahu’s been 
bombed!’ ” Jorgenson recalled, 
referring to the Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

That day he saw Japanese 
aircraft fly overhead to bomb
Manila. By the end of Decem-
ber, his unit, the 4th Marine 
Regiment, was sent to guard the 
island fortress at Corregidor, in 
Manila Bay.

During the four-month siege 
that followed, Jorgenson grew 
to hate the whine of the air raid 
siren.

“I was in terror,” he said. 
“But you finally adjust, because
you’re not dead yet.”

He was shot in the side the 
day before the garrison fell. The 
bullet missed his heart because 
it was deflected by his gas mask
canister.

Jorgenson was sent to 
Fortress Corregidor’s massive 

underground hospital. He was 
lying on a blood-soaked cot 
when the loudspeaker an-
nounced the garrison was being 
surrendered.

“They said the Japanese will 
be entering the tunnel in a few 
minutes,” Jorgenson said.

He said the Japanese didn’t 
disturb operations in the hos-
pital and left the wounded to 
heal.

While he was recovering, Jor-
genson missed a critical roll call. 
As a result, his family in Iowa 
received a message that he was 
missing and presumed dead.

He spent two years in the 
Philippines doing manual labor. 
He felt his treatment was harsh 
but not brutal.

“I’d gotten hit a few times, 
but that was just part of the ter-
ritory,” he said. “You feel like 
you want to get up and clobber 
them — but you don’t.”

Jorgenson was shipped with 
1,035 POWs to Japan in August 
1944 on one of the notorious 
hell ships, the Noto Maru. They 
were crammed into a hot cargo 
hold with no room to sit. They 
were given only a little rice and 
water each day. An open vat in 
the middle of the room was a 
communal toilet.
“There were no fights. Just

a lot of congestion and smells,” 
Jorgenson said.

Once in Japan, he was among 
about 900 POWs sent to the 
Hanawa prison camp in the 
mountains of northern Japan 
to work as slave laborers in the 
Mitsubishi copper mines. Twen-
ty-seven of them died.

Jorgenson was one of only 
two of the POWs still living in 
2015, when Mitsubishi officials
delivered a formal apology to 
the POWs in Los Angeles.

Characteristically, Jorgen-
son tended years later to recall 
moments when his captors 
showed their humanity. In 
a 2014 interview, he remem-
bered talking in English with a 
Mitsubishi engineer who had 

studied at Columbia University 
in New York. And the mem-
ory of a Japanese officer who
was a Christian and gave each 
prisoner at Corregidor a pack of 
cigarettes moved him to tears. 
The officer told them he hoped
they got home safely at the end 
of the war.

“There were times when you 
saw the brighter side of things,” 
Jorgenson said.

The Hanawa prisoners heard 
rumors of the atomic bombs 
that destroyed Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in August 1945. With-
in weeks, they were rescued 
by American troops. He lost 70 
pounds while in captivity.

After traveling by ship to the 
West Coast, Jorgenson called his 
parents, who were stunned to 
hear from him. He asked about 
Ruth.

“My mom said, ‘Sonny boy, 
just cool it. She’s married,’ ” he 
said. Ruth had moved to Cali-
fornia with her new husband.

Jorgenson was crushed, but 
he moved on. He married Lou-
ise Messick and used his GI Bill 
to go to Drake University and 
earn a degree in radio broad-
casting. He worked for decades 
in the music industry.

The couple had three sons 
and divorced in 1959. Jorgen-
son remarried and settled in 
Omaha. His second wife, Betty, 
died in 1981.

Fourteen years later, Ruth — 
who was widowed and living 
in Pebble Beach, California — 
learned Warren was still alive. 
She wrote him a letter. They re-
kindled their youthful romance 
and spent 18 years together, 
until she died in 2013 after a fall 
in their California home.

“It was really a honeymoon,” 
Jorgenson said.

He moved back to Nebraska, 
near two of his children, to live 
in a retirement home in Ben-
nington.

Jorgenson had long partici-
pated in American Defenders of 
Bataan and Corregidor events, 

which Thompson said were 
therapeutic for the veterans 
(including her own father) 
who survived the often brutal 
imprisonment by the Japanese. 
Few received any kind of treat-
ment for their trauma.

For many, she said, the 
bitterness they felt dissipated 
after goodwill trips like the one 
Jorgenson joined in 2014.

“Since we started sending 
them back, it’s been a night-
and-day difference,” Thompson 
said. “That’s the power of these 
trips.”

Jorgenson published a pair 
of books through a Christian 
bookseller after turning 90. The 
first was a politically charged
indictment of modern parenting 
called “Daisies & Dandelions.” 
The second, “The Expendable 
Garrison,” was a memoir of his 
Iowa childhood and his military 
service, including his POW 
experience.

In 2017, the then-commander 
of his wartime unit, Col. Kevin 
Norton, visited Bennington to 
film an interview with Jorgen-
son about his Marine Corps 
experience. The interview 
(which can be seen on You-
Tube) was intended to educate 
later generations of Marines on 
their heritage.

“We’re going to evangelize 
this,” Norton said at the time. 
“The young Marines eat it up. 
They appreciate this part of the 
history.”

Though knee troubles limit-
ed Jorgenson’s mobility in the 
last several years, his son, Loren 
Jorgenson of Omaha, said he 
remained healthy — until the 
COVID-19 pandemic hit.

The Marine veteran was hos-
pitalized twice during May. De-
spite the pandemic restrictions, 
Loren was able to spend time 
with him before he died. Others 
talked with him on video.

“Everybody got to say good-
bye,” Loren Jorgenson said.

There will be a small ceremo-
ny followed by burial July 11.

WWII Marine POW, who survived Corregidor 
and ‘hell ship’ voyage, dies from COVID-19
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Warren Jorgenson of Bennington, Neb. He is wearing his Marine 
uniform, before World War II.

U.S. EMBASSY

Warren Jorgenson visits with U.S. Ambassador Caroline Kennedy during a reunion of former POWs at her 
official residence at the U.S. Embassy in Tokyo, Japan, on Oct. 15, 2014.


