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One of the original founders of the 
DeLand Naval Air Station Museum, 
the late Ken Torbett is always on 
our mind.  Even though we lost him 
on July 10, 2016, his memory      
continues to be a great motivator 
for our volunteers to keep working 
on the mission of preserving our 
history for public education.  As a 
WWII Flight Line Chief at the 
DeLand NAS, Ken was able to share 
many of his recollections over the 
years.  His most vivid and personal 
memory of young aviators who 
were killed while training in 
DeLand is a great reminder of the 
stark reality of what happened and 
why it is so important to remember 
and honor the sacrifices made. 
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We learned so much from Ken Torbett during our many 
interviews and at WWII crash sites.  We enjoyed his 
southern charm and quick wit.  But seeing his emotions 
when he discussed the loss of life and injuries of young 
pilots that took place during flight training, it was clear 
that he would never forget any detail about what    
happened to them.  “In His Own Words”….. 

From 1942 through 1946, long before sunlight brightened 
the eastern sky towards Daytona Beach, 
the roaring thunder of war planes ripped 
through palmetto flatwoods north of 
DeLand as powerful engines and         
propellers exploded into life.                
Ammunition and bombs lay on the         
oil-stained concrete, among rows of dive 
bombers.  Below a drab wooden tower, 
small swarms of men checked, fueled and 
loaded planes for another day of          
strafing, bombing and, sometimes, 
death. 

World War II put thousands of war-
planes in the skies over the middle of St. 
Johns River as pilots trained at area    
bases, including the DeLand Naval Air 
Station.  In 1943, the east half of the 
flight line included some 150 planes and 
ground crews that were managed by a 
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Line Chief named Ken Torbett from Virginia.  He worked in a low metal hut, where        
fliers and ground crews got assignments for flight training. 

In a 2002 interview on the DeLand Airport flight line, Ken  
Torbett shared his recollections of his experiences during 
WWII as he set out to show us the location of the buildings 
on the base.  “It was  dangerous as hell out here, no doubt 
about it,” he said as he passed a chain-link fence and walked 
between metal airport buildings.  He was looking for the place 
where his line shack stood nearly sixty years ago. 

“Just think about it”.  His words were short, terse, to the point.  “You’ve got fifty to sixty 
guys running around in the dark with all these propellers turning, fueling going on,    
ordnance loading up, bombs on the deck, planes taxiing and all so loud it knocks your 
ears out.  With all that activity, you’re going to have a few  problems”. 

After losing many fliers in early Pacific battles, the Navy was desperate for aviators.  It 
needed them faster than they could be trained.  Known as 90 Day Wonders, men          
assigned to DeLand NAS got three months training in bombing and gunnery before being 
rushed to the front. “We had guys on this line who had been behind plows in Georgia 
three months before”, said Torbett.  “This was hurry up.  We had a war going on and we 
were in trouble.”   “This was all grass”, he said, walking across thick asphalt.  They’ve 
changed things so much.”  Then he stopped. 

“Here”, he said, looking around him, judging distances of long-gone landmarks.  “The 
line shack stood right here”.  He showed a flush of emotion as he stood exactly where he 
and others worked to keep planes flying safely so America’s warriors could learn deadly 
skills. 

“We had all kinds of incidents”, he said, mostly mistakes like a taxiing pilot hitting       
another plane, or cutting too close and damaging wing tips.”  “Once before dawn, a     
taxiing plane’s engine caught fire, the crew jumped out as the plane swerved into others, 
exploded and caught them on fire.”  Torbett’s hand moved across the horizon, tracking a 
fateful flight of two low-flying planes that collided over the field. 

“One man bailed out, but his chute didn’t open.  It trailed”.  He pointed to a stand of    
cypress.  “He hit right over there and he was killed.  We lost two crewmen and two pilots 
that day.”  As he walked away, Torbett looked east, down the same slab of shimmering 
concrete he watched so often in that other time.  “Hell, we had them crash on the end of 
the runway and burn.  You’d see a guy sitting there, burning up.”  His words were low,    
intense, clipped.  “We had a lot of them die here, maybe a hundred or more.“  The deaths 
were war secrets, so no one really knows. 

Ken cared deeply about each and every one of his young aviators.  He felt responsible for 
them.  His mission was always to make sure that the Fliers who died here in DeLand and 
Volusia County should be known, remembered and honored, like those who died in    
combat.  They walked across this same concrete, climbed into rumbling, armed aircraft 
and flew to their deaths in the service of freedom.   

It was an honor to know Ken Torbett and The DeLand Naval Air 
Station Museum members are grateful to him for his vision with 
so many other Veterans to create the museum.  We will salute 
him when we pass by him on the DNAS Mural in Downtown 
DeLand, and strive to honor his legacy by continuing to preserve 
this important local history as a memorial to them all.               
  “In Memory of All Who Served” 
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This article from one of the original          
DeLandings Newsletters during WWII 
shows some of the planes used for training 
from 1942-1946 at the DeLand NAS.  The 
first aircraft to arrive at NAS DeLand was 
the PB0-1 Hudson and later the  Ventura 
and SB2C Helldiver in June, 1945. 
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 The DNAS Museum remains closed to the public until we determine it is safe to re-open. 
Our great volunteers are still working behind the scene at the museum or from home.  We 
appreciate their assistance and ongoing support.  The DNAS Museum is an all volunteer 
museum and we rely 100% on Community Support.  You can support the museum during 
the pandemic by renewing your membership (even if you can’t participate, become a   
supporting member), make a donation through our website 
www.delandnavalairmuseum.org or mail a donation to DNAS Museum, 910 Biscayne 
Boulevard, DeLand, FL 32724.    Use  AmazonSmile for orders.  Any amount is appreciated! 

The Naval Sea Cadet DeLand Excellence 

Squadron will resume a modified training 

schedule combining a virtual and in person 

schedule while following the Covid19          

guidelines.  Congratulations to Andrew 

Osteen for his promotion to  Ensign.  He 

will coordinate the students under the       

direction of LCMD Dennis Dickerson.  New 

students, age 10-high school, who are           

interested in joining can get more                

information at 

dennisdickerson2@msn.com.  
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 The DeLand Naval Air Station Museum has been so fortunate to host many student            
volunteers who have donated their time and skills to work on restoration projects and  
fundraiser events.  Working side by side with experienced Veterans and Volunteers, the     
students benefit from a unique opportunity to learn new skills and history.  The only        
downside of this program is when our students graduate and we have to say good-bye to 
them as they leave to start their new careers.  We thank and congratulate Joseph Ryan    
Semens, Past President of the Embry Riddle “Riddle Redeemers” for his many volunteer 
hours.  We know he was disappointed that due to Covid19 a graduation ceremony for his 
degree in Unmanned Aircraft Systems Science was cancelled.  We wish him all the best as 
he returns to his home in McKinney, Texas to starts his search for employment.                                               
      THANK YOU RYAN!! 

“If I had to choose one experience in my four years at Embry Riddle Aeronautical University 
that had the most profound effect on me, I would most definitely choose my time              
volunteering at the DeLand Naval Air Station Museum.    Ever since I was given the            
opportunity to work at the museum through a student organization in my freshman year, my 
experiences have given me once in a lifetime opportunities to interact with history and learn 
valuable skills. Though my background is in unmanned aircraft, I discovered my true passion 
for restoring and  maintaining pieces of aviation history thanks to the museum and will soon 
be pursuing my Airframe and Powerplant certificate to work with restoration organizations 
around the country. “ 

“I would not trade the experiences I had at the museum and the opportunities given to me 
there to grow and learn for anything, and would recommend it to anyone with even a         
remote interest in aviation history or a desire to help their community.” 

 Best Wishes, 

 Joseph Ryan Semens 

Embry Riddle Aeronautical University Alumni 

Frank, Gene and Al thank Ryan and wish him well as he returns home.  “In his own words”, 
here is his description of the impact and benefit to him for his volunteer work at the DNASM.  
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WELCOME TO 

DeLAND, FLA 

A Preserve America 

City 

 

Hours of Operation: 12 Noon-4pm 

Wednesday through Saturday,   
Sunday 1pm-4pm (If Volunteers 
Are Available) 

Call to Schedule Group Tours for 
Adults & Youth Groups 


