
Nathaniel Stone Clifford was born on August 3, 1906, in the small town of Milton, Massachusetts. A 
close-knit, rural community, Milton had fewer than five thousand residents during Clifford’s youth, 
but his family still possessed a certain prominence: his great-grandfather, John H. Clifford, had been 
governor of the state in the 1850s.

Nathaniel attended Harvard University, where he excelled 
at hockey and football and participated in several clubs. 
If such activities weren’t enough, on July 9, 1928, Clifford 
joined the U.S. Marine Corps Reserve (USMCR) which 
allowed him to remain in school and participate in 
military training on a part-time basis. During the spring 
of 1929, Clifford graduated from Harvard University and 
soon thereafter completed military training at Squantum 
Naval Air Station in Quantico, Virginia. By July 1930, 
Clifford was a commissioned officer with the rank of first 
lieutenant in the USMCR. 

A year after completing officer training, Clifford married 
Jeanette Tiley Hume Sprague on May 28, 1931. He was 24 
years old. Together they had two children, Nathaniel Jr. 
and Elizabeth, and continued living around Quantico. But 
in December 1940, as World War II raged in Europe and 
Japan continued its military expansion in the Pacific, the 
Marine Corps activated Clifford from his reservist status.
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The family moved to Coronado, California to be close to the Marine Corps Barracks in San Diego in 
1942 while Clifford underwent flight training. The Marine Corps soon promoted him to lieutenant 
colonel and made him executive officer of Headquarters Marine Air Group 21, attached to the 1st 
Marine Aircraft Wing. In late 1942, Clifford’s unit deployed to the Russell Islands in the South Pacific.

The assignment proved tragically brief. Shortly after 8:00 PM on August 5th, 1943, Clifford and 
another pilot named Lieutenant William S. Devereaux were conducting a flight experiment in a 
Dauntless scout bomber (SBO 4 #06735), when their plane went down about four miles off the coast 
of Pavuvu. Clifford released a parachute flare, the canopy of which tangled in his plane’s tail. He 
and Devereaux were both killed, most likely from their plane’s impact into the Pacific Ocean. Their 
bodies were never recovered.

Nathaniel Clifford received the Legion of Merit Award, Commendation Ribbon, and Purple Heart 
for his service as a pilot during wartime. A marker was dedicated for Clifford at the West Virginia 
National Cemetery in Pruntytown on May 21, 1991. He also has a headstone in Milton Cemetery in 
Milton, Massachusetts, and is listed on the Manila American Cemetery and Memorial’s Tablets of 
the Missing in the Philippines.
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The West Virginia National Cemeteries Project is a program of the West Virginia Humanities 
Council, funded in part by the Veterans Legacy Program of the Department of Veteran Affairs and 
initiated in 2021. All biographies produced as part of this program are composed by West Virginia 
high school students, who conduct original research on veterans interred at the Grafton National 
Cemetery or the West Virginia National Cemetery, both of which are located in or near Grafton, 
Taylor County, West Virginia.

As home to one of the nation’s earliest National Cemeteries, the community of Grafton has 
longstanding traditions of honoring America’s veterans, including the longest continuously 
celebrated Memorial Day parade in the United States. The Grafton National Cemetery, located 
in the heart of the city and founded in 1867, is typically the endpoint of each year’s parade. When 
the Grafton National Cemetery began to run short of space during the 1960s, the West Virginia 
National Cemetery was dedicated in 1987, just a few miles outside of Grafton in the community of 
Pruntytown. The same National Cemetery Administration staff cares for both facilities.

The West Virginia Humanities Council is proud to thank the following organizations for their 
participation in the West Virginia National Cemeteries Project: West Virginia Archives and History, 
the West Virginia University history department, Taylor County Historical and Genealogical 
Society, Taylor County Public Library, and Grafton High School.
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