WWII MIAs –America’s Shame

                    

“One can judge the conscience of a nation by the 

recognition it gives to those who died for it.”
                       -- William Gladstone, 19th  Century British Prime Minister 

Background

There are currently 88,000 missing and unknown American military dead from WWII, Korea and Vietnam, with 2% from Vietnam, 8% from Korea and 90% from WWII. The US Department of Defense estimates that 24,000-35,000 of these dead are still recoverable. The Department recovers the remains of 75 per year from all three wars combined—under a program that gives first priority to the recovery of the dead from the most recent wars, i.e., Iraq and Afghanistan. All wars prior to Vietnam are considered “Ancient Wars.”

Leon Cooper,  Producer, proposed film series,  “WWII MIAs- Are You Forgotten?”

Cooper served four years during WWII as a Naval officer, primarily in the Pacific Theatre, as Boat Group Commander for his ship. In that capacity he assisted in the direction of landings, in Higgins Boats, of assault troops on the beaches of Japanese-held island strongholds. He took part in six invasions, starting with Tarawa and ending with Iwo Jima. In 2008, he produced “Return to Tarawa-the Leon Cooper Story,” a documentary film about his return visit to the islands of his first battle experience.

During his return visit to Tarawa he learned that hundreds of Americans still lay where they fell, sixty five years before, in the fury of the three days of savagery that became known as “Bloody Tarawa.” At the time,  Cooper wondered whether there were “other Tarawas” among the many battles fought during the Pacific War.

Back home, he learned indeed there were, and was shocked and saddened to learn how little our government had done to recover the remains of those who had died in defense of our nation’s freedom, and how seemingly callous our nation’s leaders had been to the needs of the relatives of the fallen—to bring closure to a painful chapter in their lives. Where were his remains? What were the circumstances of his death? Why hadn’t the remains of their husbands, their uncles, their brothers, their grandfathers been found and repatriated? 

The Searchers

Leon Cooper—who took part in several of the battle sites to be visited. His earlier film, “Return to Tarawa-the Leon Cooper Story” had been viewed by some members of Congress, leading to a recent House of Representatives Resolution declaring it to be “The Sense of Congress” that the remains of American dead still in Tarawa shall be recovered and repatriated.

Keith Phillips—Head of  Project Homecoming, a non-profit organization dedicated to assist in the recovery and repatriation of the MIAs of WWII. Phillips has frequently testified before Congressional committees about MIAs.

Matthew Hausle—Camera

Steven Barber—Film producer/director. Added camera.

Jonathan Kaplan—Film producer/director. Added camera.

The Plan

 

Almost two-thirds of WWII MIAs are in the Pacific Theatre, hence the film series will be about the Pacific War only. There will be five films in the series, possibly “piggy-backing” Steven Spielberg’s upcoming film about the Pacific War. A chartered jet plane would be required to carry the search team and equipment as travel to the various locations by commercial plane would be difficult to schedule, indeed impossible for a few of the battle sites.   

 

Information about MIAs is readily available from accessible public archives, including service records, the circumstances of death, recovery efforts if made, a service photo if available, family correspondence, often including poignant letters that breathe life into the case. Relatives of the deceased would be interviewed on camera, as would additional interviews with “war buddies,” lending additional “flesh and blood” to these MIAs. The films are not about a statistical run down of MIAs—dry,  abstract numbers—but about young men who died while in the prime of their lives. It will never be known what important contributions some, or perhaps many, could have made that would have made our world a better place. At least, each had been denied a fulfilled life, giving and receiving love, above all the opportunity to “pursue happiness.”
The Team will visit Japan in order to interview veterans of the Pacific War. Admittedly, it will be difficult to locate good subjects for interviews among this group in view of the well known fact that all who survived their battles, e.g., to be captured, were regarded as pariahs by their fellow combatants—hence there were relatively few. Good interviews with these survivors will provide a dramatic contrast to the other interviews, these from the viewpoint of a “loser.”  
Searches will be made for MIAs in the following battle sites: Papua New Guinea, the Philippines, Peleliu, the Marianas Islands, Okinawa. This is where the majority of Pacific War MIAs still lie. These will be the film locations.

There are three broad categories of MIAs:

1. Massacre sites. It is rare, but not unheard of, to find the remains of some soldiers “on the side of a trail.” More common are mass graves of soldiers or airmen who were killed after capture. In certain cases these sites have been reported but not investigated. In other cases the presence of remains was suggested in war crimes trials, but recovery didn’t always take place.

2. Wrecked aircraft. There are hundreds of  wrecks in Pacific islands that have actually been located and recorded. The tail number on the plane provides an easily established association with an MIA, or MIAs,  but no recovery has taken place. In some cases the remains are still plainly visible; in others, natives have buried them or have taken parts of the remains to be used as totems in their religious ceremonies. (Interviews with natives will add emotional content as well as aid in recoveries).

3. Post battle SNAFU’s. While the US Army’s Graves Registration units routinely followed up on the dead after each battle, regardless of the branch of the military they served in, their investigations weren’t always as rigorous as they should have been owing to the need to complete and then proceed to the next of the many Pacific War battle sites. (In “Return to Tarawa” Graves Registration was unable to account for more than 50% of the dead.) The  dental records of the dead was the “state of the art” identification during the 1940’s, primitive at best and incomplete at worst. Add to this the diffusion of responsibility among the service branches for identification and burial of the dead. Then add to the mix the chaos and confusion that is the inevitable concomitant of battles and their aftermaths.  

 

Are You Forgotten?

The LA Times recently published the obituary of Newt Heisley, a WWII veteran, who designed the Vietnam era POW/MIA flag that came to symbolize the nation’s concern for military personnel missing or held prisoner in Vietnam. The stark black-and-white images in the center of the flag was that of a man with his head bowed. The words, “You Are Not Forgotten” ran as a streamer across the bottom of the flag. The flag caught on immediately as an expression of sympathy for those who had fought in an unpopular war. It flew over the White House for a time, and was installed in the US Capitol Rotunda and is still in permanent display. At the time Congress ordered that the flag be flown at federal buildings and at military installations six days a year, including Memorial Day and the Fourth of July. The flag served to galvanize a nation-wide drive to recover the remains of all who fell in Vietnam—to good effect, as noted earlier: relatively few MIAs still remain in Vietnam.

The proposed film series may well serve to  energize a similar drive, this time for those who fell during WWII, a “popular war.”  

Episode Descriptions

Peleliu - Disaster under your feet or Rupertus’ folly

The combination of faulty aerial photography and the stubborn vainglory Marine General, W.G. Rupertus, turned a battle of questionable strategic value into a six-week long massacre that killed 11,000 Japanese and 900 American KIAs and an additional 4,500 American wounded or missing. Rupertus refused to call upon an Army Division standing by to assist, stubbornly allowing the killing of his Marines to continue. His area commander finally ordered Rupertus to allow the “inferior” Army troops to join in the battle, thereby stopping the bloodbath of his “superior” Marines. Today, the Palau Islands are a favorite surfing spot for vacationers and honeymooners for both Japanese and Americans, who frolic in Peleliu and in other islands in the archipelago—unaware they are stepping on the remains of the dead and live ordnance. 
Okinawa - Field of mud, lead, decay and maggots

Lightning quick landings by American forces turned into head-on World War I style trench warfare as the Marines fought to sweep through Japanese defensive caves on the southern portion of the island. Monsoons turned the landscape into mud, and body parts littered the battlefields. Gen. Simon Buckner’s head-on attack, while direct and brutal, proved successful, but upwards of 240,000 casualties resulted from the campaign including 12,000 U.S. KIAs and MIAs, Over 100,00 civilians were killed, either as human shields or as a result of suicide orders issued by the Japanese. Today, the local population continues to resent Tokyo’s attempt to whitewash the Mass Suicide Order, refusing to admit that this atrocity took place along with the many other acts of brutality Japan’s military government inflicted upon civilian populations elsewhere in the world. Okinawa is definitely not part of mainland Japan, but Japan continues to claim that it is.  US MIAs still dot the landscape in the mountainous highlands.
Tinian - Fight for the A-Bomb

More than a year before Hiroshima and Nagasaki, two Marine divisions stormed this island in order to set up a bomber base for B-29’s including the Enola Gay. By this time, Japanese resistance had already flagged. Nevertheless, 8,000 of the 8,300 Japanese garrison died in the limestone caves of the island during this battle which marked the first use of napalm. Much of the island was then bulldozed and paved over for a giant airfield, the world’s largest. Despite the overwhelming presence of 50,000 US troops, several hundred Japanese holed up in the jungle throughout 1945 and the last holdout was finally captured in 1953. Today, the luxury hotel-casino and small town accoutrements give no hint of the war waged or the MIAs who fought it.

Papua New Guinea -- Letting someone else do the fighting

About 1,000 Japanese defenders fled for the hills when the Americans came ashore in April 1944 near Aitape and at Hollandia. Cut off and unsupplied, the Japanese army garrisons were bound to wither away, but MacArthur still asked the Australian Army to take over the Western New Guinea campaign. This freed up US forces for the attack on the Philippines. The Australians fought the Japanese for almost a year in a largely unnecessary campaign, mostly along the thin strip of coast. Occasional skirmishes in the mountains left the godforsaken jungle littered even today with rusting hulks and broken bodies. 

Philippines -- MacArthur's egotistical “Return”

They may have fallen on the battlefield, but the fate of 55,000 American KIAs and MIAs was decided by other men in other places. Although the Philippines were strategically placed to interrupt Japan’s supply lines from Southeast Asia, The Joint Chefs had recommended bypassing them and invading Japan. Gen MacArthur had frittered away an 8 hr advance warning of Japanese attack on December 7, 1941, and was determined to redeem himself. Having repeatedly said “I will return,” (“I” and not “We” as others had suggested), he then went over the heads of Joint Chiefs and personally lobbied FDR. FDR, fearing competition for re-election, was only too glad to keep his General busy in the Pacific. Thus, on D-Day, MacArthur staged his wading ashore no less than four times for the cameras. Lights, Camera, Action! Today, MIAs are most likely to be found buried in the interior of the island because most of the heavy resistance from the holed-up Japanese occurred there, long after any hope of holding onto Philippines had gone.

