COURTESY OF HISTORY FLIGHT

Scientific recovery expert Johan Rodriguez, left, and archaeologist Archie Tiauzon, both with History Flight, examine an excavation
on Red Beach 2 during recovery operations on Betio Island, Tarawa Atoll in 2020.

Until They All Come Home
History Flight is Dedicated to Locating,
Excavating Remains of Missing Marines
By Nancy S. Lichtman
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n 2014, Wendell Perkins and five
other veterans of the Battle of Tarawa
DUULYHG RQ %HWLR IRU WKH ¿UVW WLPH
since they had fought the Japanese there
LQ7KLVWLPHKRZHYHUWKH\ZHUHQ¶W
EHLQJ VKRW DW E\ D ILUPO\ HQWUHQFKHG
HQHP\LQWHQWRQWKHLUGHIHDW7KH0DULQHV
ZHUH WKHUH ZLWK 0DUN 1RDK IRXQGHU
and president of History Flight, to see
¿UVWKDQGWKHZRUN1RDK¶VWHDPZDVGRLQJ
WRORFDWHDQGUHFRYHUWKHUHPDLQVRIWKHLU
IHOORZ0DULQHVZKRGLHGGXULQJWKHEDWWOH
and were still buried on the tiny island in
WKH3DFL¿F
Over the years, Perkins had often
thought of revisiting the place where he

PFC Wendell Perkins, left, and
PFC Harold Hayden

¿UVWH[SHULHQFHGWKHFKDRVRIFRPEDWEXW
WKLVWULSZDVPRUHWKDQMXVWDZDONGRZQ
PHPRU\ ODQH IRU KLP 3HUNLQV ZDQWHG
WRVHHWKH+LVWRU\)OLJKWH[FDYDWLRQVLWH
EHFDXVH IRU KLP LW ZDV SHUVRQDO 7KH
bones being unearthed there belonged to
WKHPHQZKRKDGIRXJKW¿HUFHO\DORQJVLGH
3HUNLQV7KH\ZHUHKLVIHOORZ0DULQHV²
they were his friends.
Wendell Perkins was 19 when he landed
on the north side of Betio Island, Tarawa
$WROORQWKHHYHQLQJRI1RY,W
was D+1, the second day of a bloody battle
RQDWLQ\FRUDODWROOLQWKH6RXWK3DFL¿F
3HUNLQV ZDV D PDFKLQH JXQQHU ZLWK
&RPSDQ\$VW%DWWDOLRQWK0DULQH
5HJLPHQWQG0DULQH'LYLVLRQDQGWKLV
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck
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LCDR CHARLES KERLEE, USNR

Almost half of the KIAs buried in the aftermath of the battle, however, were not recovered after the war.
It has taken more than 75 years, but through the work and dedication of History Flight, a nonprofit
organization, those men are finally being brought home to their families for proper burial.

Cemetery 13 (left) is one of the many cemeteries created after the battle ended. As the war in the Pacific raged on, some of the
cemeteries on Betio were relocated to accommodate the construction of base infrastructure. Unfortunately, the wartime relocation
of the cemeteries later resulted in confusion about where the men were buried. The unknown cross (right) is one of many marking
the graves of servicemen who died during the battle on the island and whose identities were lost.
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WKH$PHULFDQ*UDYHV5HJLVWUDWLRQ6HUYLFH
GLVLQWHUUHGDOOWKH86FDVXDOWLHVWKH\
FRXOGORFDWHLQWRRQHFHQWUDOL]HGORFDWLRQ
RQ%HWLRWKH/RQH3DOP&HPHWHU\IRU
ODWHUUHSDWULDWLRQ6RPHRIWKHPHQZHUH
DEOHWREHLGHQWL¿HGDQGZHUHVHQWWRWKHLU
IDPLOLHVRWKHUVZHUHEXULHGDV³XQNQRZQV´
DWWKH1DWLRQDO0HPRULDORIWKH3DFL¿F
LQ+RQROXOX+DZDLL$OPRVWKDOIRIWKH

.,$VEXULHGLQWKHDIWHUPDWKRIWKHEDWWOH
KRZHYHUZHUHQRWUHFRYHUHGDIWHUWKHZDU
,WKDVWDNHQPRUHWKDQ\HDUVEXWWKURXJK
WKHZRUNDQGGHGLFDWLRQRI+LVWRU\)OLJKW
DQRQSUR¿WRUJDQL]DWLRQWKRVHPHQDUH
ILQDOO\ EHLQJ EURXJKW KRPH WR WKHLU
IDPLOLHVIRUSURSHUEXULDO
+LVWRU\)OLJKWLVWKHFUHDWLRQRI0DUN
1RDKDIXOOWLPHSLORWIRU836ZKREH

SGT MELANYE MARTINEZ, USMC

ZDVKLV¿UVWWDVWHRIZDU:KHQGDUNQHVV
IHOO KH GXJ LQ QH[W WR D ORJ DQG VOHSW
LQWHUPLWWHQWO\ZDLWLQJIRUWKH¿JKWWKDW
ZDVVXUHWRFRPHWKHQH[WPRUQLQJ:KHQ
GDZQEURNH3HUNLQVUHDOL]HGWKDWWKHORJ
KHKDGEHHQXVLQJIRUFRYHUZDVDFWXDOO\
WKHERG\RIDGHDG-DSDQHVHVROGLHU
7KH¿JKWLQJRQ%HWLRZDV¿HUFHEXW
3HUNLQVVXUYLYHG0DQ\RIWKHPHQLQKLV
VTXDGLQFOXGLQJKLVWZRJRRGIULHQGV
3ULYDWH)LUVW&ODVV+DUROG:+D\GHQDQG
3)&0HUYLQ'³0RQN´*DOODQGZHUH
QRWVROXFN\3HUNLQVQRZFDQ¶WIRUJHW
WKHPRPHQWKHVDZKLVIULHQG+DUROG
GLH7KHWZR0DULQHVZHUHVHWWLQJXSD
PDFKLQHJXQZKHQDQHQHP\URXQGKLW
+D\GHQLQWKHKHDGHQGLQJKLVOLIH³:H
ZHUHVWRSSLQJDQGVHWWLQJXSRXUGHIHQVHV
DQG+DUROG+D\GHQZDVEULQJLQJDER[RI
DPPXQLWLRQXSWRPHKHJRWDORQJVLGHRI
PHDQGVHWWKHER[GRZQDQGMXVWDERXW
WKDWWLPHKHJRWKLW´VDLG3HUNLQV
7KH%DWWOHRI7DUDZDZDVDYLFWRU\IRU
WKH8QLWHG6WDWHVEXWDFRVWO\RQHPRUH
WKDQ  0DULQHV DQG 6DLORUV ZHUH
NLOOHGDQGPRUHWKDQZHUHZRXQGHG
7KH 0DULQHV DQG 6DLORUV ZKR ZHUH
NLOOHGGXULQJWKHEDWWOHLQFOXGLQJ3HUNLQV¶
IULHQGV+DUROG+D\GHQDQG0RQN*DOODQG
ZHUHEXULHGLQPDNHVKLIWFHPHWHULHVDFURVV
WKHLVODQG,QWKHWK4XDUWHU
PDVWHU*UDYHV5HJLVWUDWLRQ&RPSDQ\RI

Jordan Windish, left, and James Murphy, archaeologists with History Flight, excavate
a site on Betio, July 15, 2019.
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came compelled to locate the remains of
missing servicemen through his passion
for flying restored historical aircraft.
Noah, who was named an Honorary
Marine in 2015, initially formed History
Flight in 2003 as an organization that
would restore World War II-era aircraft
DQGWDNHWKHPRQÀ\LQJWRXUVVHOOLQJULGHV
on the warbirds to fund the cost of their
restoration and historic preservation. As
he researched the vintage aircraft, Noah
learned of the thousands of men whose
remains were still missing in overseas
graves, so he shifted the focus of his organization to locating and recovering U.S.
military personnel previously deemed
unrecoverable.
Combining historical and archival
information with technologies such as
ground penetrating radar surveys, magnetometry and forensic archaeology,
History Flight currently has a 93 percent
success rate in locating the remains they
have searched for. To date, the History
Flight team has recovered 332 full sets of
86UHPDLQVIURP(XURSHDQGWKH3DFL¿F
“The project is very edifying,” said
Noah. “Other than being a good citizen
and a good family man, it’s the best thing
that I’ve ever done in my life.”

COUTESY OF NATIONAL ARCHIVES
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In the immediate aftermath of the battle, fallen Marines were buried in makeshift cemeteries all over the small island of Betio.

Sgt Fae V. Moore, assigned to E/2/8,
2ndMarDiv, was killed on the first day of
the Battle of Tarawa, Nov. 20, 1943. He
was recovered by History Flight in 2015.

During a 2015 excavation on Betio,
Noah’s team located the remains of First
Lieutenant Alexander Bonnyman Jr., who
was posthumously awarded the Medal of
Honor for his actions during the Battle
of Tarawa. Bonnyman’s grandson, Clay
Bonnyman Evans, was on site when his
grandfather’s grave was excavated, and
in his book, “Bones of My Grandfather,”
he describes how important it was to his
family to have his grandfather buried
in the family plot in Knoxville, Tenn.,
instead of in an unmarked grave in the
6RXWK3DFL¿F
“As I watched an archaeologist expose
my grandfather’s remains to sunlight for
WKH¿UVWWLPHLQ\HDUVLWZDVWKHFXO
mination of my family’s long, brokenhearted search to bring him home,” said
Evans. “And burying him next to his family
members brought our family together and
gave immense solace to his two living
GDXJKWHUVQRZDQG´KHDGGHG
In 2018, retired Marine Sergeant Major
Justin LeHew joined the History Flight
WHDPDVWKHFKLHIRSHUDWLQJRI¿FHU1RW
long after he joined the organization, a
SRVLWLYHLGHQWL¿FDWLRQZDVPDGHRIWKH
recovered remains of Technical Sergeant
Harry A. “Bud” Carlson. “To anybody

Combining historical and archival information with technologies such as ground penetrating radar
surveys, magnetometry and forensic archaeology, History Flight currently has a 93 percent success rate
in locating the remains they have searched for.
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else,” said LeHew, “that’s one of [many]
Marines … who gave his life in wave one
on Tarawa.” But for LeHew, a veteran of
combat in Iraq, it was impossible to ignore
the parallels between himself and TSgt
Carlson, a Marine who was killed in battle
nearly 50 years before LeHew stood on
the yellow footprints at Parris Island. TSgt
Carlson had served as the platoon sergeant
of 3rd Platoon, “Alpha” Company, 2nd
Amphibian Tractor Battalion. Sixty years
later, when LeHew was in combat in 2003,
he was the platoon sergeant for 3rd Plt,
Alpha Co, 2nd Amphibian Bn, Task Force
Tarawa. “[TSgt Carlson] personally did
my job 75 years before. In the same unit,
right down to the same platoon … there
is a higher power that guides the hand of
all of this,” said LeHew.
LeHew, who received the Navy Cross
for his actions on March 23-24, 2003,
during the Battle of Nasiriyah, Iraq, leads
the day to day operations and management
of archaeologists, explosive ordnance
disposal technicians, medical personnel,
team leaders, specialty scientists and volunteers whose mission is to locate and
recover the missing remains of U.S. servicemembers, not just on Betio and in the
3DFL¿FEXWZRUOGZLGH/LNH1RDK/H+HZ
is driven by a sense of responsibility to
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

KATHY REESEY

To pay respects to their fallen brothers in arms, Marines fire a rifle volley during a memorial ceremony on Betio in January 1944.

MajGen James Lukeman, left, presents
Mark Noah, the founder and head of
History Flight, with the title of Honorary
Marine during a ceremony at the National Museum of the Marine Corps on
July 24, 2015. Noah said he was humbled
by the honor.

the families of the young men whose
remains are still missing. That sense of
purpose is a constant among all of the
History Flight team members—civilians
and military veterans alike.
“There’s no other more honorable

mission than this mission right here,”
said retired Marine Staff Sergeant Robert
“Bobby” Perez II, an explosive ordnance
disposal technician and History Flight
team leader. “It is the greatest generation
of American history right there,” said
Perez, who added that it’s a privilege
for him to “come out to one of our most
IDPRXV>EDWWOH¿HOGV@DQGVHDUFKIRUP\
brothers … they paved the way for me.”
“What it really comes down to,” said
James Murphy, a scientific recovery
expert with History Flight, is “having the
right to understand and know the fate of
your loved one … there’s never really any
closure to it, but just knowing that they’re
home … you can never underestimate the
impact of that and so it’s a real honor to
be part of it.”
“It’s a really different kind of archaeRORJ\´VDLG-DFN5RVVHQDQRWKHUVFLHQWL¿F
recovery expert who has been excavating
the site on Betio. Rossen, who has a master’s degree and doctorate in anthropology,
came to History Flight with more than 40
years of experience in archaeology. He
spent more than 20 years in academia and
DOVRGLG¿HOGZRUNDOORYHUWKHZRUOG%XW
Rossen said this mission is unlike any of
KLVSUHYLRXV¿HOGDVVLJQPHQWV³,¶YHGRQH
archaeology—there’s a curiosity to it,
NOVEMBER 2020 / LEATHERNECK
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BILL DASHER

Members of the DPAA conclude a repatriation ceremony on July 25, 2017, for 17 servicemembers located and recovered by History
Flight on Betio.

there’s a joyous curiosity to a lot of
archaeology and this is not like that at
all,” Rossen said. “This is very sad and
emotional and urgent archaeology.”
Rossen grew up in a family that felt the
full impact of World War II. His father
was an Army medic in the European
theater during the war, seeing action
in the Battle of the Bulge, and he had a
cousin who was wounded on Iwo Jima.
Rossen also has relatives who survived
the Nazi concentration camps as well as
many who did not.
“I believe in the mission, I am happy
that my skills can be put to good use,”
said Rossen who delayed his retirement
in order to work with History Flight.
History Flight works very closely with
the government’s Defense POW/MIA
Accounting Agency (DPAA) to ensure
that the evidence unearthed is collected
and maintained according to the highest
standards. DPAA forensic scientists and
anthropologists are the ones who analyze
the remains in their laboratories in order
WRPDNHSRVLWLYHLGHQWL¿FDWLRQVRIWKRVH
remains. “We are in constant contact, and
if we have any questions or any kind of
thing that emerges or arises, we are in
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constant contact with them,” said Murphy.
“We make numerous trips, have meetings
ERWKRQOLQHDQGLQSHUVRQDWWKHLURI¿FHV
... or whenever that opportunity arises,
and whenever they visit the island, we
take those opportunities then to be sure
that everything we are doing is parallel
to what they are doing. And they’ve been
very happy with the progress … it’s a very,
very good relationship,” he said.
Murphy and Rossen made one particularly impactful trip with their DPAA
colleagues, traveling aboard a military
transport aircraft to Hawaii with remains
that they had just recovered. Both men
were struck by how moving it was to
ZLWQHVVWKHRI¿FLDOWUDQVIHURIUHPDLQV
to DPAA personnel. “Repatriation ceremonies are extremely powerful,” said
Murphy, adding that he was impressed
by the care and dedication of the activeduty servicemembers who perform those
honors.
“I thought that was one of the greatest
honors I have ever received in my life
to ride that plane then to witness the
[repatriation] ceremony back at the airport
as the Marines were being brought out in
WKHLUÀDJGUDSHGFDVNHWV´5RVVHQVDLG³,W

was so emotional, and I was very moved
and I’m not really an emotional guy in
general,” he added.
³$V D VFLHQWL¿F DUFKDHRORJLVW ZH¶UH
sort of taught we’re not supposed to be
HPRWLRQDOZHDUHVXSSRVHGWREHVFLHQWL¿F
and that’s almost impossible to do all the
time,” said Rossen.
The other History Flight archaeologists
express similar sentiments. Some days
“it hits you pretty good,” said Jordan
Windish, an osteoarchaeologist. Windish
recalled a dig on Betio about a year ago
during which a hand that she recovered
was holding a cross from a rosary. “The
cross was still inside [his] palm,” she said.
“That kind of stuff that you see, personal
effects like class rings or wedding rings
… or even a pair of glasses or dog tags,
it’s that kind of stuff that’s real personal
that hits you pretty hard,” Windish added.
Windish studied osteoarchaeology and
SDOHRSDWKRORJ\LQ(QJODQG6KHGLG¿HOG
work there where her area of emphasis was
leprosy in medieval times and the bones
she was excavating and examining were
from people far removed from what we
know in the modern era. For Windish, her
work with History Flight hits a little closer
www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

to home—she had two grandparents who
VHUYHGLQWKH3DFL¿FGXULQJ::,,+HU
grandfather was in the Army and her stepJUDQGIDWKHUZDVD0DULQHLQWKH3DFL¿F
+HUH[SHUWLVHLQVNHOHWDOUHPDLQVPHDQV
WKDW ZKHQ D VLWH LV EHLQJ H[FDYDWHG
:LQGLVK FDQ WHOO TXLWH D ELW DERXW WKH
UHPDLQVHYHQEHIRUHWKH\DUHFROOHFWHGDQG
VHQWWRWKH'3$$ODERUDWRU\2QHRIWKH
WKLQJVWKDWLVRIWHQLPPHGLDWHO\DSSDUHQW
LVKRZ\RXQJHDFK0DULQHZDVZKHQKH
GLHG³/RRNLQJDWWKHPRVHWHRORJLFDOO\D
ORWRIWKHJX\V«WKHLUERQHVKDGQ¶WHYHQ
VWDUWHGWRIXVH´:LQGLVKVDLG$QRWKHU
WKLQJYLVLEOHWRKHUWUDLQHGH\HVLVWKH
HYLGHQFHRIWKHZRXQGWKDWFDXVHGWKH
0DULQH¶VGHDWK³:KHQ\RXVHHWKHWUDXPD
«KRZWKH\GLHGWKDWNLQGRIJHWVPH´
VKHVDLG³,WGRHVQ¶WPDWWHUZKRLWLVLW
ZDVDSHUVRQ>DQG@\RXFDQVHHKRZWKH\
JRWNLOOHG´
:LQGLVKVDLGKHUPRWKHUKDVWDNHQD
NHHQLQWHUHVWLQKHUZRUNRQ7DUDZD³6KH
WKLQNVLW¶VDEVROXWHO\DPD]LQJDQG,¶YH
WDNHQKHUWRWZRRIWKHIXQHUDOVWKDW,ZHQW
WR´VDLG:LQGLVKDGGLQJWKDWPHHWLQJ
IDPLOLHVZKRZHUHEXU\LQJWKHUHPDLQVRI
WKHLUORYHGRQHVNLOOHGLQEDWWOHPRUHWKDQ
70 years ago showed her mother a more
FRPSOHWHSLFWXUHRIWKH+LVWRU\)OLJKW
PLVVLRQ³<RXFDQRQO\JRWKURXJKDQG
\RXFDQH[SODLQRQO\VRIDUZKDWZHVHHDW

NANCY S. LICHTMAN

Some days “it hits you pretty good,” said Jordan Windish, an osteoarchaeologist.
Windish recalled a dig on Betio about a year ago during which a hand that she recovered
was holding a cross from a rosary. “The cross was still inside [his] palm,” she said.

Retired Marine SgtMaj Justin LeHew,
center, has been the History Flight chief
operations officer since 2018. His passion
for the mission is so contagious that his
wife, Cynthia, right, a retired FMF corpsman, and their daughter, Aisley, an information technology professional, both
left high-paying jobs in the private sector to be a part of the team.

ZRUNDQGZKDWZHJRWKURXJKHYHU\GD\´
/H+HZ KDV PDGH LW D SULRULW\ WR
KDYHWKH+LVWRU\)OLJKWWHDPPHPEHUV
UHSUHVHQW WKH RUJDQL]DWLRQ DW DV PDQ\
RI WKH IXQHUDOV DV SRVVLEOH EHFDXVH KH
EHOLHYHVWKDWWKHDUFKDHRORJLVWVDQGWKH
IDPLOLHVDOOEHQH¿WIURPWKHH[SHULHQFH
7KHIDPLOLHVVRPHWLPHVIRUPDVWURQJ
FRQQHFWLRQ ZLWK +LVWRU\ )OLJKW WHDP
PHPEHUVEHFDXVHWKH\UHSUHVHQWDOLQN
WRDORYHGRQHZKRKDVEHHQPLVVLQJIRU
PRUHWKDQ\HDUVDIWHUVDFUL¿FLQJKLV
OLIHIRURXUFRXQWU\³%HFDXVH\RXKHOSHG
EULQJWKHLUJUDQGIDWKHUKRPHDQGQRZ
WKH\DVVRFLDWHWKDWZLWK\RX´VDLG/H+HZ
ZKRDWWHQGVDVPDQ\IXQHUDOVDVKHFDQ
+HWUDYHOVZLWKDVXSSO\RIVWHHOSHQQLHV
PLQWHGLQLW¶VWKHFDOOLQJFDUGKH
OHDYHVEHKLQGZKHQKHYLVLWVWKHJUDYH
RID7DUDZD0DULQH
³,WDOOUHDOO\FRPHVKRPHZKHQ,KDYH
DFKDQFHWRJRWRDIXQHUDORIRQHRIWKH
JX\VZHUHFRYHUHGDQGPHHWKLVIDPLO\
PHPEHUV´VDLG-HVVLFD*DGLVDQRWKHU
DUFKDHRORJLVWZLWK+LVWRU\)OLJKW6KH
KDGQ¶WH[SHFWHGIDPLO\DQGFRPPXQLW\
LQYROYHPHQWDQGWKHJUDWLWXGHVKRZQWRKHU
E\WKHH[WHQGHGIDPLOLHVRIWKH0DULQHV
ZKRKDYHEHHQUHFRYHUHGFDXJKW*DGLV
RIIJXDUG³&RPLQJWRWKDWIXQHUDODQG
VHHLQJWKDWWKLVJX\ZDV>IURP@DIDPLO\
of eight and everyone remembered him

www.mca-marines.org/leatherneck

SGT JACQUELINE CLIFFORD, USMC

For archaeologists Jessica
Gadis (inset) and Jack Rossen
(right), these excavations are
unlike other field work they
have done during their
careers. “Putting a face to a
name is a huge part of our
process … we have a whole
wall of ... photos to keep
these guys in mind,” said
Gadis. (Inset photo by
Sgt Melanye Martinez, USMC)
NOVEMBER 2020 / LEATHERNECK
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Although the COVID-19 pandemic travel restrictions have caused excavations to come
to a temporary standstill, local teams have been able to continue their work (above)
to restore sites to their original condition after the completion of excavations. Local
teams are integral to the success of History Flight’s mission on Betio, and during
active excavations, they play a role in recovery efforts (below) sifting soil on site,
under the supervision of scientific recovery experts.

… the impact that one life had and how
glad they are to see him home, it kind of
becomes something that brings that family
together across the entire country.”
Her efforts with History Flight are
quite different from her previous work
LQPHGLHYDODUFKDHRORJ\³7R¿QGDQ\ZD\
of having an impact and doing something

good for living individuals and not just
[writing] a line in a report that no one is
going to read,” Gadis said, makes all the
difference for her.
Much to the frustration of the entire
History Flight team, the organization’s
recovery operations were temporarily shut
down in March due to the coronavirus

pandemic. “I got the last plane out,” said
Rossen. “I almost got stuck there,” he
added.
“I was very sad because I felt I have
OHIWZRUNXQ¿QLVKHG,ZDVYHU\XQKDSS\
about leaving. I tried my best to leave
everything in good shape. We made sure
that we had blue tarps down and before
ZH«¿OOHGHYHU\WKLQJLQZHOHIWJRRG
PDUNHUVVRZHFDQJREDFNDQG¿QGWKH
exact spots again so everything was done
carefully. But I’ve never, believe it or not,
in 45 years, I’ve never begun an excavation
DQGWKHQ¿OOHGLWLQZLWKRXWFRPSOHWLQJLW
I’ve never done that,” Rossen said.
Perez, who lives on Betio year-round,
has continued to lead the locals who are
employed by History Flight in projects
that have improved the island. “Every
day we try to do something positive with
the community,” Perez said, adding that
not unlike that of the Marine Corps, the
History Flight mentality is to leave places
where they are working better than they
found them.
Rossen and his colleagues will resume
their work as soon as travel restrictions
are lifted. In the meantime, research and
planning continues for future recovery
operations in other locations. According to
Noah and LeHew, they are in the planning
phase for completing recovery operations
in the Philippines where it is estimated
that 10,000 U.S. servicemembers were
never recovered after dying in Japanese
prisoner of war camps there.
The logistics behind organizing recovery efforts are complicated, timeconsuming and expensive. History
Flight operations are paid for by private
donations and from contracts with DPAA.
“The mission is so huge,” said Noah.
“There’s 79,000 missing from World
War II; there’s 8,000 missing from Korea;
there’s 1,600 missing from Vietnam and
214 missing from the Cold War … the
amount of funding that’s available … is
not anywhere close to what’s necessary
and so I always tell people if you like
the mission, and you want to support the
mission, to donate because the project
has been chronically underfunded ever
since the beginning to today,” Noah said.
$WWKHRI¿FHIRU+LVWRU\)OLJKWORFDWHG
in Fredericksburg, Va., there’s a wall
covered with the photographs of the Marines whose remains were left behind on
Tarawa after the war. The men from
Wendell Perkins’ machine-gun squad are

“The amount of funding that’s available … is not anywhere close to what’s necessary and so I always tell
people if you like the mission, and you want to support the mission, to donate because the project has
been chronically underfunded ever since the beginning to today,”— Mark Noah, History Flight Founder
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The History Flight Tarawa field team gathers for a group photo after a
repatriation ceremony in July 2019. The camaraderie among the group has
been solidified as they search for missing men who gave their lives in battle.
(Photo courtesy of History Flight )
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Wendell Perkins was one of six veterans
of the Battle of Tarawa who visited New
Zealand and Betio in 2014 to see the
work History Flight was doing to recover
the remains of their fellow Marines who
died during the battle. He is pictured
here at the restored rail station at Camp
Paekakariki, New Zealand.

PHDQWKH\DUHVDWLV¿HG,QIDFWTXLWHWKH
opposite—those successes seem to fuel
their drive. “You know there’s so many
missing persons cases to be completed
VR,FDQ¶WLPDJLQHEHLQJDEOHWRJHWWKDW
completed in my lifetime,” said Noah.
“But … if we continue full-time work
RQ7DUDZDLQ¿YH\HDUVZHWKLQNWKDWZH
can get the Tarawa project completed,”
he added.
Perkins still thinks about the men he
went to war with, particularly the ones
ZKR GLGQ¶W FRPH KRPH :KHQ '3$$
an nounces positive identification of
Tarawa Marines who were previously
unaccounted for, History Flight publishes
HDFKDQQRXQFHPHQWRQ)DFHERRN7KH¿UVW
person to pay his respects in the comment
VHFWLRQLVDOPRVWDOZD\V:HQGHOO3HUNLQV
with his simple, but heartfelt message,
³:HOFRPH +RPH 0DULQH 6HPSHU
Fidelis.”
For more information about History
Flight, or to make a donation, visit: www
KLVWRU\ÀLJKWFRP.

UHPDLQVZHUHLGHQWL¿HGHDUOLHUWKLV\HDU
and funeral plans are pending.
For Mark Noah and his team at History
Flight, their success in bringing solace to
hundreds of families who have wondered
about their loved ones for decades doesn’t

Author’s note: Special thanks to
Geoffrey Roecker of missingmarines.com
as well as Ben Kristy and Owen Conner
at the National Museum of the Marine
Corps for assistance with research and
photographs.
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included on the wall. And SgtMaj LeHew
can tell you something about every one
of these Marines as if they were the men
he served with during his own 30 years
in the Marine Corps. He and Perkins have
developed a rapport; they even have similar enlistment stories. LeHew’s mother
didn’t want him to become a Marine. Her
brother was a Marine who served in the
3DFL¿FGXULQJ::,,DQGVKHDOZD\VVDLG
he came home a changed man. She didn’t
want that to happen to her son. As for
Perkins, his father adamantly refused to
give his permission for his son to join the
Marine Corps when the war began. He
had fought and been wounded at Belleau
:RRGDQGNQHZDOOWRRZHOOZKDWLWPHDQW
WREHD0DULQHLQFRPEDW,QVSLWHRIWKH
generation that separates LeHew and
Perkins, when they talk to each other, they
DUHMXVWWZR0DULQHVUHPLQLVFLQJ³,Q
stantly the age and everything goes out
the window, and it’s like you both went
to boot camp together,” said LeHew.
Perkins attended one of the funerals
for a recovered Marine, who fought
with him in 1943, but said that with the
restrictions on large gatherings created by
the coronavirus pandemic as well as the
health risks for him, it’s unlikely he will
be able to see his friends Harold Hayden
and Monk Galland laid to rest. Their
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