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Betio Island, Tarawa Atoll, Gilbert Islands, November, 1943

From Stars and Stripes, July 18, 2021:

JOINT BASE PEARL HARBOR-HICKAM, Hawaii – Cases holding the remains of at least 22 
service members killed in the ferocious Battle of Tarawa during World War II were solemnly 
carried by Marine Corps pallbearers from a C-17 plane into a crowd-filled hangar during a cer-
emony here Wednesday evening.

Photo: From the web



A Tarawa Marine returns to Hawaii.

 “Although more than 75 years have passed, we’re 
here in formation tonight to honor and welcome home 
our fellow Marines, brothers in arms who fell long ago in 
battle, enabling the freedom and security we’ve enjoyed 
since the end of World War II,” Lt. Gen. Lewis Crapa-
rotta, commander of U.S. Marine Corps Forces Pacific, 
told those in attendance.

 “As part of the 18,000 Marines in the battle, their ac-
tions changed the world for the better in the face of tre-
mendous adversity, their honor, courage and commit-
ment on display for the world to see,” he said.

 The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency trans-
ferred the remains from Tarawa in 22 cases, though re-
mains from additional service members could possibly 
be commingled with them.

 Forensic anthropologists at the agency’s lab on the 
joint base will now begin the painstaking work of identify-
ing them through DNA technology, dental records and 
other tools.

 DPAA had earlier held a repatriation ceremony in Tar-
awa as the remains began their journey home.

 More than 500 Marines and sailors were missing in 
action after the battle, and 429 remain unaccounted for 
to this day, Rear Adm. Jon Kreitz, DPAA deputy director, 
told the audience.

 “Tonight, we are receiving and honoring at least 22 of 
those men,” he said.

 The Battle for Tarawa began on Nov. 20, 1943, with at-
tacks on Betio Island, which was within the Tarawa Atoll, 
and on Makin Island, more than 100 miles north of the 
atoll.

 While Japanese resistance was light on Makin Island, 
defenders on Betio were entrenched and determined. 
The 76-hour battle cost the lives of 1,021 U.S. Marines 
and sailors, with another 2,000 wounded, the Pentagon 
said in a Wednesday news release.

 “Servicemen killed in action were buried where they 
fell or placed in large trench burials constructed dur-
ing and after the battle,” the news release said. “These 
graves were typically marked with improvised markers, 
such as crosses made from sticks, or an up-turned rifle. 
Grave sites ranged in size from single isolated burials to 
large trench burials of more than 100 individuals.”

 Efforts to exhume the graves and identify remains 
were hampered due to incomplete record keeping and 
by the alterations to the cemeteries shortly after the bat-
tle, the news release said. In other cases, locations of 
cemeteries were entirely lost.

 Tarawa is now part of the nation of Kiribati.

 In March, searchers with the nonprofit organization 
History Flight discovered a mass grave with remains be-
lieved to be from members of the 6th Marine Regiment. 
The transfer Wednesday represents a portion of remains 
found at that time. 

 History Flight has been searching for World War II 
remains in Tarawa since 2007. In 2015, the group un-
covered the bodies of 35 U.S. troops, including Medal 
of Honor recipient 1st Lt. Alexander Bonnyman Jr., who 
died leading a doomed assault on a Japanese bunker.
Two years later, History Flight searchers found 24 sets 
of remains.

From The History Flight Web Page:

 History Flight is a privately operated, 501(c)3 Non-
Profit organization dedicated to researching, recover-
ing and repatriating America’s service members back to 
United States of America. These individuals have been 
listed as Missing in Action (MIA) or deemed non-recover-
able during the past American conflicts of WWII, Korean 
War, Cold War, and Vietnam War. There are currently 
over 81,900 missing American service members around 
the world. Recovery operations of this magnitude are 
only successful through the contributions of dedicated 
organizations and individuals doing their part to ensure 
that the heroes of our past conflicts; whom have given 
the last full measure in order to secure the freedoms and 
liberties we enjoy today, are not forgotten.
 Since 2003, History Flight missions have recovered 
the remains of over 130 missing service members, in 
both the European and Pacific theaters of war, and 
helped return them to their families. Our organization is 
also responsible for the recovery of an additional 250 
sets of remains; turned over to the Defense POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency (DPAA) that are currently in the pro-
cess of identification.
 Here at History Flight, we utilize a multi-faceted search 
and recovery approach; coupled with a team of world 
class professionals with the passion and dedication for 
the mission of finding our lost service members. Our re-
sult-driven methodology is unmatched, allowing History 



Flight the honor of being the world’s most successful, 
private, MIA search and recovery organization. Over the 
years we have maintained a 93% organizational suc-
cess rate in finding America’s lost heroes. Our dedicated 
researchers and scientists continue their tireless search 
today in fulfilling America’s promise of “Never leaving a 
fallen comrade behind”

From Audacy.com

 In its six years of recovery efforts, History Flight has 
brought home the remains of 325 United States service 
members from across the globe — and they’re a non-
profit. As its name suggests, History Flight started out as 
something completely different from what it does now. 
 “History Flight started out restoring WWII airplanes 
and doing public education and historic preservation by 
taking the planes on tour and taking people for rides,” 
said History Flight founder Mark Noah. “During that pe-
riod of time, we were invited to be technical advisors on 
a recovery project out in the South Pacific.” 
 That’s when Noah learned about the 78,000 service 
members still missing from World War II, the 8,000 still 
missing from the Korean War, the 1,600 still missing 
from Vietnam, and the 200 still missing from the Cold 
War. “It’s a little-known fact that really has disappeared 
from the American milieu,” Noah said. “So upon becom-
ing educated on that subject we shifted the focus of the 
organization from the airplanes — which are great piec-
es of American history — to the people that disappeared 
while operating them.”
 Now, History Flight works hand-in-hand with the De-
fense POW/MIA Accounting Agency to bring home the 
remains of American service members.  Recently, Histo-
ry Flight worked to bring home the remains of at least 22 
service members who died during the Battle for Tarawa”

A History Flight volunteer sifting for remains.

 We started the Tarawa Project 12 years ago in 2007. 
In 2013, we started the actual excavation portion. We’ve 
recovered more than 300 American individuals from Tar-
awa and more than 100 of those have been identified. 
It’s very exciting,” Noah said.

 The first five years of the project were spent research-
ing and remote sensing the area — History Flight works 
with recovery technology that it pioneered itself. “We 
pioneered the use of remote sensing technology to find 
unmarked burials. We were very effective in doing that 
— using a combination of GPS technology and cartog-
raphy and ground-penetrating radar magnetometry and 
cadaver dogs in historically relevant areas,” Noah said. 
“We found dozens of American servicemen buried un-
derneath roads, present-day buildings, present-day 
parking lots just by being able to use technology as a 
tool to travel back in time and find lost locations.”

One of the Tarawa excavations of the History Flight

 “The biggest challenge is resources. It’s the only limi-
tation. No one is really aware of the fact that there are 
88,000 missing Americans from the wars of the 20th cen-
tury. And most Americans don’t donate to support us. So 
the number one challenge that we have is resources.”
 Noah and a friend from high school paid for most of the 
Tarawa Project — which costs more than a million dol-
lars. Currently, History Flight has four field teams work-
ing across the globe. Each team costs roughly $8,000 
per day to keep operational. But, of course, it’s all worth 
it. Especially, Noah said, when he knows he’s bringing 
home the friends and loved ones of other service mem-
bers.
 “We were able to bring a number of Tarawa veterans 
back to Tarawa to experience some of the repatriations of 
their comrades,” Noah said. “The most recent grave we 
recovered 33 individuals from were individuals from the 
6th Marine Regiment. One of the veterans we brought 
back to Tarawa was a 6th Marine Regiment veteran who 
had survived that Japanese assault. Some of the guys in 
that burial were his personal friends.”

 (Every once in a while, you run across something 
encouraging you did not know about. The DPAA, The 
Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agencyand the His-
tory Flight, are in that category. I was researching the 
story of one of the Marines brought home from Tarawa 
and that led me to the over-arching story of these two 
organizations.I encourage you to visit historyflgiht.com 
and Dpaa.mil for more information and stories. Ed.)
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2021 CALENDAR OF EVENTS

July 17 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar
July 26-Aug. 1  EAA Airventure 2021 - Whittman Regional
  Airport - Oshkosh, WI
Aug. 7 GPW Open House & Fly-in/Walk-in Pancake
     Breakfast
 Breakfast 8:00 - 11:00 AM
 Open House 8:00 AM - 4:00 PM
Aug. 21 The Greatest Little Airshow – Tarkio Municipal    
  Airport – Tarkio, MO
Aug. 21 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar
Sept. 4 Greater Omaha Aviation STEM Day
  8 AM - 1 PM Millard Airport
Sept. 17-19 Great Bend Airfest – Great Bend Municipal
   Airport – Great Bend, KS
Sept. 18 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar
Oct. 16 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar
Oct. 29-31 Wings over Dallas – Dallas Executive Airport
   Dallas, TX
Nov. 20 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar
Dec. 11 GPW Holiday Potluck 12:00 PM GPW Hangar
Dec. 18 Wing Meeting 11:00 AM GPW Hangar

MONTHLY EVENTS

Council Bluffs Airport - Great Plains Wing hosts a 
monthly cookout on the 3rd Wednesday of each month 

from April to October - 5:30 - 7:00 p.m.

York, NE Airport: EAA Chapter 1055 hosts a fly-in
breakfast on the 1st Saturday of each month

from 8:00 to 10:00 a.m.(free-will offering)

Crete, NE Airport: EAA Chapter 569 hosts a fly in
breakfast on the 3rd Sat. of every month

from 8 to 10 a.m.

If you would like to put a event on this calendar,
please send an email with the necessary information to 

Terry Helphrey at terry.helphrey@outlook.com


