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Elaine Zimmer Davis and Gene Mares stand with their Vietnamese interpreter before heading to what they believe is the 
1969 crash site of Jerry Zimmer. Elaine Zimmer Davis was married to Jerry Zimmer when he was killed flying a bombing 
mission in Vietnam. Gene Mares graduated in 1962 from Vestal High School with Jerry Zimmer and served with him as a 
Marine in Vietnam. 

 

Items, including food and a paper kimono, used during a Buddhist ritual at the possible site of the 1969 crash of pilot Jerry 
Zimmer in Vietnam. 

 



 

Military planes flew a missing-man formation at Jerry Zimmer's funeral service in 1969, and at some point 
someone in uniform handed his wife a folded American flag. 

There were a lot of tears that day, and a lot of smiles, too, because it's always been hard to think about 
Jerry and not smile. But there was no graveside service, and there wasn't the formality that goes with 
burying a military hero. 

That's because there was no body to bury that day in a Town of Maine cemetery. 

"How do you say 'goodbye' when there's no body to say goodbye to?" Elaine Zimmer Davis asks. 

The answer is, "You don't," but if you're Elaine, you don't stop trying. She didn't, and now, 40 years later, 
she's a lot closer than ever to bringing Jerry home. 

As Elaine tells the story, life changed in late summer of 1969 when a man in uniform appeared at her 
door in suburban Rhode Island with news that Marine Corps Capt. Jerry Zimmer - her husband and the 
father of their 2-year-old son, Craig - had been shot down in Vietnam and was presumed dead. 

The word "presumed" in these situations automatically takes the shock and grief to a higher level because 
it means they don't have the body. 

What that meant to Elaine and Jerry's family is there would be nothing tangible to grieve, except for the 
memories. 

"A mother never forgets for one day that a child is gone," said Elma Zimmer, Jerry's 84-year-old mother, 
who still lives up the road from the Town of Maine farm where Jerry and his two brothers were raised. 

A tombstone in a town cemetery now marks his empty grave, and a local baseball field bears his name - 
a tribute to a hometown boy, a star athlete at Vestal High School, and an Ivy League scholar at Brown 
University. 

There's more - so much more - that needs to be said. 

"You hear this about a lot of people, but with Jerry it's true: He was an extraordinary guy," said Elaine. 
"He was a mentor to so many people. You could always count on Jerry." 

Gene Mares knows exactly what Elaine is talking about. 

Gene and Jerry were best friends since grade school. They grew up together in every sense of the word. 
Played ball together; graduated from Vestal. Both went into the Marine Corps. Both became pilots. Mares 



flew 28 missions as Zimmer's radio officer in Vietnam before rotating out about a month before Jerry was 
shot down. 

"My best friend, my mentor," said Mares, who retired from the Marine Corps as a Lieutenant Colonel. "It 
sounds strange to say when you're the same age, but he was my mentor. 

"He just was a person who could walk on water. It couldn't happen to him." 

This much is known about Aug. 29, 1969: Capt. Jerry Zimmer climbed into the cockpit of an F-4B 
Phantom at Da Nang Air Base, something he had done maybe 120 times during his six months in the 
country. He was the flight leader this time, headed north to the Que Son mountains, leading a bombing 
run to clear a zone for a seven-man Marine recon team led by Lt. Wayne Rollings. In the cockpit with 
Zimmer was radar intercept officer Lt. Albert Graf. 

On their first pass, they were hit by ground fire and went down. 

No one forgot 

Elaine Zimmer moved to California after Jerry's death and married Ron Davis, also a Marine, a helicopter 
pilot in Vietnam, and later a special agent with the FBI. Together they had a son, Brett Davis, and they 
raised Craig Zimmer. Both boys spent part of their summers with Elma and Warren Zimmer on the family 
farm in the Town of Maine. 

Life went on for everyone, but no one forgot Jerry. 

"When we had our 25th high school reunion (in 1987) one of our football buddies - Joe Krispek - 
mentioned that Jerry never had a real funeral and we should do something about that," said Mares, who 
was Jerry and Elaine's best man and Craig's godfather. "That was in the infancy of the internet, so we 
were trading letters and phone calls back then." 

Along the way, relations between the United States and Vietnam took a dramatic turn for the better, and 
when that happened, remains of some Americans missing in action were repatriated. Unfortunately, that 
didn't help those trying to find Jerry. 

In 1993, the Department of Defense placed the Zimmer/Graf case in the "No Further Pursuit" category - 
along with 567 others who had died and remained in Vietnam - when attempts to find the crash site and, 
hopefully, human remains, failed. 

Ordinarily that would have been it, but even though they had their report, there were a few things the 
Department of Defense didn't take into account: Elaine and Ron Davis, their kids, Gene Mares and, down 
the road, the internet. 

Over time, one link led to another and another until there were about 200, some of them eyewitnesses, 
including Zimmer's wingman and flight commander. 

Time moves slowly when you're counting in years, but the puzzle was coming together. 

Another piece was a declassified report from First Recon Company and Lt. Rollings, dated Sept. 2, 1969, 
that turned up recently. It said his team arrived on the scene about an hour after the crash and reported 
no survivors. It also showed impact-site coordinates about 6,000 meters west of those in the 1993 report. 
In other words, the location was all wrong. 



Immediately, Ron Davis contacted Maj. Gen. Wayne Rollings. Most two-star generals have long 
memories and Rollings remembered that location from his days as leader of the recon team. And you 
don't ever forget a Phantom crash. 

A huge step forward, for sure, but there are peaks and valleys to these things. 

Trips to Vietnam 

This past January, Ron and Brett Davis and Craig Zimmer went to Vietnam bearing new coordinates and 
better information. They eventually left frustrated when they couldn't sort out a bureaucratic tangle that 
would help them get where they needed to go. 

So, in March, Elaine and Gene Mares decided to make their own trip to Vietnam (a broken leg had kept 
Elaine from going in January). 

This was a tough trip for both of them, because of Jerry, and because Mares knew he would have to 
wrestle with his emotions, including an expected animosity toward the Vietnamese. 

"I just didn't want to go look at that mountain," Mares said. 

Eventually, Mares would climb the mountain with a villager and former Viet Cong named "Mr. Du." There, 
at the scene of what they're certain is the crash site, Du and Mares gathered up what were later identified 
as F-4 aircraft parts. 

Du and others from the village also performed a Buddhist ritual meant to "capture" Jerry Zimmer's spirit 
and give it back to his family, and Mares took part in the ceremony. 

"I just broke down and cried," said Mares. 

Later, Elaine and Ron Davis and Mares presented their findings to the Joint Prisoners of War, Missing in 
Action Accounting Command, the agency based in Hawaii that looks for Americans lost during past U.S. 
conflicts. 

There is good news. Just recently, Elaine got word that JPAC would re-open the Zimmer/Graf file and 
send a team to the crash site next month. 

Aug. 29 ceremony 

Elma Zimmer has mixed feelings about delving back into her son's death. She remembers the difficulty 
her family had when it happened. 

"I'm undecided," she said of the new investigation. "It's been 40 years. But I think it will put Elaine's mind 
at rest." 

Something else that might help in that regard is a ceremony scheduled for Aug. 29 in Arlington National 
Cemetery, where a stone will be dedicated for Jerry Zimmer - with or without answers from the team 
going to investigate the crash site. 

Even though Elma Zimmer is in poor health and won't be able to make the trip to Arlington, she is a 
woman with steel in her backbone. 



At 18, she left the hamlet of Maine on a train bound for Arkansas, where she married Warren Zimmer 
before he left for the Philippines during World War II. She had Jerry, her oldest child, while her husband 
was at war. 

Warren Zimmer came home safely. Jerry Zimmer didn't. And even though it's been 40 years, Elma said 
the pain never goes away. 

"It's been kind of hard," she said. "When you lose your child, a part of you is gone." 

"There is no way to bring closure to these things," said Elaine Zimmer Davis, speaking for herself and 
those who have kept the faith. "You find a way to live with them." 

Since 1969 a lot of people have been living with the fact Jerry Zimmer never came home. 

What they want today is what they've always wanted ... the chance to say goodbye. 

Now they're getting closer. 

 


