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“Semper Fidelis” 
Witness to Its Meaning 
By Col W. Hays Parks, USMCR (Ret) 

The July 2009 Leatherneck contained 

an article by Elaine Zimmer 
Davis, “Bringing Jerry and Al Home,” 
describing the shooting down of these two 
Marines on Aug. 29, 1969, during a mission in 
the former Republic of Vietnam.  Davis is the 
widow of Captain Jerry A. Zimmer, the pilot 
of a Marine Fighter/Attack Squadron 542 F-4B 
Phantom II.  She wrote about the loss of her 
husband and his radar intercept officer, 
First Lieutenant Albert S. “Al” Graf. 
 
Their bodies were not recovered. Official 
attempts to locate the crash site and recover 
the bodies were unsuccessful. 
 
Elaine Davis related her efforts to determine 
the crash site location, including 
trips at her own expense to Vietnam. 
Discovery of errors in official records, an 
unfortunate but natural occurrence in the 
heat of battle and/or through human error, 
eventually led to more accurate information. 
Excavation at the corrected coordinates 
led to the discovery of aircraft parts 
eventually confirmed as those from an F-4 
Phantom II.  Davis leaves the story at this 

  
 
 
point as the Joint Prisoner of War/Missing 
in Action Accounting Command stepped 
back into the picture. 
 
The article ended with an announcement 
that a memorial service would be held for 
Capt Zimmer at Arlington National Cemetery 
on Aug. 20, 2009. Since Jerry Zimmer and I 
were in the same company at The Basic 
School (Co B, TBS 1-67), I put the 
ceremony’s date on my calendar. 
 
Those of us who were assembled for 
the memorial service proceeded slowly 
through the cemetery while another service 
concluded and its attendees departed 
the site to which we were headed. Between 
Iraq and Afghanistan casualties 
and our diminishing population of World 
War II veterans, Arlington National Cemetery 
is a busy place. 
 
The active-duty Marines in attendance 
were magnificent. A lone Marine stood 
at each intersection en route, resplendent 
in dress blues, saluting. Although it was a 
typically hot and humid Virginia summer 
day, you could not tell it by looking at 

  
 
 
these Marines. By this act they—and our 
Corps—were saying, “We honor our lost 
fellow Marine. We may not know him, 
and his body may not be here, but that 
does not matter. He is one of ours who 
gave all.” 
 
Arriving at the memorial service site, the 
moving sounds of the U.S. Marine Drum 
and Bugle Corps playing a slow, mournful 
version of “The Marines’ Hymn” were 
heard. I stood at attention next to a TBS 
classmate. We were joined by other Marines 
who had served with Capt Zimmer. 
 
With the Marine Drum and Bugle Corps 
contingent stood a platoon of Marine Barracks 
Washington, D.C., “8th and I” Marines, 
a color guard, six Marines holding 
an outstretched American flag over a plot 
of ground, a Marine officer representing 
the Commandant of the Marine Corps, the 
funeral director of the Marine Corps, a Marine 
standing nearby with the MIA flag, and a 
Navy chaplain. 
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The service followed the program for 
an Arlington funeral, including presentation 
of the smartly folded flag to Capt 
Zimmer’s son, Craig; the William Whiting 
and John B. Dykes’ hymn “Eternal Father, 
Strong to Save”; the volley of shots 
and “Taps.” It differed from a standard funeral 
service in that a headstone was in place 
honoring Zimmer. 
 
This was not closure. The search for 
the remains of Capt Zimmer and 1stLt 
Graf continues and, thanks to the persistence 
Of  Elaine Davis and others, may be 
closer to success than previously believed 
possible. Nonetheless, the Arlington memorial 
service meant a great deal to Capt Zimmer’s 
family and others present. 
 
Over the years, I have attended close to 
100 funerals at Arlington National Cemetery 
for brothers-in-arms from all the military 
services. None touched me as deeply 
as did the memorial service for Capt Zimmer. 
 
 

 Being a Marine has never meant so much to 
me.  I was moved by the professionalism 
displayed for a fellow leatherneck whose 
remains still lay in the country where he 
served and died 40 years ago.  To the 
Marines of the color guard, the 
“8th and I” platoon, the Drum and Bugle 
Corps and the Marines at each intersection 
saluting us as we passed, it mattered. 
 
Their actions spoke louder than any words, 
saying, “He is with us. We honor Captain 
Zimmer and his sacrifice.” 
 
It was a poignant reminder of something 
basic to every Marine: Semper Fidelis. 
Always Faithful. 
 
Editor’s note: Col Parks has done our 
readers a service by reinforcing how our 
Corps goes about recognizing sacrifice. 
The leathernecks and sailors of Marine 
Barracks Washington conduct far too 
many such ceremonies. Far too many 
because each one marks a great loss to 
country and Corps. 

 The Marine Corps funeral director, 
Gunnery SergeantWilliam J. Dixon, 
provides the same, almost loving attention 
to each and every burial and memorial 
service, regardless of individual rank or 
position. Well done to the “gunny” and 
all those involved in recognizing our 
fallen. 
 
A similar memorial service was conducted 
on Sept. 8, 2009, for 1stLt Graf. 
 
Many of our readers will recognize Col 
Parks’ name. He served in the First 
Marine Division in the Republic of 
Vietnam,1968-69. After leaving active 
duty, he served in various positions, 
providing political- military advice to 
national leaders, and was a United States 
representative in the law of war 
negotiations in New York, Vienna, 
The Hague and Geneva. He continues 
to serve in the Department of Defense. 
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