MY VISIT TO
JERRY’S CRASH
SITE

By Elaine Zimmer Davis, June 2012

Had someone told me that my first helicopter ride would be in a Russian-made MI-17,
launched from Danang Heliport in Central Vietnam, I would have thought they were crazy.
Yet here I am in an MI-17 on a surreal journey in peacetime Vietnam, flying over the Que Son
Mountains, where the remains of my first husband, Capt Jerry A. Zimmer – a Marine F-4
Phantom pilot shot down during the Vietnam War on Aug. 29, 1969, along with his navigator,
1st Lt Al Graf, are believed to be located, possibly with others from both sides of the battlefield
in this mountainous graveyard.
In many ways, I have relived this journey in my dreams -- probably a thousand times
during the past 40 years, but this is reality, and I am no longer dreaming. Ironically, my foray
coincides with the long 2012 Memorial Day weekend in the United States. Although not
planned around the holiday – or at all -- I know that every Memorial Day in future years will
take me back to this experience for the rest of my life.

I am here at this moment, thanks to the Joint POW-MIA Accounting Command (JPAC), the
government group responsible for bringing home our MIAs from past wars. I have been
given a unique opportunity to visit Jerry’s crash site and to observe the American and
Vietnamese teams, working side-by-side, as they conduct the site’s Phase II excavation. I am
not here because the teams have found remains, although this could happen at any time. Yet
in simple terms, the goal is to find Jerry’s and Al’s remains so that our respective families can
repatriate them for burial in the U.S. and hopefully achieve some modicum of closure in the

process. But as many people know, there is nothing simple about JPACs job, and I am soon to
learn -- although trite – no truer words have ever been spoken.
It is a huge honor to be visiting Jerry’s and Al’s crash site, and this blog is particularly
important for a lot of reasons. Above all, I am hopeful that my visit will help me better convey
the ins and outs of field work in Vietnam at this point in history. As we fly above the Que Sons,
I look out the window at the jungle below and realize that there are no clear landmarks. As if
this is not tough enough, I know that the soil beneath the massive canopy is so acidic that it
devours everything, including our loved one’s remains. Although we have yet to arrive at the
crash site, I am truly in awe of what JPAC has accomplished over the years, in spite of the odds!
When you read this blog and see the photos of the crash site out in the middle of nowhere, I
think you will feel the same way and understand why I continue to support JPACs efforts,
particularly in Vietnam War locations.

As our Vietnamese pilots prepare to land in a clearing that looks to be the size of a kiddy pool,
the scene below comes alive as approximately 20 team members – Americans and Vietnamese
-- appear from a jungle-shaded area where they have set up a temporary work site on the
mountainside. The force of the rotor blades is whipping up a tornado of loose dirt, blasting
everything within 50 feet of the aircraft, as we settle onto the makeshift pad, created
specifically for Jerry’s and Al’s excavation. Since my second husband, Ron, was a Huey pilot
during the Vietnam War, I am not unfamiliar with some of the nuances of helicopters, but I am
grateful to be sitting next to LTC Patrick Keane, USA, Commander of JPACs Detachment 2 in
Hanoi – a bright, tall, squared away West Point grad, who puts things in perspective for me.
Keane explains that a Chinook would not be able to land at Jerry’s small site. But even if the
Chinook could, JPAC must lease the Russian-made helicopter to comply with the agreement
reached between the Vietnamese and the Americans, enabling our country to conduct MIA
recovery operations at remote sites in Vietnam.
I first met Keane almost two years earlier when he arrived in country, just as his
predecessor, Todd Emoto, USA, was leaving. Because Keane had not officially assumed
command of Det 2, I had no idea of his style or, most important, eagerness to fight the good
fight for our MIAs in Vietnam; namely, during these times when budgets are tight and
everything now hinges on securing 200 identifications per year, imposed by a Congressional
mandate in the 2010 National Defense Authorization Act. The imposition of numbers into the

recovery and identification process has changed the JPAC recovery model, and is forcing the
organization to refocus its efforts on WWII locations in Europe and the Pacific, where finding
remains apparently is easier in some ways and has the potential of producing more MIA
identifications. Yet, according to my conversations with Keane, operations in Vietnam for now
are strong. And if budgets also remain strong,
Keane is confident that Vietnam War
operations could make it to the finish line. “We can finish the job in five years,” says Keane.
“We need to keep digging.” He and I will discuss this topic at more length when I visit Hanoi
next week, but today we are both focused on Jerry’s crash site.

Departing the helicopter, Keane guides me down the removable ladder, and I meet one
of the American team members who leads me to a recently cleared pathway, constructed with
ropes on both sides for additional safety. The Vietnamese are masters at setting up these
temporary sites, after a JPAC team member designs the specific layout to meet the needs of
the mission. Like many places in Asia, bamboo is used for all types of structural needs.
Whenever possible, Keane tells me that JPAC tries to avoid building temporary living quarters to
save money, since it is cheaper in Vietnam to keep the team in a hotel; however when a crash
site is in a remote location, such as Jerry’s and Al’s, the teams live in tents on a wooden floor in
an open, bamboo structure. I quickly notice that everyone is in good shape, and certainly age
and occupation are contributing factors. But the work is rigorous, as are the two, 60-minute
round-trip hikes up and down the mountain each day to work at the site and eat lunch at the
base camp.

I am now at the makeshift Ops Center, from which I can see a portion of the crash site where
most of the workers are doing their assigned jobs. Sitting on a folding chair, I look directly in
front of me and spot a photo of Jerry and Al in uniform, hanging from a suspended backdrop, so
I surmise that this is where meetings are held and assignments are made throughout the day. I

am greeted by Team Leader Capt Christian Stone , USA -- a nice-looking, fit guy with an
infectious – albeit a little mischievous – smile, who introduces me to all the U.S. military,
civilians and Vietnamese participating in Jerry’s and Al’s excavation. The realization suddenly
hits me that I am sitting in the middle of the jungle at my first husband’s crash site – a place
that I never thought I’d see firsthand.

After introductions, Keane and Ron Ward, Det 2 Casualty Resolution Specialist, encourage me
to present my gift to the teams. I bring out a very large, heavy bottle of Jack Daniels, and
everyone registers their approval with big smiles when it is unveiled. I, too, am all smiles,
knowing that my suitcase will be considerably lighter and roomier without Jack in the mix. I
spend a few minutes thanking them for helping to bring home our MIAs, and I let them know
how much their efforts mean to families like mine. I also feel compelled to tell them that when
they look back someday on their time with JPAC – whether after serving a temporary
assignment or a tour of duty, I hope they feel proud of what they did, regardless of the
outcome. I am learning that there is a lot more to these excavations than finding remains –
some families find comfort in knowing that trying is better than nothing. I am told that 60% of
the guys here today are active-duty augmentees, who volunteer for this temporary assignment
and represent different units and branches of the armed services. Many have served at least
one or two tours in Iraq and/or Afghanistan. While no longer on the battlefield in Afghanistan,
they soon realize that looking for our MIAs in Vietnam is very difficult and often dangerous.

There is one female in the group – Kristen Baker, a civilian anthropologist, from Hickam Air
Force Base in Honolulu, where she works in the Central Identification Laboratory when not in
the field. I initially met Baker a couple of years ago when she was excavating a site outside of
Saigon, and I was permitted to tag along with the leadership of the Veterans of Foreign Wars
(VFW) and the Vietnam Veterans of America (VVA). A strong, petite woman with natural
beauty, even in Vietnam’s godforsaken heat, Baker is as good as they come and takes her job

seriously. The anthropologist owns the site and works closely with Stone as they execute the
game plan with input from the leadership on the Vietnamese side. This is Capt Stone’s first
excavation, and he knows that being teamed up with Baker will be like getting six months of
experience in six weeks. Remembering my earlier conversation with her at the other site, I ask
Baker if she will be digging until she hits the impact zone. Probably not is her response, since
research – including ours – indicates that the aircraft appears to have exploded in the air at a
low altitude and, consequently, stayed more above the ground than below, as it slid down the
higher slope of the mountain, where they will be heading after completing their search in the
current location. This plan seems to concur with the previous team under anthropologist Sean
Tallman and Team Leader Capt Joe Hamer, USMC, both of whom led the initial excavation in
August 2010.
Baker is undaunted as she tells me that on a scale of 1-10, Jerry’s and Al’s site is a seven.
I know from my conversation with Keane that a team is working on a crash site further south,
which is judged to be a 10, and I shudder to think of the hazardous conditions. I know that
Baker has worked at far more difficult sites with success, so I try not to let the “needle in the
haystack” theory get to me.

Jerry’s crash site is heavily burdened with huge boulders, covered with green mold from the
rainfall and persistent humidity. I am staring at a portion of the site, thinking of the amount of
damage that these boulders, alone, could do to an out-of-control aircraft, hitting them at
hundreds of miles per hour. I try not to envision the result, and instead think more about
maneuvering the rocks myself, trying to step onto the smaller ones and leave the larger for
people much more adept – which basically means everyone else. However, I am never in
danger of slipping, since Keane and several team members are always watching, guiding and
ensuring my safety.

Thus far, the team has not found anything that resembles human remains or significant aircraft
debris, except for a few pieces of life-support gear and a spent cartridge, probably from an AK47 or an M-16. Of interest, however, is a jagged chunk of something that looks like a threepound, unpolished diamond – black and very shiny. Baker thinks it may be a melted piece of
plastic from the aircraft’s canopy. Since my visit is just shy of the midpoint in their schedule, I
suspect that they will find more debris – perhaps even remains; however, as I continue to shift
my eyes over to where the guys are passing buckets of dirt along in a bucket brigade where the
contents will be sifted for any anomalies, I am reminded of the tediousness of this work. I am
thankful that we have some villagers working at the site, since I am told that they are quick to
recognize anything that appears to be foreign matter. They have worked the land in this
environment all their lives, and nobody knows it better than them. One of the expected
drawbacks is that the site has been heavily scavenged over time, leaving behind very
little metal debris. While the aircraft debris itself would not necessarily be valuable, it is often
considered important material evidence for the overall case. During some of the very tough
post-war days, the Vietnamese scavenged all the aircraft sites, selling whatever metal they
could find to provide for their families.

As we prepare to leave the excavation site and have lunch at the campsite below, I take one
more look around and spend a few seconds, locked away in private thought, and then I join the
others who will be flying with us down to the campsite. As the MI-17 prepares to land for pickup, Stone and one of the other guys make a human shield to protect me from the rotor blast,
and never having experienced this type of force, I am glad to have them there. Within minutes
we are landing at the campsite, and a delicious, traditional Vietnamese lunch is awaiting our
arrival.

When it is time for our departure, I am sad to leave, not only because I am silently
saying good-by to Jerry, but also to the people who are working so hard to find his and Al’s
remains. However, I am pleased to hear that Baker soon will be studying for her Doctorate at
the University of Hawaii; Capt Stone will be with JPAC for the next couple of years while
fulfilling his joint military tour; Ron Ward, a strong advocate for MIA families, will be assuming
additional responsibilities for Vietnam investigations, and Keane has just received a one-year
extension for his Vietnam tour. These are all good decisions, in my opinion.
I have always known that Jerry’s remains may never be found, but after seeing the crash
site up close, I now believe that we need a miracle. I decide to ask Baker if she thinks that
remains can still be found at Jerry’s site, knowing that the debris field is so scattered and the
roughest part of the excavation is yet to come. Her response is heartwarming: “I wouldn’t be
doing this if I didn’t believe that we could find remains.”

