














Conclusions

NY useful review of the many problems encoun-
tered by The Quartermaster General in formulat-
ing basic policies and technical standards for

care of the dead during World War 11, together with
their execution on the part of tactical commanders in the
field, necessarily involves an examination of those as-
pects of the experience which seem to have a bearing on
wars of the future. This requirement, to be sure, in-
vades the realm of prophecy.
matical, to say the least; no military staff in history
has ever given a completely reliable forecast of just
what measures should be taken to win the next war.

The venture is proble-

In attempting any such preview a careful course
must be steered between two dangerous extremes.
First, there is the mediocre perfectionist who, talking
the language of conservatism, contends that prepara-
tions for a future struggle should be guided by hindsight
and thus eliminate all mistakes of the last conflict.
Then there are those radical extremists who indulge the
belief that new wonder weapons will so completely
transform warfare as known in the past that the pre-
dictions of an excited imagination seem preferable to
the reasoned judgment of a professional soldier. Yet,
while it is true that no military staff has ever completely
visualized all the details of preparation that assure suc-
cess in an eventual war, it is nevertheless true that
nations stake their very existence on the judgment of
military experts in formulating sound strategical and
tactical doctrines for just such an eventuality. It is
also obvious that, however waged, wars will exact their
toll of death: relatives of American dead will continue
to look to their government for an accounting of the
remains of those who give their lives in defense of the
Republic. What, then, are the lessons that may be
learned from the foregoing account of graves registra-
tion operations during World War I17

At least two examples of faulty policy making invite
inspection. These misconceptions first appeared in
World War I and were then repeated on a larger scale
and at far greater cost during the recent world conflict.
Repetition with increasing confusion in two different
wars would indicate that the aspects in question are
fundamental, having an application in all war situa-
tions. In designing and assembling the American mili-

tary machine which took the field in 1941, the General
Staff made no provision until after the outbreak of
hostilities for incorporating Quartermaster Graves Reg-
istration Service companies in the military establish-
ment. Delay in providing this operating unit to
function in support of combat formations not only re-
tarded an effective system of unit training for graves
registration companies hut compelled the forces in the
field to establish provisional organizations and, for
nearly two years, to conduct all operations relative to
care of the dead on a basis of improvisation. In other
words, the consequences of delay in establishing a single
element of the field forces in two past wars should hold
a warning against reoccurrence of the same lag in a
future conflict, despite an admitted inabiliy to predict
the precise organization of future combat formations
or that of supporting technical units.

A second deficiency in the formulation of graves
registration policy during World War 11 was the per-
sistent equivocation which subverted every reasonable
effort to develop a central office of mortuary records on
a basis that would fully justify the existence of such an
agency. However soldiers may meet death in the future,
the value of an accurate and currently compiled body
of burial records at a central location will be a con-
stant requirement. Although the long range economy
of this method was recognized in principle, at the out-
break of World War II, attempts at compromise with
arbitrary personnel ceilings resulted in half measures
which continued throughout the course of hostilities,
leaving a legacy of unrecorded burial reports that cost
far more during the two ensuing years to verify and
complete than the amount of any reasonable outlay for
support of the activity from Pear] Harbor to the sur-
render in Tokyo Bay.

Closely related to the purposes sought in maintaining
a central office of mortuary records is the accumulation
of certain data during peace and war which will con-
tribute to improved performance in establishing the
identity of unknown remains and, at the same time,
satisfy public expectations that the armed forces are
not remiss in meeting obligations imposed by the
national burial policy. The experience of World War
IT clearly demonstrated that. excepting only a complete
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set of finger prints, the tooth chart became the most
effective means of establishing identity when all such
media as identification tags and corroborating evidence
in the form of pay books, personal papers, and member-
ship cards, etc., were missing. Like the finger print,
the tooth chart offers a medium that cannot be lost or
misplaced through carelessness of the individual. Only
occasional dismemberment of the body would destroy
the usefulness of one or the other of these media.
Furthermore, in instances of hasty and unrecorded
burials, dentares resist decay for an indefinite period,
while disintegration of fleshy parts limits the time in
which recognizable finger prints may be made. Yet
administrative provisions for exploiting the possibili-
ties of identification through individual tooth character-
istics have lagged behind those associated with finger
printing. Where a master file of finger prints was
available during World War II for comparison with
prints made in the field, there was no comparable file of
tooth charts.

Obviously this lag should be overcome by requiring
that competent technicians construct as a phase of the
preliminary medical examination standard dental
charts of all recruits upon induction into the armed
services, and that such charts, together with notation of
individual changes occasioned by subsequent dental
treatment and supplemented by a new chart prepared on
occasion of departure for overseas duty, be assembled
in a master file for ready comparison with charts made
from potential unknowns in the field by Graves Regis-
tration Service technicians.

Turning from matters of major policy to procedures
in the field, the graves registration experience of World
War I seems at first glance to offer few lessons, unless.
of course, the next war should be deliberately planned
with a view to perfecting the strategic and tactical doc-
trines that secured victory in World War II. Such a
contingency, to be sure, would require elaborate discus-
sion of different procedures described in the foregoing
pages.
that nations which methodically prepare for the last
war generally go down in defeat. The question thus
arises: does the field experience of World War 1T fur-
nish any suggestions of lasting value?

This course, however, is rejected on grounds

At least one consideration common to all theaters
emerges from the narrative. The eycle of collection,
evacuation. and identification began on the battlefield.
Since the conventional Quartermaster Graves Registra-
tion Service Company (T/0 & E 10-297) did not per-
form battlefield collection, this responsibility devolved
upon tactical units. Yet all other phases of graves reg-
istration, including burial and final disposition of re-
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mains in accordance with wishes of the next of kin,
depended in large measure upon the promptness and
efficiency with which the initial steps of this cycle were
taken in company and battalion areas.

In other words, the number of identified remains re-
covered from the battlefield and evacuated through col-
lecting point systems to temporary cemeteries, together
with the percentage of this figure in reference to the
total killed in action, was largely determined by the
quality of small unit participation in the collection and
primary identification of bodies. At the same time, the
facts of graves registration history reveal that these
units, because of their preoccupation with combat at
the very time when casualty rates ran highest, were least
able to meet their responsibility with respect to the
dead. That is, the weakest link in the whole sequence
of graves registration activity is the one which anchors
the chain to the battle front. Furthermore, it is estab-
lished beyond doubt that however organic collecting
teams may have been selected, effective results in col-
lection and primary identification were attained only
by those units which had acquired through painful
experience a fairly wide dissemination of certain fun-
damental requirements of graves registration proce-
dure. It is equally apparent that unseasoned forma-
tions will. at the beginning of a campaign, continue to
defeat the best efforts of experienced graves registration
units unless these fundamentals are included in the
basic training of the soldier.

Even though restricted to a few minimal essentials,
such basic training should put due emphasis on the
individual responsibility of the soldier in making cer-
tain that he always wears his identification tags and
carries other identifying media, such as his paybook.
It should be stressed that he incurs this obligation not
entirely as a duty in complying with military regula-
tions, but also out of consideration for friends and
relatives who must carry on in support of the cause for
which he may give his life. In other words, the obliga-
tion is incurred by virtue of the fact that he is a respon-
sible member of society and only incidentally associated
with a particular military organization.

This observation, admittedly, contradicts two ir-
reconcilable assumptions of military psychology, one
insisting that the dead must be promptly removed from
the sight of the living, the other maintaining that there
should be no intimation of the possibility of death in
battle. But in place of these contradictory equivoca-
tions, it should be stressed that the individual soldier is
obligated to make provision for just such an eventuality
as his own death in battle, and to do so for the same
reasons that persuade most civilians to carry identifica-



tion eards in their wallets. To contend that an attempt
at indoctrination along these lines might be detrimental
to a sound state of morale seems quite on a par with
arguing that any man who has the forethought to
acquire a cemetery plot for himself and the members
of his family, or who buys a life insurance policy
which carries double indemnity for accidental death,
betrays the morbid tendencies of a fatalistic philosophy.
The fact remains that a training program which is
properly designed to enlist a personal sense of responsi-
bility on the part of the individual soldier in these
matters offers greater prospects for improving the
whole process of identification than all the scientific
techniques and administrative methods that may subse-
quently be devised to reduce the number of unknowns
delivered for burial without any identifying media.

Reliance on a spirit of voluntary cooperation is not,
of course, advocated as a substitute for disciplinary
methods which are intended to secure compliance with
orders but which. in this particular instance. have fal-
len short of their avowed aim. An ancient military
axiom states that the issuance of an order that cannot
be enforced is destructive to good discipline. We are
also told that a high rate of intelligence in the rank
and file of modern democratic armies is not necessarily
a deterrent to the attainment of firm discipline. Quite
to the contrary, experience shows that the rigorous en-
forcement of rules and regulations is dependent in large
measure upon an understanding of the validity of such
measures. This applies to field and line officers as
well as to the rank and file.

Another matter of controversy common to all
theaters was the problem of determining a just division
of labor between supporting graves registration units
and organic teams engaged in the collection and evacua-
tion of remains. From a practical point of view these
difficulties were virtually insoluble. In the first place,
the assignment of personnel from tactical units to
graves registration work was generally made on a part-
time bhasis. Again, since the methods of selection were
dissimilar in different tactical situations, there was no
firm standard by which an equitable distribution of
effort could be determined. Where the Fifth Army
appears to have justified its practice of making up such
details from combat personnel, equally good reasons
were found in the Central Pacific area for establishing a
provisional battlefield salvage service, which undertook
the collection and evacuation of bodies as its primary
function during the assault phase of an island operation.
Then in 1944 a general solution to the problem was
offered by the War Department in a revised table of
organization (T/0 & E 10-298). which increased the

aggregate strength authorized in T/0 & E 10-297 from
125 to 252 and added the function of battlefield
collection.

In the last analysis, these various expedients were
devised to meet conditions of different tactical situa-
tions. while the War Department’s proposed solution
lacked the virtue of universal application.  As a matter
of fact it fitted nowhere. Rigid restrictions of person-
nel policy forbade the assignmenfft of many categories
engaged in graves registration activities on a part-time
basis. Theater commanders saw no advantage in ap-
proving a program of reorganization which would only
result in replacing an existing establishment of small
company units with a diminished number of larger
companies. Since all workable solutions found in the
various theaters were products of adjustment to local
conditions that seem unlikely to recur in the future,
and since the proposal looking to an over-all solution
was nol tested on a universal basis, it would appear that
any controversy over the hypothetical merits of T/O &
E 10-298, as compared to those of T/0 & E 10-297, can
scarcely have more than an academic interest in a long-
range view of the problem.

This impasse brings us back to the first point already
suggested, namely. the failure to activate Graves Regis-
tration Service companies while augmenting the field
forces in anticipation of war. Whether proceeding
from deliberate neglect or inability to meet all the
pressing demands of a hastily conducted general mobil-
ization, delay in the activation of any component of the
military establishment until the outbhreak of hostilities
invites the risk of belated discovery that an untried
paper organization may not serve the purpose for
which it was intended. Assuming that T/O & E 10-298
really corrected the defects found in its predecessor,
the practical difficulties involved in manning the new
unit prevented the change, however desirable.

These considerations suggest a final conclusion—one
which should be assigned equal importance with those
urging timely activation of the Quartermaster Graves
Registration units, maintenance of an adequately staffed
central office of mortuary records during hostilities, and
inclusion in the basic training of all armed services of
certain fundamental requirements of graves registra-
tion procedure that concern the serviceman as an in-
dividual. The fourth point is a necessary complement
to all three and, moreover, has a particularly important
bearing on the first and third. It may be briefly stated :
the continuity of graves registration organization must
not be completely broken in time of peace.

At least one active company should be maintained
for experimental purposes and recorganized from time
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to time in accordance with organizational changes that
take place in tactical units. If large-scale maneuvers
are essential during peace in the work of testing new
tactical doctrines and organizational principles, the
method should be fully exploited by including technical
units that otherwise might not stand the test of battle.
Intelligently planned and realistically conducted, such
exercises not only disclose defects and suggest the best
method short of war for correction, but supply the sort
of information most useful for the limited amount of
training that previous experience has established as
requisite to all combat troops.

It goes without saying that practical objections are
to be anticipated in justifying any scheme which would
advance graves registration training in time of peace.
An attitude of opposition is revealed by a flat refusal
on the part of tactical officers to go so far as even to
mention graves registration problems in connection
with basic training. and, again, by persistent objections
to the participation of reserve graves registration units
in general maneuvers. The reasoning here may, in
part, be attributed to those irreconcilable assumptions
of army psychology that have had the effect of putting
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this whole subject under a taboo. At the same time,
there are good reasons for believing that the taboo has
a different origin. It does not seem entirely improb-
able that the maneuver field is sometimes confused
with the parade ground. and that grand maneuvers
are occasionally planned, not so much for the purpose
of testing new theories and devices to the breaking
point and discovering experimentally just why and
under what particular circumstances they break down,
but rather with a view to putting on a good show that
moves with all the precision of a well-managed
performance.

Deliberate exclusion of any element of the field
forces. tactical or technical, from such exercises betrays
a want of realistic appreciation of the ends they are
intended to serve. If progressive divorcement from
reality in an inclination toward the parade ground
mentality is sanctioned by higher authority, it would
follow that a valuable precedent might be consulted in
the military policy of the Han Emperors, who, accord
ing to Chinese tradition, rated the professional com-
petence of army commanders in accordance with their
proficiency at the chess board.



