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Marines visit the grave of a friend in the 1st Marine Division Cemetery on Okinawa, January 1946. 
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n 1 April 1945, American
forces moved against the 
island of Okinawa begin
ning Operation Iceberg, 

the first major ground campaign on
a Japanese home island.  Over the
course of three months, U.S. Army
and Marine Corps units moved across
Okinawa  in a steady, but bloody,
march, methodically eliminating Japa
nese defenders. Though successful,
the campaign cost the lives of more
than 12,000 Americans. By 1945, after 
nearly four years of operational experi
ence in the Pacific, the U.S. efforts to 
recover those killed in action (KIA)—
called graves registration activities—
were at their wartime peak. Usually,
American forces rapidly evacuated
most casualties for treatment or burial 
behind the front lines. As a result, 
over 95 percent of those killed in the
ground fighting were recovered and
identified.1 However, the intensity of 
the fighting on Okinawa, as well as
the poor weather, resulted in the loss
of identification material for many
remains. These became the unknown 
soldiers of Operation Iceberg. Today, 

Department of Defense historians
dedicated to recovering these missing 
servicemen face a particularly difficult
task with the unidentified remains 
from Okinawa. Because their buri 
als occurred almost immediately (in
many cases), and because military
authorities still allowed variations 
in graves registration recordkeeping
late in the war, limited contextual and 
circumstantial details survive for these 
individuals. Paradoxically, graves reg
istration operations during Operation
Iceberg succeeded in returning most 
of the KIAs, but have handicapped
modern analysts’ efforts to recover and
identify those left behind.

Preparations for Operation Iceberg
began in late 1944. Running sixty miles
long and ranging from two to eighteen
miles wide, Okinawa boasted a civilian 
population of over 435,000 inhabit
ants. It also contained several airfields, 
ports, and space for supply depots that
offered U.S. forces a valuable base of 
operations for the expected invasion 
of mainland Japan.2 

Lt. Gen. Simon B. Buckner Jr. and 
his Tenth Army were tasked with 

capturing the island. Buckner com
manded 183,000 troops, from seven
divisions: the 7th, 27th, 77th, and 96th 
Infantry Divisions (the XXIV Army
Corps), and the 1st, 2d, and 6th Marine
Divisions (the III Marine Amphibious
Corps). All of these divisions included
battle-tested regiments, some with
experience dating back to 1942 and
the Guadalcanal campaign. The troops
slated for Okinawa represented the
peak of readiness and planning for
U.S. operations in the Pacific.3 That 
included graves registration activi
ties. Falling under the authority of the 
Army’s quartermaster general, graves
registration operations during the first
campaigns of World War II had been
woefully undermanned. Individual
enlisted graves registration personnel
had been parceled out to combat units
in order to organize volunteers or
manage temporarily assigned soldiers
to recover the dead, with minimal fa 
cilitation by higher authorities.4 It was 
not a desirable assignment.

By early 1945, graves registration
activities had better oversight. On 1
January 1945, the Tenth Army head 

By ian MiChael spurgeon 

U.S. GraveS reGiStration effortS and the Battle of okinawa 

Composite  Image: Cemetery plans and construction instructions from FM 10 63, Graves Registration 
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quarters established the staff quarter
master as the technical coordinator 
of graves registration activities dur
ing the Okinawa campaign. Yet, field
operations still involved delegating
responsibilities and labor. The January
directive stated that “Army, Navy and 
Marine corps units will be governed
in general by the publications and
directives of their own service.” In 
short, Army and Marine Corps graves
registration units serviced their own
respective divisions.5 

The Tenth Army’s orders gave only
broad guidelines for burial standards
as well. Internments were to be “at 
inland sites where practicable.” If Japa
nese resistance on the landing beaches
prohibited constructing cemeteries
inland, burials could take place on
existing beaches, or graves registra
tion teams could evacuate the dead 
to a “nearby land mass under friendly
control.” Burials at sea were restricted. 
All instances were to be justified in
writing and filed with geographic
coordinate information. Finally, the
directive declared that “isolated burials 
will be kept to a minimum.”6 

To conduct the field work, the Tenth 
Army received seven platoons from
two Army graves registration units—
the 3008th and 3063d Quartermaster 
Graves Registration Companies.
The headquarters detachments from
each company, along with the 3d
and 4th Platoons of the 3063d, fell 
under the Army's XXIV Corps. The
remaining five platoons (consisting
of approximately twenty-five soldiers
each) were dispersed among the five
Army divisions.7 Marine Corps graves
registration units were more organic. 
Each combat division was responsible 
for establishing its own cemetery.
However, remains did not have to be 
separated by unit. The Tenth Army
directive instructed recovery teams
to deliver the fallen “to the nearest 
cemetery of the service concerned.”8 

Because of the broad guidelines, and
the relative autonomy among the field
recovery teams, paperwork filed by
graves registration units varied as well.
Army personnel used Graves Regis
tration Service (GRS) Form No. 1 to
record each interment. Marine Corps 
cemetery personnel were instructed to 
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General Buckner (right) on Okinawa with other unidentified officers, 18 June 1945. 
Shortly after this photo was taken Buckner was killed by Japanese artillery fire. 
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use whatever reports were prescribed 
in Marine Corps regulations. Overall,
the Tenth Army headquarters allowed
a great deal of flexibility for graves reg
istration practices among the services
and divisions, but expected to be kept
informed of the overall results.9 

In February 1945, to assist the small
graves registration teams with the
expected high numbers of casualties
during the campaign, the XXIV Corps
headquarters instructed that division
and regimental commanders should
“provide the necessary labor troops
for the prompt removal of all bodies
to readily distinguishable collecting
points near trails or roads, taking care
to remove bodies found in pill boxes
or covered by debris and rubble.”10 In 
response, the 27th Infantry Division
authorized its Quartermaster to use 
heavy equipment from shore party
engineers to construct cemeteries,
while personnel from the Salvage
Collecting Company would make up
the cemetery labor force until enough
civilian laborers (or prisoners) could
be acquired. Supply trucks and tracked
vehicles returning from the front were
expected to assist graves registration
personnel by transporting remains
from the field to the cemeteries.11 

On 1 April 1945, the Tenth Army hit
the beaches of Okinawa. The Japanese
commander, Lt. Gen. Mitsuru Ushi
jima, had withdrawn most of his forces
from the landing zone. Instead of the
massive casualties expected by military
planners, the surprised U.S. marines 

Graves Registration Form No. 1 

and soldiers advanced onto the island 
almost unopposed. Graves registration
teams rapidly established cemeteries
inland. The 3d Platoon of the 3008th 
Quartermaster Graves Registration
Company was ashore and working
by 1900 that first day. By 3 April, the
platoon interred its first set of remains
at the new 96th Infantry Division
Cemetery. Similarly, the 2d Platoon of
the 3008th Company, attached to the
7th Infantry Division, buried its first 
set of remains on 3 April.12 

Upon landing and extending east
ward to divide Okinawa in half, the 
Tenth Army sent its marines north 
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and the Army forces south for the
overall conquest of the island. Rela
tively few Japanese soldiers occupied 
the mountainous jungle region that is
the northern two-thirds of Okinawa. 
Marines secured most of the north by
the end of April. The Japanese main
line of resistance lay to the south, near
the capital city of Naha. Army forces
struck the first elements of that within 
a few days of landing. Though much
of the southern part of Okinawa was
farmland, the landscape was studded
with imposing ridgelines and coral
limestone hills teeming with tunnels,
pill boxes, machine gun nests, and
mortar emplacements. By late April,
with American casualties mounting,
the true cost of Operation Iceberg
was becoming apparent.

To handle the increasing number of
fallen Americans, graves registration
personnel divided their responsibili
ties. For instance, a portion of the 3d
Platoon, 3008th Quartermaster Graves 
Registration Company, attached to
the 96th Infantry Division, traveled
with service companies to recover
the dead from the battlefield and 
collection points for transportation
back to the cemetery, where the bal
ance of the platoon processed the re
mains.13 Those conducting recoveries
frequently found themselves in the
midst of combat. Pfc. John L. Nigro
received the Bronze Star medal for 
actions performed while retrieving
the bodies of two soldiers of the 96th 
Infantry Division. On 10 April, during 
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Limestone hills on Okinawa honeycombed with caves and dugouts and other Japanese defensive emplacements 
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his search, Private Nigro saw a Japanese
soldier emerge from a cave to attack a
nearby American officer. According to
his citation, “Without regard to his own
safety and in the face of certain enemy
fire, Private Nigro rushed to the side of
the officer and fired into the cave from 
the hip.” Later that day, he led another
patrol to the cave area, killed two more
enemy soldiers, and gathered valuable
intelligence.14 Sgt. Harmon Whiteman
similarly received multiple decorations
for his efforts to recover dead from the 
front lines of the 96th Infantry Divi
sion. One notable example occurred 
on 21 April, as Sergeant Whiteman
supervised three men removing Ameri
can remains in full view of an enemy
position. A Japanese machine gun
opened fire, killing the three soldiers
and wounding Sergeant Whiteman.15 

Most battlefield recoveries, however, 
were conducted by infantrymen on the
frontline. Pfc. Nils Andersen, of the 
29th Marine Regiment, 6th Marine 

The 4th Platoon, 3008th Quartermaster Graves Registration Company, poses at the 
entrance to the 96th Infantry Division Cemetery, 8 June 1945. 
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Division, was among four marines or
dered to remove American dead from 
Sugar Loaf, a nondescript mud hill
that had proven to be one of the fierc
est battle sites of the campaign. From
12–19 May, the 6th Marine Division
fought for Sugar Loaf and its neighbor
ing heights, suffering more than 2,500
casualties.16 Many of the dead remained
on the field, in the subtropical sun and
mud, for several days before Andersen
and three other marines recovered 
them. They used stretchers and even
ponchos to carry or drag the bodies
to a collection point. Enemy mortars
and gunfire raked the area occasion
ally, forcing the marines to run. The
condition of the remains made the job
physically and psychologically difficult.
When one of Andersen’s colleagues
lifted the hand of a casualty and pulled,
the entire arm separated from the body.
The stunned marine collapsed and
vomited.17 

The ferocity of the battle had broken
many of the bodies before recovery.
Andersen later explained that “we sug
gested before we started that we put a
body onto the litter, or canvas, or pon
cho that we were using, and it consisted
of a head, torso, two arms, two legs. If
they didn’t match we’d do that anyway,
and Graves Registration could sort out
the pieces later.” The marines placed
the parts into small piles for transport
by vehicle. They worked in total silence.
After several hours, an amphibious trac
tor (Landing Vehicle Tracked [LVT])
arrived and the four marines loaded as 
many as twenty bodies into the well of
the LVT. Three marines jumped into the
cab, leaving Andersen alone in the back
with the pile of remains. What followed
haunted him for several decades. As 
the LVT drove down a hill, the bodies, 
several inches of water, maggots, blood,
and other fluids, sloshed forward. When 
the LVT drove up a steep incline, grav
ity pushed the remains toward the rear
of the vehicle and toward Andersen. 
He yelled for the driver to stop, but the
deafening roar of the engine drowned
his cries. Within moments, as he later 
described, “the water is around my neck,
and the fellows are bumping into me and
starting to climb up on top of me. Now
some of them, rolling . . . the guts stay
like that . . . the heads start coming off, 

11 

Soldiers of the 96th Infantry Division carry a fallen comrade off Hacksaw Ridge, 
22 April 1945. 
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Marine LVTs on the beach of Iheya Island, north of Okinawa, 16 July 1945 
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some of the arms start coming off, and
now they are becoming a jumbled mess.”
Back and forth, this occurred, as the LVT 
trudged its way to the Marine cemetery.
At one point, Andersen lost his footing
and fell to the floor of the tractor bed. 
The vehicle began a steep incline and
he was covered. “One of my thoughts,
believe it or not,” he later explained, “was
for them, those guys, that they were be
ing so mutilated after death.” He cried
for help, but then blacked out. Andersen
awoke near the command post after he
had been pulled from the back of the
LVT. Other marines recoiled at the sight
and smell of him and the other men 
detailed for body recovery. The four
were given a bucket of water to bathe
with—two-and-a-half gallons to share.
Their clothes were unsalvageable, so they
scrounged whatever was available and
returned to their unit.18 

Despite the dangers and associ
ated horrors, battlefield recoveries 
on Okinawa proved effective in re
moving most of the bodies of those
killed during the ground campaign.
Japanese defenders rarely launched
counterattacks sufficient to overwhelm 
companies or platoons; thus there
are few examples of large numbers of
men reported missing in action at a 

A truck loaded with remains of fallen soldiers of the 77th Infantry Division drives 
through thick mud on Okinawa, 31 May 1945. 
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single time. Remains could only not
be recovered when they became iso
lated within heavy vegetation or rocky
terrain, or were totally inaccessible.
Japanese forces utilized thousands of 
natural caves and hand-dug tunnels
across southern Okinawa. Occasion
ally, American infantrymen entered 

caves to help Okinawan civilians,
gather Japanese documents, or simply
collect souvenirs. Sometimes, these 
incidents turned deadly. Private An
dersen recalled an incident in which 
two marines entered a cave, only to
be wounded by at least one Japanese
soldier hidden in its darker recesses. 

12 Army History Winter 2017 
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Enemy fire subsequently killed or
wounded all who tried to rescue the 
wounded marines. A Marine captain 
assessed the situation and issued a 
simple order: “BLOW ‘EM UP!” An
other marine protested, arguing that
wounded men were still in the cave. 
According to Andersen, the captain
responded firmly, “We can’t get ‘em 
out. Blow ‘em up.” As instructed,
a Marine squad threw an explosive
charge into the opening of the cave,
entombing the marines and the Japa
nese within.19 

The campaign for Okinawa con
tinued into late June as American 
troops eliminated Japanese resistance
in a methodical advance to the is
land’s southern tip. At its farthest, the
front lines were located twenty miles
from the cemeteries near the landing
beaches. This negated the practice of
temporary battlefield burials and al
lowed graves registration personnel to
rapidly transfer remains to processing
centers—sometimes on the very day of
death.20 All remains were to be buried 
with a report of interment. However,
the failure of the Tenth Army’s head
quarters to standardize graves registra
tion forms and practices led to incon
sistent recordkeeping. For instance,
7th Infantry Division Cemetery reports
consistently recorded vital information
(such as the individual’s name, general
location of death, date of death, cause 
of death, and date of burial) and took
fingerprints of the deceased when pos
sible.21 The 6th Marine Division reports
of interment, on the other hand, did not 
include an entry for date of death or
date of burial. And, frequently, the 6th
Marine Division reports listed place of
death simply as “Okinawa.”22 

Combat operations on Okinawa
came to an end in late June 1945. How
ever, some of the division cemeteries 
reached capacity before then. The 96th
Infantry Division Cemetery closed on
13 May with its 875th burial, only forty
days after it had been established and
only half-way through the campaign.
After that, another 768 sets of remains 
were routed to the 96th Infantry Di
vision plot at the Island Command
Cemetery. The 77th Infantry Division
Cemetery concluded interments on
27 June, with its 770th burial. The 

The entrance to the 96th Infantry Division Cemetery on Okinawa 

Troops from the 27th Infantry Division work to clear caves on Okinawa. 
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7th Infantry Division recorded its
1,451st—and final—burial on 9 July.
The Island Command Cemetery re
mained open the longest and became
the largest. Originally this cemetery
was the location for soldiers’ remains 
of the 27th Infantry Division, but it
eventually contained remains from all
units after other cemeteries reached 
capacity. Some of those buried at the
Island Command Cemetery were not
casualties of the fighting on Okinawa.
Hundreds of individuals who died in 

accidents during and after the battle
(including victims of a typhoon on 9
October 1945), or were recovered in
the immediate months after the fight
ing, were interred there until it closed
in June 1946.23 

Throughout the campaign for Oki
nawa, American forces sustained ap
proximately 12,300 killed or missing.
Of those, over 4,500 were from the 
Army, roughly 2,800 were from the
Marine Corps, and nearly 5,000 were
Navy personnel.24 Graves registration 
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The 7th Infantry Division Cemetery on Okinawa, 8 June 1945 

The Island Command Cemetery on Okinawa, shown here c. 1947 

Graves Registration Service (GRS) personnel work to properly document the remains 
of soldiers recently killed in battle. 
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teams constructed eight cemeteries to
handle 9,225 remains recovered from 
Okinawa, the surrounding islands,
and from the ocean.25 Most of the 
unrecovered were sailors killed aboard 
the thirty-six American ships sunk
and 368 ships damaged, primarily by 
Japanese air attacks.26 

The division cemeteries on Okinawa 
were intended to be temporary. In
December 1945, the War Department 
began a process to remove and return
fallen Americans from battlefields 
across the world. The responsibil
ity in the Pacific fell to the American 
Graves Registration Service (AGRS).27 

Unlike field recovery operations in
other parts of the Pacific—such as the
Philippines, Solomon Islands, and
New Guinea—where the remains of 
thousands of American service mem
bers were scattered over rough terrain 
and isolated areas, AGRS investigation
teams recovered few remains from the 
battlefields of Okinawa, since recov
ery operations during the battle had
already removed most of the fallen.
Furthermore, due to the dense popu
lation of Okinawa, Japanese civilians
frequently found accessible American 
remains before AGRS investigation
teams arrived.28 

Most AGRS operations on Okinawa
involved the processing of remains
buried in the wartime cemeteries. In 
July 1947, the AGRS established a mo
bile identification laboratory at Oki
nawa. Disinterment teams removed 
the remains and all identification 
material buried with them. They first
looked for the original report of inter
ment buried alongside the remains, in 
a bottle or other weatherproof vessel,
and compared it with cemetery re
cords.29 According to regulations, the
remains were then to be transferred 
to tables at a mobile laboratory. It is
unclear how many examinations on
Okinawa actually took place in a labo
ratory. Inspections of remains at other
Pacific cemeteries, such as at Iwo Jima, 
were done graveside on canvas shelter
halves.30 Nonetheless, the prescribed
procedure involved a table supervisor 
and two assistants to process each set
of remains. These individuals were 
technically classified by military regu
lations as embalmers, but the AGRS 
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Map showing the locations 
of the various temporary 
cemeteries on Okinawa

considered them “identification ana
lysts.” They were expected to have “a
thorough knowledge of anatomy” and
be able to easily identify bones, recog
nize physical abnormalities useful for
identification, create an accurate tooth 
chart, and take fingerprints.31 

During the examination, technicians
estimated the percentage of decom
position, completed a chart showing
which bones were present, and noted
any significant damage to the remains.
Dental information served as the most 
important means of identification, so
technicians completed dental charts
indicating the location of fillings and
which teeth had been extracted, or had 
fallen out posthumously. The analysts
removed clothing and recorded any
personal effects, identification tags,
and other material evidence that aided, 
or confirmed, identification.32 

Upon completion of the inspection,
the remains were reinterred for later 
transfer. In March 1948, the AGRS for
mally ordered the relocation of more 
than 9,000 remains from Okinawa to 
a processing laboratory on Saipan.
Graves registration personnel were
ordered to bundle each set of remains 
with the material evidence and store 
them in a temporary mausoleum at
Naha. From there, the AGRS planned
to ship the remains to Saipan.33 This 
operation began on 15 March, at the
7th Infantry Division Cemetery.34 By
15 May, graves registration personnel 
had cleared that cemetery as well as
the 1st Marine Division Cemetery.
The first shipment to Saipan, aboard 
Landing Ship, Tank (LST) 916, de
parted on 7 May 1948, carrying 2,026
sets of remains.35 Exhumations at the 

LST 916 in the Philippines, c. 1946 
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A GRS soldier fills out a dental record while examining the teeth from an unidentified 
set of remains. 

The 7th Infantry Division Cemetery on Okinawa, 8 June 1945 
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6th Marine Division Cemetery proved
more difficult, as the diggers found
some remains buried as far as twelve 
feet deep and under coral rock. Worse,
some graves had not been marked
properly, and disinterring teams were
forced to dig in several areas before
locating the expected set of remains. In
one extreme instance, graves registra
tion teams opened eighty-four graves
to find one individual.36 

The final set of remains arrived 
at Saipan on 24 August 1948. Once
there, AGRS analysts reprocessed the
remains for their final disposition.37 

Technicians completed new dental
charts, new skeletal charts, and new 
reports verifying identifications,
or suggesting leads for unknown
remains. If the individual’s identity
was well established, the examination 
concluded quickly and the remains
were stored at a mausoleum on Saipan
until they could be transferred to a
final resting place requested by the
next of kin—a stateside or permanent
overseas military cemetery.38 

For unidentified remains, analysts
pursued potential leads, based on
material evidence found with the re
mains, such as names found on letters 
or envelopes, laundry marks inscribed
on clothing, jewelry, or unique per
sonal effects. Unidentified remains 
frequently were examined two or three
different times.39 Of the approximately
10,000 sets of remains recovered from 
Okinawa and its surrounding islands, 
only 203 are still unidentified.40 They
are currently buried as unknown ser
vice members at the Manila American 
Cemetery in the Philippines.

Considering the tremendous size of
the Tenth Army and the large number
of casualties, graves registration activi
ties on Okinawa were remarkably suc
cessful. This has left modern analysts 
with relatively few unresolved ground
loss cases from Okinawa. However, the 
identification of those unidentified re
mains is particularly difficult because 
of the aforementioned Tenth Army
headquarters’ failure to standardize
graves registration practices and re
ports. When fallen Americans arrived
at their respective division cemeteries 
with their identification intact, the 
variations in interment reports mat
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tered little. But, for remains delivered 
to cemeteries without identification, 
the inconsistency in recordkeeping
of even basic circumstantial informa
tion—such as date of burial, condi
tion of remains, identifying features,
uniform or other contextual service 
details, and cause of death—leaves 
modern investigators few clues to re
construct the identity of the unknown
soldier or marine. 

Perhaps the greatest irony is that the
efficiency of the recovery and burial
of unidentified remains by wartime
graves registration teams decreased
the likelihood of identification 
through historical analysis compared
to remains recovered by immediate
postwar AGRS investigation teams,
or modern investigation teams.
Unidentified remains rushed to 
cemeteries during the battle were
separated from one of the most
important details used by modern
investigators—location of death.
Army and Marine Corps regimental
records of the fighting on Okinawa are
among the most detailed documents 

available to historians studying the
campaigns of the Pacific. Because
the fighting on Okinawa followed
relatively well-established battle
lines, remains found at a particular
site on Okinawa can be associated to 
a handful of units through a rather
simple analysis of unit documents.
For instance, after a set of unidentified 

remains were recovered in 1987 
on Kunishi Ridge, Department of
Defense historians excluded all 
but two Marine regiments from
consideration based on the location 
of death, and then narrowed down 
the list of associated individuals 
based on casualties from those 
regiments lost during the fighting 

GRS personnel catalog the personal effects, clothing, and equipment of soldiers 
recently killed in action. 
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A memorial to the unknown service members laid to rest in the Manila American Cemetery 
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Troops from the 27th Infantry Division look for the graves of fellow soldiers killed 
during the fighting on Okinawa. 
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in that area.41 The files of hundreds 
of unidentified remains recovered 
from other battlefields by AGRS field
investigation teams after the war
frequently have maps, eyewitness
statements, and descriptions of
material evidence found nearby.
This information can be crucial for 
identification. 

This type of analysis is impossible
for most unidentified remains from 

elimination. Without circumstantial 
information about where or when 
an unknown set of remains was re
covered, or even branch of service, 
analysts would need to compare the
remains to the physical and genetic
information of all of those missing
in action from Operation Iceberg, 
a daunting task even with the ad
vantages of modern techniques and
technology.

Despite these complications, De
fense Department historians working
on cases from Operation Iceberg
still benefit from the overall efficiency
of the Tenth Army’s graves registra
tion operations. The percentage of
service members still unaccounted 
for from the ground campaign
compared to the overall number of
those killed is particularly small. The
unresolved cases truly represent the
anomalies of the recovery effort and
the relatively few instances in which
circumstances of a horrendous battle 
overcame the best efforts of the sol
diers and marines who struggled to
recover the fallen. 

Okinawa because they were removed
from their loss site and placed in a
cemetery with little information.
While scientific developments, such
as DNA testing, allow new means
of identification, the process still
relies on historical analysis to nar
row down the pool of possible asso
ciations for genetic comparison. In
other words, DNA analysis is most
effective when used as a process of 

A graveyard detail comes ashore in Okinawa from the hospital ship USS Solace (AH–5) with the flag-draped coffins of troops who died 
of their wounds aboard the ship, 31 July 1945. 
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41. Dr. Ian Spurgeon, “JPAC CASE OKI
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