


Local man on mission to find WWII MIAs 
By Janene Scully/Associate Editor

unique Cold War assignment, and an East German man's eagerness to help repatriate an American pilot's remains, sparked Jim Tonge's interest in bringing home those listed as missing in action from World War II. 

Some 25 years after visiting a crash site, the retired Air Force colonel finally saw the remains of Lt. William "Bill" Lewis Jr. come home to the United States earlier this year. 

Tonge's vocation began when he was assigned from 1976 to 1980 with the United States Military Liaison Mission to the Soviet Forces in Germany. 

"We had a purpose there - to look, report and try to understand what's going on (with military forces of the former allies)," he said, adding their role also included identifying and repatriating remains from those killed in World War II. 

Joined by a colleague, Tonge - whose cousin was a P-51 pilot - agreed to track down an East German civilian, Adelbert Wolf, living in Zelle-Mehlis and claiming to have possessions that belonged to an American fighter pilot. 

"He had been writing letters and sending information to the International Red Cross," said Tonge, but a disagreement between governments had likely helped slow any response. 

"Somehow or another, Wolf kept trying to communicate with the Americans," said Tonge, who has lived in the Lake Marie neighborhood east of Orcutt since late 2001. 

Knowing the operations had the blessing of the Soviet military, but not East Germany's, and not wanting to endanger the man trying to help, the two Americans inquired at the local library for Adelbert Wolf. 

With Wolf's address in hand, they tracked him down at home and agreed to make another trip so they could visit the crash site. 

On Dec. 26, 1979, Tonge and a captain returned to Wolf's home for the trip into the mountains, where they parked in the lot of a winter resort and walked a few miles to the crash site, marked with a small cross. 

Before they paused for a moment of silence, Wolf told the Americans about marking the crash site and returning often over the years. 

They took pictures to document the site where Lewis' P-51 Mustang crashed Sept. 11, 1944, while escorting bombers on a mission to Ruhland, Germany. Before reaching the target, Lewis' fighter came under attack and plunged to the ground near Oberhof, Germany. The U.S. lost more than 80 aircraft in one of the war's largest air battles. 

Upon returning to headquarters, Tonge said, they worked to notify proper American authorities of their find in what then was communist East Germany. 

"We wrote a lot of letters, and went to a lot of places," Tonge said, including a visit to the Army mortuary in Frankfurt. 

"I thought it had been taken care of," he said, figuring it would only be a short time until the lieutenant's remains would be returned to the United States. 

However, he learned this year that it took 25 years for the remains to return home. 

"Bill Lewis was the first airplane to be shot down; he was the last guy to be recovered," Tonge said. 

Decades after Tonge's visit, a family friend of Lewis's daughter and a military aviation enthusiast from the Czech Republic ultimately led to the recovery of the missing pilot's remains. A U.S. team recovered remains in 2002 and identified them as Lewis. 

Nearly 60 years after his death over Germany, Lewis was remembered with a May memorial service in Tulsa, Okla., attended by Tonge and his wife. 

The service for Lewis didn't end Tonge's interest. He continues to pursue information from the Central Identification Laboratory in Hawaii about another case after documents from 1979 and 1980 mentioned "graves in Petzov." His unit's written history reports include just a vague reference. 

"I want to know how it was resolved ... That's the one I'm trying to focus on," he said. "From my standpoint, I was involved in this and it didn't get done. I'm going to try and see that the little bit our unit was involved in does get done." 

His interest is shared by his wife, Shirley. 

"I think it's really fascinating ... It makes you wonder why did it take 60 years for all this to come together," she said. 

While federal efforts focused on recovering remains of U.S. military members killed in Vietnam, those listed as missing in action during World War II were all but forgotten. 

"I think that's what's distressing, is you automatically assume all that old business has been taken care of, and it hasn't," she said. 

"And it ought to be," he added. 
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* Associate Editor Janene Scully can be reached at 739-2214 or by e-mail at janscully@pulitzer.net. 
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Jim Tonge, a resident of the Lake Marie neighborhood east of Orcutt, has made it his mission to see that the remains of World War II soldiers listed as missing in action are brought home. Tonge's vocation began when he was assigned with the United States Military Liaison Mission to the Soviet Forces in Germany from 1976 to 1980.//Aaron Lambert/Staff Nov. 11, 2004
 Pulitzer Central Coast Newspapers        
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