
feature story

One Maine man’s dedication to bring closure to 
the families of MIA veterans. BY EMILY BURNHAM 

HomeBringing Them
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What makes a person want to travel to the most remote, extreme 
locations on the planet, and spend weeks or months working long 
hours in the deadly cold? For Rockport resident Lou Sapienza, it’s the 
chance to help bring closure to the families of veterans missing in 

action from military conflicts.
Sapienza is the founder and director of the Fallen American Veterans As-

sociation, a Rockport-based organization that specializes in recovering the re-
mains of MIA veterans that, in some cases, have been lost for more than 70 years 
in places as disparate as Antarctica and Papua New Guinea. The organization 
works with the U.S. Department of Defense as a subject matter expert to assist 
them in recovery efforts. Previously, Sapienza operated an organization called 
North South Polar, which has similar goals.

“There are over 83,000 U.S. service personnel missing in action, mostly from 
World War II, and if we can find them, we should find them,” said 63-year-old 
Sapienza. “It’s our mission to do just that.”

In the late 80s and early 90s, Sapienza participated in the missions retold in 
David Hayes’ book “The Lost Squadron,” as well as on The History Channel’s “The 
Hunt For the Lost Squadron.” Along with a team of scientists and adventurers, 
he participated in the recovery of a near-perfectly preserved P-38 plane, dubbed 
“Glacier Girl,” buried under glacial ice in Greenland. 

The aircraft, was part of a larger squadron of P-38 Lightning fighters and B-17 
Flying Fortress bombers that which that took off from Presque Isle Air Force Base. 

Lou Sapienza, expedition lead and executive 
director of the Fallen American Veterans 

Foundation at the expedition base station for 
both the Lost Squadron and J2F-4 Crew Search 

& Recovery in Kulusuk, Greenland.
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Lost and running out of fuel, the entire 
squadron of military aircraft were forced 
to belly-land on the ice sheet on their 
way to join the WWII fights in North Af-
rica and Europe. 

Fifty years later, the mission Sapienza 
was on changed the course of his life.

“That mission gave me certain skill 
sets … it gave me a passion for this 
work,” said Sapienza. “It was absolutely 
life-changing. That’s what put me on 
this path.”

Sapienza was born in New Jersey and 
until less than five years ago lived in New 
York. He spent many summers in Maine 
and in the 80s was a teaching assistant 
at the Maine Photographic Workshops 
in Rockport, now known as the Maine 
Media Workshops. He moved to the Pine 
Tree State permanently in 2013.

“Maine is my Oz,” said Sapienza. “Our 
organization could be based anywhere, 
but I wanted to be here.”

Early on in his photography career, it 
was his longtime dream to be published 
in National Geographic. As an adven-
turer, he’d already honed his chops, hav-
ing gone on a four-month boat trip from 

the Gulf of Mexico, up the coast of North 
America, down the Saint Lawrence Sea-
way, down the Mississippi River and back 
to the Gulf. A chance viewing in 1989 of 
a spot on CNN about the proposed mis-
sion to recover Glacier Girl began to pull 
those two passions together.

“I knew I wanted to photograph that 
mission … I finally tracked down the 
guys that were leading this mission, 
and sent them my portfolio and a let-
ter,” said Sapienza. “And I amazingly got 
the job, and I was on my way to Green-
land. And as it turns out, they didn’t 
have a cook on the trip, and I’d spent 
a long time as a line cook, so I became 
the chef for the mission, too.”

The recovery mission involved years 
of searching for the right location, com-
paring old notes and data, and track-
ing the movement of the glaciers across 
Greenland. By the early 90s, the plane 
was buried under 268 feet of ice. The re-
covery mission bored a deep hole into 

the ice, until they hit metal and found the 
plane. Sapienza’s photographs were pub-
lished in National Geographic, as well as 
LIFE, Forbes and Air & Space Magazine.

Since then, his passion for MIA vet-
erans and plane crash recovery has con-
tinued unabated. He co-founded the 
FAVF in 2008 with families of men still 
MIA, first based in New York and then 
moving operations to Rockport in 2013. 
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       The J2F-4 Grumman Duck amphibious 
                biplane crashed in 1942 while trying to
     recover the remains of crewman on 
           board a downed B-17 Flying Fortress, 
which was searching for a C-53 Skytrooper.

Greenland Lost Squadron 
Lockheed P-38 Lightning 268 feet 
below the surface of the ice sheet 
within its man-made cavern 
prior to disassembly and hoist 
to the surface. The aircraft made 
its maiden flight in 2002 with 80 
percent original parts.
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The 2012 North South Polar, 
Inc. and US Coast Guard J2F-4 
Grumman Duck Crew recovery 
team at Køge Bugt, Greenland.

Dusk falls over the 
2010 joint North South 

Polar/USCG J2F-4 
Grumman Duck Crew 

search & recovery camp.  
Summer temperatures 

fluctuated between 
20 and 55 degrees.
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“We need to bring 
these men home. 
In total, out of the 
83,000 still missing 
in action, 32,000 are 
deemed recoverable. 
If we can bring them 
home, we have to.”
      – Lou Sapienza

The organization has been on three mis-
sions so far, again in Greenland mere 
miles from the site of the Lost Squadron 
crash site, traveling there in three stag-
es in 2010, 2012 and 2013, to attempt to 
recover three crewman aboard a J2F-4 
Grumman Duck amphibious biplane. 
The biplane crashed in 1942 while try-
ing to recover the remains of crewman 
on board a downed B-17 Flying For-
tress, which was searching for a C-53 
Skytrooper. That mission was retold in 
Mitchell Zuckoff’s 2013 book, “Frozen In 
Time,” which spent weeks on the New 
York Times bestseller list.

More than 20 years after the Glacier 
Girl expedition, the technology used has 
progressed dramatically. Ground-pen-
etrating radar and magnetometers can 
be used to more easily and accurately as-
sess just what might be under the ice in a 
given location, and there are better mod-
els to map the growth and shrinkage of 
glaciers over time. While those three 
Greenland missions did not recover the 
wreckage or the men, it did pinpoint the 
likeliest location where the plane may 
lie, and Sapienza hopes to return as soon 
as possible to finish the recovery. He is 
working with the U.S. Defend POW/MIA 
Accounting Agency to attain funding 
and the necessary support to make a 
plan for an April 2016 mission.

He’s also looking ahead to other 
missions, in addition to the Grumman 
Duck. FAVF has identified five other 
missions that are all within the scope 
of the organization’s capabilities. They 

While those three 
Greenland missions 

did not recover the 
wreckage or the 

men, it did pinpoint 
the likeliest location 

where the plane may 
lie, and Sapienza 

hopes to return as 
soon as possible to 

finish the recovery.

The joint North South Polar/US Coast Guard team struggles 
across a glacier field and up a 450 foot slope hauling 1,000 

pounds of equipment using an improvised sled made from an 
aluminum section ladder after a scheduled helicopter airlift 

was grounded due to weather.
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include two more sites in Greenland, 
one in Papua New Guinea, one in the 
Philippines, and one in Antarctica – a 
U.S. Navy Martin Mariner PBM-5 fly-
ing boat, codenamed George 1, crashed 
there in 1946, and the bodies of the 
three men on board are still unrecov-
ered. In all, these missions could recov-
er up to 83 men still missing in action.

Sapienza and his organization have 
run into difficulties navigating the wa-
ters of bureaucracy and red tape within 
the Department of Defense, which have 
put delays on planning and executing 
these missions – but he remains com-
mitted to the cause.

“What’s important is that we repatri-
ate these men, and we bring closure to 
their families,” he said. “We want to make 
the Fallen American Veterans Founda-
tion a household name, in the way that 

Wounded Warriors is today. We want to 
do the same thing for MIAs. We need to 
bring these men home. In total, out of 
the 83,000 still missing in action, 32,000 
are deemed recoverable. If we can bring 
them home, we have to.”

Aside from the sense of duty he has 
toward the families of those veterans 
who died in plane crashes during World 

War II and other conflicts, Sapienza 
can’t help but be attracted by the sense 
of adventure the effort to recover those 
remains requires.

“It’s a calling. I have a moral obliga-
tion to these men and these families, 
to help them get some closure by find-
ing these crash sites,” he said. “And I 
can’t resist that sense of adventure … 
to have a really fulfilling life you need 
passion and a sense of purpose, and 
this gives me that.” 

“And I can’t resist that sense of adventure … 
                   to have a really fulfilling life you need 
         passion and a sense of purpose, 
    and this gives me that.”
                 – Lou Sapienza

North South Polar team 
geophysicist and Mala Ground 
Penetrating radar specialist 
Jaana Gustafsson consults 
with NSP geophysicist Bil 
Thuma on radar data.
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The joint North South Polar/Joint POW/
MIA Accounting Command/U.S. Coast 

Guard team monitor a melt shaft 
following up on a radar anomaly  – to 

aircraft parts during the 2013 expedition.

Dr. Alberto Behar, North South 
Polar Chief and NASA/JPL Scientist 
monitors his custom made 
proprietary borehole camera 
searching for the radar anomaly 
that appeared to be aircraft parts 
within the Greenland ice sheet.
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WWII Coast Guard J2F-4 Grumman Duck
On Nov. 9, 1942, a U.S. Army Air Force B-17 crashed on the Greenland ice cap during a search mis-
sion, stranding the crew of seven. On Nov. 28, 1942, U.S. Coast Guard Lt. John Pritchard and Petty 
Officer 1st Class Benjamin Bottoms flew their J2F-4 amphibious Grumman “Duck” aircraft to the 
crash site, made a daring landing on the ice cap, and rescued two crew members.

The next day, Pritchard and Bottoms went back. Once again they landed on the ice cap, and 
picked up U.S. Army Air Force Cpl. Loren Howarth. On the flight back, Lt. Pritchard ran into un-
avoidable fog and crashed his amphibious biplane; all three were killed. While the aircraft was 
spotted from the air on several occasions, search and recovery personnel were never able to reach 
the crash site. The aircraft is now covered by decades of snow and ice.

In 2010, at the request of the U.S. Dept. of Defense Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command 
(JPAC), the Fallen American Veterans Foundation and North South Polar took the search and re-
covery mission lead. FAVF and NSP initiated procedures and protocols that would initially disprove 
the position JPAC thought contained the aircraft fuselage. In August 2012, after two years of in-
tense information gathering and analysis, the FAVF/NSP led, joint US Coast Guard team success-
fully located the J2F-4 Grumman Duck fuselage debris field, 38 feet below the ice.

The George 1 Antarctic Repatriation Project
A U.S. Navy Martin Mariner PBM-5 flying boat, codenamed George 1, grazed a ridgeline, exploded 
and crashed on Antarctica’s Thurston Island on Dec. 30 1946. Six men survived the crash and were 
rescued off the ice 13 days later. Two men were killed instantly in the explosion as propellers tore 
through the fuselage. A third man died hours later. At the request of the families involved, a FAVF 
team is planning an expedition to perform a site survey to locate the preserved frozen bodies of the 
remaining crewmen from a depth of up to 150 feet under the surface of a glacier. FAVF continues 
to its work with legislators to mandate the men’s return.

 
The Greenland C-53 Skytrooper Repatriation Project
Five crewmembers of a WWII C-53 Sky Trooper, an Operation Bolero aircraft, also went down on 
the Greenland ice cap less than three months later and only 5 miles from the Lost Squadron forced 
landing site. Radio transmissions and flare sightings indicate that the men survived, but condi-
tions at the time did not permit their rescue from a station only 10 miles away. Their remains are 
presumed to be with the aircraft and buried up to 370 feet below the ice.

 
The Greenland Single Seven WWII MIAs
FAVF is conducting an investigation to repatriate the remains of seven U.S. service members bur-
ied in scattered graves around southeast Greenland. Their remains were logistically impossible to 
bring home at the time they were killed during WWII.

 
WWII Papua New Guinea MIA Location Field Project
FAVF is working with historians and indigenous peoples to locate, investigate and inventory mul-
tiple WWII crash sites that contain the remains of U.S. Service Personnel, in preparation for their 
repatriation.

 
The WWII B-24 Philippines Repatriation Project
A hiking group recently discovered the heavily moss-covered location of two B-24 Liberator 
bombers that disappeared into a cloudbank en route to a bombing run 65 years ago. One of those 
bombers was never seen again. FAVF is working with local councils and hikers to search the sites 
and facilitate the return of up to 21 members of the two crews to their families.

Future Missions
A look at what's next for the Fallen American Veterans Association.
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