
 1 

Veterans Studies Interest Group Listserv 

Issue #43 June 2020  
 
The Veteran’s Creed 
1. I am an American Veteran  
2. I proudly served my country 
3. I live the values I learned in the military 
4. I continue to serve my community, my country and my fellow veterans 
5. I maintain my physical and mental discipline 
6. I continue to lead and improve 
7. I make a difference 
8. I honor and remember my fallen comrades 
 
This month’s Listserv includes Georgetown Anthropology 264; Stories of Veterans Who 
Died of Coronavirus at the Holyoke Veterans Home; VA CoVID-19 Numbers; D-Day 
2020; Last Civil War Pension Recipient Dies on May 31, 2020; Swastika’s on 
Gravestones in the U.S.; Death of a Women’s Veteran Advocate; Lest We 
Forget; Resumption of Committal Services at VA Cemeteries;  Veterans Unemployment 
in May 
 
Georgetown Anthropology 264 
In a unique effort by a major University, this fall Georgetown College will be offering a 
second-year level course in veterans’ anthropology and history.  A number of 
universities have programs in military history, but veterans’ issues have not been a 
common subject for academic study. The course, entitled Anthropology 264,  will be 
directed by Dr. Andrew Bickford, Associate Professor of Anthropology. A group that also 
includes myself and Michael Visconage (chief VA historian) are planning the course 
curriculum.   The course announcement includes the following: “Drawing from 
historical and contemporary perspectives, this course seeks to problematize the 
identities, roles, and lived experiences of veterans, their return to civilian life after 
military service, how they conceptualize their status as veterans, and how we think 
about veterans and their contributions to life and culture in the United States.”   
We anticipate that teaching participants will include VA, other government, veterans’ 
organizations and academia beyond Georgetown and there is already interest. In 
addition, we are planning a workshop on veterans of the All-Volunteer Force with 
similar expertise to that of the course. 
 
Stories of Veterans Who Died of Coronavirus at the Holyoke Veterans 
Home  
The New York Times has written a review of the tragedy at the Holyoke MA state 
veterans nursing home (see also Listserv #42). Of the 210 veterans in this home in late 
March, 89 died with 74 testing positive for COVID-19. Overall, almost three/fourths of 
veterans in the facility were infected. The staff related stories of confusion and 
abominable care and Holyoke administrator Bennett Walch, a retired marine Lt. Colonel 
with no nursing home experience was placed on administrative leave on March 30th.  
The facility's previous Superintendent had quit in 2013 saying that the home could not 

https://www.coursicle.com/georgetown/courses/ANTH/264/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/24/us/they-survived-the-worst-battles-of-world-war-ii-and-died-of-the-virus.html?searchResultPosition=3
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1059268/Veterans%20Interest%20Newsletter%20Listserv_Issue%2042.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


 2 

safely care for the population on the existing budget. Numerous civil and criminal 
investigations are BEINGR directed at state officials. 
And then there ae the individual stories of veterans who died of COVID-19 at the home. 
James Leach Miller, age 96, returned from World War II to become a fireman. After 
years of being tight lipped about the war (as were many of his WW II comrades, even to 
their wives), Mr. Miller told a VA psychologist who was screening him for PTSD what he 
did when he saw something in the papers that upset him. “I turned the page and read 
the funny papers.” However, there was one time that he was overcome with emotion and 
that's when he read that people denied the Holocaust. In fact, Mr Miller had been one of 
the soldiers who liberated the Nordhausen concentration camp. When reading about 
Holocaust deniers, he pulled out a box of old photos and drove them to a small 
Holocaust Museum in Springfield MA who ultimately sent the photos to the Holocaust 
Memorial Museum in Washington DC. The photos showed corpses piled up in front of 
the concentration camp and also box cars, ovens and bones. His son said “he wanted 
people to remember”  
In his 70s, Miller also began to tell his son Michael about his landing at Omaha Beach. 
“Fragments would come out,” his son related. “The deafening roar as they waited for the 
beach to clear, crowded into a landing ship with other 21-year-olds. A blur that lasted 24 
hours. The buzz-drone of Messerschmitts. Dust clouds. Mud.” When Michael offered to 
take the father back to Normandy but was told “I’ve been there once”. According to his 
children Miller died a painful death with very little care. Said son Michael, “That's the 
irony, he landed on Normandy beach and your chances of survival weren't great and he 
made it” A greater and totally preventable challenge lay before him.   
Emilio DiPalma guarded Herman Goering as an Army Staff Sergeant and didn’t like him 
much. He called him “Herman the German” and recalled that Goering was arrogant and 
uncooperative and often berated him in rapid-fire German. When Goering complained 
about the taste of chlorinated water he was given, Sgt. DiPalma covertly snatched some 
toilet water which the former Luftwaffe commander liked much better. 
Sam Lococco was a 20-year-old serving in the South Pacific. He lived in fear of Japanese 
kamikaze attacks but at the same time was part of a team that rescued the pilots using 
whaleboats. He told the story of rescuing one kamikaze plot. “The Japanese had been 
taught that the Americans were savages, so probably he was afraid of us, He kept saying 
in English, ‘You are going to kill me. You are going to kill me.’” The Americans pulled 
him from the sea, dressed his wounds in the sick bay, and transferred him to the U.S.S. 

Lexington. “We treated that pilot like a king,” said Loccoco. 
 
VA CoVID-19 Numbers 
As of June 8, VA had tested 215,819 veterans and employees for COVID-19, diagnosed 
13,460 veterans, admitted 4,095 with 357 in the hospital, and seen 10,730 patients 
convalesce. In the week ending May 30, VA had made 103,000 telehealth visits, a 
1,026% increase from March 1. The Veterans Health Administration has also hired 
16,494 individuals including 3,410 registered nurses since March 27. 
 
Last Civil War Pension Recipient Dies on May 31, 2020 
Yes, that’s the Civil War. Irene Triplett, the last person receiving a pension from the U.S. 
Civil War died at the age of 90 on May 31. Her father, Mose Triplett had begun on the 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/24/us/they-survived-the-worst-battles-of-world-war-ii-and-died-of-the-virus.html?searchResultPosition=3
https://www.va.gov/health/docs/VA_COVID_Response.pdf
https://www.va.gov/health/docs/VA_COVID_Response.pdf
https://www.stripes.com/news/us/the-last-american-to-collect-a-civil-war-pension-has-died-1.632424
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Confederate side but switched to the north in 1864. This decision earned his daughter 
Irene, a pension of $73.13 per month from the VA. 
Private Triplett had enlisted in the Confederate Army and was in the 26th North Carolina 
Regiment, led by 20-year-old Col. Henry Burgwyn Jr, who had provided security at the 
hanging of abolitionist John Brown. When Mose fell ill leaving him in a Danville, 
Virginia military hospital, his comrades marched off to Gettysburg. Of the 800 men in 
the 26th North Carolina, 734 were killed wounded or captured. Pvt.Triplett deserted 
from the hospital (previously a tobacco warehouse), went to Tennessee and in 1864 
enlisted in a Union regiment, the 3rd North Carolina Mounted Infantry (aka Kirk’s 
Raiders), renowned for their destructiveness. He signed his enlistment with an “X.” 
After the war Triplett returned to North Carolina but was met with considerable hostility 
because he had fought for the Union side. He was known as a tough man who kept 
rattlesnakes and sat on his porch with a pistol on his lap, shooting walnuts off trees to 
prove he was armed. Pvt. Triplett died in 1938 at age 92 just after attending a Civil War 
reunion at Gettysburg also attended by President Roosevelt. 
Triplett’s daughter Irene was born in 1930 when he was 83 and his wife 34 and both 
mother and daughter had suffered from mental disabilities, enabling Irene to receive the 
pension.  
The daughter, who was an avid TV news watcher and lover of gospel music, also signed 
her monthly VA checks with an “X” and lived to 90 despite chewing tobacco since the 
first grade.  As is customary, the Sons of Union Veterans will declare a 30-day mourning 
period during which they will wear a black band on their membership badges.   
As of 2014, there were still 16 widows and children of veterans of the Spanish American 
war and 4,038 widows of World War I who were receiving pensions to a total of $16.5 
million. The totals for spouses’ parents and children of deceased veterans from World 
War II on came to $16.7 billion in 2013. Payments are based on financial need, disability 
and whether the veteran’s death was tied to military service though they do not include 
the cost of fighting or caring for the veterans themselves. It has been estimated that the 
cost of these benefits from the current wars will be in the trillions of dollars.  
 
D-Day 2020 
COVID-19 has cut into another anniversary, the 76th of D-Day, leaving it with sparse 
groups of people to celebrate. The Friends of American Veterans Association, a French 
group that organizes D-Day ceremonies annually canceled almost all its celebrations 
which had started back in 1945 when the mayor of Saints-Mere-Eglise decided to show 
his gratitude. Saints-Mere-Eglise was the first Normandy town to be liberated and also 
became memorable when Sgt. John Steele had his parachute caught up in a church 
steeple in the early morning of June 6th.  Over the years countless numbers of Americans 
have joined in these celebrations. But this year, with the French government restricting 
meetings to 10 people, the Association severely limited its celebrations to wreath laying 
ceremonies at five monuments and a visit to the U.S. embassy and consulate in Rennes. 
One of the few in attendance was Native American Charles Shay, then 19 now 96, who 
was a medic on Omaha beach and fought in the Normandy and France campaigns. 
There was also a flyover of French jets. Here in America, the National WWII Museum 
celebrated its 20th birthday and the 76th D-day anniversary digitally as did the National 
D-Day Memorial in Bedford VA. 
 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/last-person-to-receive-a-civil-war-era-pension-dies-11591141193?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=5
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.stripes.com/news/us/the-last-american-to-collect-a-civil-war-pension-has-died-1.632424
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.stripes.com/news/us/the-last-american-to-collect-a-civil-war-pension-has-died-1.632424
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.stripes.com/news/us/the-last-american-to-collect-a-civil-war-pension-has-died-1.632424
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.wsj.com/articles/last-person-to-receive-a-civil-war-era-pension-dies-11591141193?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=5
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.wsj.com/articles/veterans-benefits-live-on-long-after-bullets-stop-1399640525?tesla=y
https://www.militarytimes.com/2020/06/06/d-day-at-76-celebrations-in-france-have-been-canceled-for-the-first-time-since-1945/
https://time.com/5849567/lonely-d-day-commemoration-cornavirus/
https://www.nationalww2museum.org/
https://www.dday.org/
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Swastika’s on Gravestones in the U.S. 
Of the four million grave sites in the U.S. that the VA maintains, three have Nazi 
swastikas on their headstones. One of the gravestones has the inscription “He died far 
from his home for the Fuhrer, people and Fatherland” These graves, located at Fort Sam 
Houston in San Antonio and Fort Douglas in Salt Lake City were among the 1000 Axis 
POWs buried on the American mainland during World War II. Headstones of non-U.S. 
military buried here generally include only name and date of death. (As for Americans 
overseas, about 130,00 soldiers are buried in 10 foreign countries according to the 
American Battle Monuments Commission).   
Micky Weinstein, an Air Force veteran who runs the Military Religious Freedom 
Foundation, suggested that these headstones be replaced. At first the VA was reluctant 
based on precedent as well as The Hague Regulations and U.S. law requiring enemy 
prisoners of war to be buried with full honors to them. The sites are also governed by the 
National Historic preservation act of 1966 which assigns stewardship to federal agents 
to protect historic resources “including those that recognize divisive historical figures or 
events.” More individuals as well as congresspersons petitioned VA Sec. Robert Wilkie 
though opinions were mixed. For example, Prof. Ron Robin, the President of the 
University of Haifa in Israel thought it would be a mistake to remove the headstones and 
nearby efface history. On June 1st, the VA announced that they would take steps to 
remove the swastikas and Adolf Hitler tribute and store them in the National Cemetery 
Collection History Collection. 
 
Death of a Women’s Veteran Advocate 
June Willenz, an advocate for female veterans, died on May 3rd in Bethesda MD at the 
age of 95. Although never serving in the military, she was Executive Director of the 
American Veterans Committee for 38 years. The organization was a nonprofit formed 
after World War II which took a special interest in women veterans.  Ms. Willenz’s book 
“Women Veterans: America’s Forgotten Heroes” focused on inequities in benefits, 
opportunities, pay and promotion for women in the military and as veterans and also 
included many personal stories about women veterans. Wellenz also fought for veterans 
with less than honorable discharges for minor offenses. As the executive director of the 
Women in Military Service for America Memorial Foundation, she successfully lobbied 
for the creation of a memorial for women veterans which now stands at the entrance of 
Arlington Memorial Cemetery.  

 
Lest We Forget 
Because of the dramatic events of the last few months, another event, the 75th 
anniversary of one of the great battles of American history, Okinawa, hardly went 
noticed.  Code named Operation Iceberg and nicknamed “Typhoon of Steel” because of 
its ferocity, the battle raged from Easter Sunday, April 1 to June 22, 1945. It was the last 
major encounter of World War II and one of the bloodiest in history. As the largest 
Pacific amphibious landing, it saw the commanding generals of both sides die, the first 
great outpouring of Kamikaze pilots, and the loss of hundreds of ships and aircraft. 
Okinawa is a 466 square miles rugged and heavily fortified island less than 350 miles 
from Japan proper. The Allied attack followed  a series of island hopping battles, in 
particular that of Iwo Jima, and was considered a forerunner to a direct attack on the 
Japanese mainland. The 10th Army, with 180,000 soldiers and Marines, and the 5th 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/swastikas-are-carved-into-three-military-gravestones-a-veteran-wants-them-removed-11590415201?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=13
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/how-many-american-troops-are-buried-foreign-lands-n580951#:~:text=The%20American%20Battle%20Monuments%20Commission,Mexico%2C%20Netherlands%2C%20and%20Tunisia.
https://www.wsj.com/articles/swastikas-are-carved-into-three-military-gravestones-a-veteran-wants-them-removed-11590415201?emailToken=564fc11b9a3a95f21ce229bdccdd52f8MxgHqRcz2jh+n5FpuJpG5RsUWJGuEUa8IMzw/hGngswgZJtGzsnvmRJKu9Ui+2+fnjzXwNEdgzM50tHEblUJhOnOonWgPEYUvf9H37ew/qMOrsI1Dq4rKAQsE3plQDitUpi/Za1VyEdGmGUOJncBKA%3D%3D&reflink=article_email_share
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2020/06/01/nazi-headstones-will-be-removed-from-us-veterans-cemeteries-va-leaders-say/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/swastikas-are-carved-into-three-military-gravestones-a-veteran-wants-them-removed-11590415201?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=13
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/june-willenz-advocate-for-women-veterans-dies-at-95/2020/06/04/6b4f1904-a1e5-11ea-b5c9-570a91917d8d_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/june-willenz-advocate-for-women-veterans-dies-at-95/2020/06/04/6b4f1904-a1e5-11ea-b5c9-570a91917d8d_story.html
https://www.womensmemorial.org/
https://wwiimemorialfriends.networkforgood.com/events/19831-battle-of-okinawa-75th-anniversary-commemoration-at-the-wwii-memorial
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Fleet were the attack force. The Americans at first had little resistance in landing its 
troops and equipment but soon there was fierce fighting along what became known as 
the “Shuri Line” (Shuri and Naha where island city objectives of the battle). Movement 
through the island was difficult with Japanese forces positioned in caves and dugouts. 
Many Japanese believed that American troops would not take prisoners so both military 
and civilians chose to either fight to the death or commit suicide making for particular 
fierceness of battle.   
The battle raged until June 21st. The next day Gen. Mitsuri Ushijima, Commander of the 
Japanese forces, committed ritualistic suicide rather than surrender marking the end of 
Japanese opposition. General Ushijima’s counterpart the Lt. Gen. Simon B Bruckner 
also did not live through the battle but was killed in action on June 18 - he was the 
highest ranking American officer ever killed by war fire. The war's most famous 
correspondent Ernie Pyle was also killed on a nearby island. 
Over the 82 days of battle about 14,000 Americans died, including about 5,000 Navy 
who were mainly Kamikaze victims. On the Japanese side, about 13o,000 soldiers died 
with many entombed in caves as did 100,000-147,000 Okinawans (civilians and many 
coerced school age soldiers), perhaps one-third or more of its population (estimates vary 
on all these numbers). 
The fierceness of the battle and the enormous casualties were considered a grim 
harbinger of what an invasion of Japan would look like. Of course, we know what 
alternative measures were undertaken in Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  
Last April 1st, the Friends of the National World War II Memorial held a private 
ceremony and wreath laying at the U.S. Marine Corps War Memorial to mark the 
battle’s 75th anniversary. It is also commemorated on their Facebook site with little else 
amongst the events of the last few months.  
 
Resumption of Committal Services at VA Cemeteries   
After two months of delayed and cancelled services because of the coronaviruses, the VA 
will resume committal services on June 9th at its 143 cemeteries (except in New York 
which still prohibits such gatherings). Committal services or short remembrance 
ceremonies are allowed within the cemetery at locations away from the deceased’s grave 
site. They include volunteer honor guards and other military funeral honors, depending 
on local availability. All COVID-19 rules on gatherings apply. Arlington National 
Cemetery is administered separately by the Army and has allowed limited Funeral 
services with these same rules.  
 
Veterans Unemployment in May 
Unemployment rate in veterans fell from 11.7 in April to 9% in May and in younger 
veterans from 13.0 to 10.3%. The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that about 
800,000 veterans nationwide are applying for federal unemployment benefits (out of a 
total of 19 million veterans). As has occurred for 40 of the last 41 months, 
unemployment in veterans was lower than the country as a whole where the the rate 
dropped from 14.7 to 13.0% in May.   
 
The Listserv is available as an archive on the Georgetown University Library website 
under the title “Veterans Interest Newsletters”. 
 

https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/battle-of-okinawa
https://wwiimemorialfriends.networkforgood.com/events/19831-battle-of-okinawa-75th-anniversary-commemoration-at-the-wwii-memorial
https://wwiimemorialfriends.networkforgood.com/events/19831-battle-of-okinawa-75th-anniversary-commemoration-at-the-wwii-memorial
https://marylandreporter.com/2020/04/01/okinawa-75th-anniversary-of-the-last-great-battle-of-the-pacific-war/
https://wwiimemorialfriends.networkforgood.com/events/19831-battle-of-okinawa-75th-anniversary-commemoration-at-the-wwii-memorial
https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/journalist-ernie-pyle-killed
https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20190624/p2a/00m/0fe/014000c
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/facility/okinawa-battle.htm
https://wwiimemorialfriends.networkforgood.com/events/19831-battle-of-okinawa-75th-anniversary-commemoration-at-the-wwii-memorial
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/2020/06/05/veterans-cemeteries-to-resume-some-committal-memorial-services-next-week/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/empsit.nr0.htm
https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/2020/06/05/veterans-unemployment-drops-in-may-but-worries-about-long-term-job-market-linger/
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/handle/10822/1050313
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Joel Kupersmith, M.D. 
Director, Georgetown University Veterans Initiatives 
Professor of Medicine 
 

 
Stats Section 

Survivors Benefits 

 
Benefits to survivors of the Spanish-American War to Current Conflicts, 2019 activity. From VA. 

 

https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/Quickfacts/2020_Memorial_Day_Visualization.pdf

