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Carrying a large prisoner of war/missing in action flag, Clarence Williams Jr., foreground, marches with other participants in a silent march in Mukwonago on Saturday. The march was followed by a brief ceremony at American Legion Post 375 to remember those who served in the military.


MUKWONAGO - The marchers were silent, but their message of remembrance rang out loud and clear.

Hundreds of veterans walked silently through the streets of Mukwonago on Saturday as part of the Prisoner of War/Missing in Action silent march. Since 1983, the event has been a way for local veterans and others to remember those prisoners of war and missing in action in U.S. wars and conflicts.

While the sounds of Mukwonago’s fall festival filled the air just one street to the west, a light crowd lined the streets to view the march. George Leka of East Troy traveled with his family to the event because of his belief in the importance of remembering.

"A lot of them (the soldiers) don’t come back," said Leka, who is not a veteran. "It’s just a little way of showing support for them and for the families."

The words, "you are not forgotten," were on the back of the black T-shirts worn by many, on signs and flags carried through the march and on the minds of those striving to keep the memory of the missing alive.

At the front of the solemn march, U.S. and American Legion flags led the way. Following them were the bearers of the stark black-and-white flag of the National League of POW/MIA families. One 12-by-8 foot black-and-white POW/MIA banner was carried by eight people and bore the familiar silhouette of a man in front of barbed wire and a watch tower.

A horse-drawn caisson bore an empty flag-draped coffin, and in the tradition of a military funeral, a single riderless horse followed. Some of those marching held placards listing the names and hometowns of Wisconsin’s POW/MIAs from the Vietnam War.

[image: image2.jpg]



Seven-year-old John Lynch and his father, Joe, watch as the Prisoner of War/Missing in Action silent march passes by in Mukwonago on Saturday.


World War II veteran Al Forrest, Mukwonago, was the organizer of the first Mukwonago POW/MIA silent march in 1983, but he had been struck by the message of the National League of Families a few years earlier. Forrest’s neighbor, Ray Fuller, was lost in North Africa and listed as MIA in World War II.

The national group was founded in 1970 as a way to "get Washington off its duff," Forrest said.

"After the war was over, people were asking, ‘Hey, where are my guys?’" Forrest said.

This year’s march ended at American Legion Post 375 where American Legion officers and other speakers addressed the crowd. Ex-POW Jack Maher reminded the crowd that the families of those missing in action made the day possible by taking their message and their dedication to "the top" by contacting Congress and the president to bring attention to their concerns.

"We must never let even one not be identified," Maher said. "They are heroes and defenders of our nation."

State POW/MIA American Legion Committee Member Bob Miller read the names of the Wisconsin POW/MIA from Vietnam. After each name was read, a voice answered from the crowd, "unaccounted for, sir." A bell rang and a black balloon was released in honor of each of the 33 men.
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Those who are listed as prisoners of war or missing in action were remembered along the streets of Mukwonago on Saturday.


Balloons were also released in honor of those still missing from World War II, Korea, the Cold War, Desert Storm and the war on terror. According to a 2003 Department of Defense report, more than 88,000 Americans remain missing in action.

After the ceremony, Vietnam veteran Bob Knox commented on the light attendance along the march route.

"It is disappointing," Knox said. "Right after 9-11, everyone was flying the flag, but then people get busy. But we have to remember; we cannot forget. A lot of people have never been out of this country and maybe it’s not a perfect country, but we’re miles ahead of second place."

"Freedom has to be taken care of every day," said Jim Paar, a Vietnam veteran from Mukwonago.

For those participating in the event, it was clearly an emotional experience as they remembered those who were left behind.

"It’s important to honor the sacrifice of the many for us all," said Kyle Hammel, the organizer of this year’s event. 


