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Patty O’Grady, Ph.D. 

May 31, 2012 

 

The Final Vigil: Colonel John F. O’Grady, USAF, POW/DIC www.johnogradypowmia.com 

 

On May 24, 2012, Patty O’Grady was an eyewitness to the unofficial recovery of her father’s full 

jawbone with seven teeth on the mountainside where the two Vietnamese soldier’s buried him. 

On May 25, 2012, Patty confirmed firsthand while at the gravesite that Vietnamese military and 

civilian personnel recovered the full skeletal remains of John F. O’Grady secretly and covertly 

outside of official, sanctioned channels. As promised, Vietnam also recovered his dog tags. 

 

Summary 

 As a matter of record, the Pentagon’s Department of Missing Persons Office (DPMO) 
and the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC) ignored information about John 

O’Grady’s grave for at least five years and planned no action until Patty got involved. 

 Patty planned the trip to her father’s gravesite when she was contacted through a third 

party on behalf of the two Vietnam soldiers, Mr. Vo Dinh An and Mr. Nguyen Huy Thiet, 

who buried her father and could pinpoint the exact location of the grave.  

 Patty can confirm firsthand that all claims of “joint cooperative efforts” between the U.S. 
and Vietnam are false and the primary commitment of both is to public relations. 

Vietnam exerts iron-clad control over all excavations, takes custody of remains without 

U.S. personnel on-site, shuts down the site for any available reason both before and after 

remains are found, and ransoms remains back to the U.S after unilateral recovery. 

 Patty can confirm firsthand that Vietnam recovered the full skeletal remains of John F. 
O’Grady including a jawbone and seven teeth, as well as his dog tags, in an unofficial, 

covert excavation by Vietnam alone without any involvement of U. S. personnel. 

 JPAC refuses to acknowledge and verify the unofficial Vietnam remains recovery of John 
F. O’Grady. All JPAC public statements to date are inaccurate and misleading. These 

dishonest half-truths are simply an attempt to discredit Patty O’Grady’s eyewitness and 

firsthand account and dishonor the recovery of a U.S. soldier. 

 Vietnam JPAC and U.S. Embassy thrice threatened Patty with shut down of the 

excavation if she did not leave the village for no other reason then the Vietnam Office 

Seeking Missing Persons (VNOSMP) ordered her out. Threats against her attempted to 

prevent her from witnessing the deceptive practices of remains recovery she witnessed. 

 Despite claims to the contrary by JPAC/PACOM and the U.S. Embassy, the only threats 
to Patty’s safety - specifically threats of arrest and deportation - came from the VNOSMP 

and their agents who wanted to prevent her firsthand observations. The Y Leeng villagers 

and local militia were welcoming and supportive of Patty’s quest to see her father home. 

 Patty spent 12 days in Vietnam to ensure the recovery of her father’s remains and she 
spent five days and four nights in the village of Y Leeng - on her second trip there - 

keeping a final vigil at her father’s grave. When Patty arrived at the gravesite with Mr. 

An and Mr. Thiet, it was clear the 108
th

 Vietnam “Joint” Field Activity intended to delay 

the excavation, dig up the entire mountain except for the actual location of John F. 

O’Grady’s body. If this was a serious effort, why would the JPAC not invite the soldiers 

who buried John F. O’Grady - and who were ready, willing, and able to precisely identify 

the grave location? 

http://www.johnogradypowmia.com/
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Response to JPAC Denial of Remains Recovery 

Patty O’Grady categorically states that the statement by Ms. Elizabeth Feeney, Media 

Operations, Public Affairs, Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC) are inaccurate and 

misleading. Ms. Feeney states, “No evidence was recovered before the suspension, nor has any 

excavation occurred after the team suspended the site”. While it is technically true no remains 

were recovered ‘before the suspension’ of the excavation, it is equally true that there was 

recovery of remains outside of the official recovery process after the suspension and when there 

was no U.S. presence on-site. What Ms. Feeney fails to state that there was no need for further 

excavation after the suspension because Hanoi had already covertly and unofficially recovered 

the remains without any US presence on-site and outside the control of JPAC or the U. S 

Embassy. JPAC can safely “deny” there was any recovery of remains because there were no 

remains recovered by the U.S. military before, during, or after the suspension of the excavations 

by US personnel. However, Vietnam did unilaterally and secretly recover the remains of John F. 

O’Grady outside of the official “joint cooperative” excavation.  

 

May 20, 2012 

I arrived in Vinh City tired from the long, non-stop, 30-hour trip from home to Vietnam, 

however, I was also excited - excited to meet Mr. An and Mr. Thiet who had buried my father 

and would take me to his gravesite. Joseph Nguyen, who had emigrated to the U.S. in 1975, 

acted as the stateside intermediary between myself and An, Thiet, Joseph’s brother-in-law, 

Truong Bao Trung, and his cousin, Pham Van Tuan, who is an English teacher at the local 

school. They live in the small, rural village of Thanh Chuong town about 40 miles west of Vinh 

bordering the Laos-Vietnam border and near the old Ho Chi Minh Trail. An lives as a simple 

farmer, and Thiet lives as a retired nurse. When I met them, tears welled in my eyes and , 

thanked them profusely. They elaborated on the story they had told me in snippets on the 

telephone and that I had read in their statements to the military. Both were distressed that they 

had tried so hard to contact the U.S. military with their information since 2007 with no response. 

A JPAC team finally interviewed them in 2010 with no follow-up. An and Thiet were concerned 

that no one would ever come for John O’Grady so they contacted me. In April 2012, I was able 

to prod JPAC to finally excavate the grave where An and Thiet had buried my father however, I 

was surprised that they did not invite the two soldiers to pinpoint the gravesite to be sure the 

excavation was successful. For this reason, I decided to go to the site with them myself. They 

could pinpoint the exact burial site for excavation and we could pray together. On that day in 

Vietnam, the group piled into a car together and began the 6-hour long drive to the mountains 

and the village of Y Leeng. This was my second trip there. In the car, An and Thiet described 

John O’Grady’s last hours and how they had visited the gravesite to check on it including the 

time they road their bicycles over steep mountains more than 300 km to visit the grave. My new 

friends and I got to know each other on the six hour hard night drive through the mountains 

across some of the steepest terrain and most dangerous roads in Vietnam. At about midnight, 

exhausted they found a guesthouse where we could rest overnight about three hours from Y 

Leeng. I fell quickly asleep not realizing that tomorrow I would cross into Vietnam’s forbidden 

“Frontierland” to assure my father’s actual grave was properly located, to begin my final vigil, 

and to see him home. I never imagined the relentless emotional harassment, emotional blackmail, 

emotional abuse, and physical hardship I would have to endure over the next five days and four 

nights in the village of Y Leeng. I never imagined how the story would end and the last lie told. 
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May 21, 2012 
Driving along the steep, twisting, narrow, dangerous roads into the mountain village - clogged 

and crowded with speeding trucks, cars, motorbikes, bicycles, children, ox carts, cows, dogs, and 

more – I was three hours from the village of Y Leeng. When I entered Minh Hoa district, I 

noticed signs demarking the ‘Frontierland. What I did not know at the time is that the 

‘Frontierland’ is a border area that runs 20 km parallel to the Vietnam-Laos border the entire 

stretch of Minh Hoa district near the Cha Lo Border Crossing in Quang Binh Province. I did not 

know it was illegal for any ‘foreigner’ to be in the Frontierland. However, my VISA did not list 

this area as restricted to tourist travel and the U. S. State Department website listed no traveler’s 

advisories for this area. When I reached the village of Y Leeng, the local militia refused us 

access to the trail that led to the gravesite. I found the local militia were sympathetic and 

recognized me as the daughter who had visited the village with my family in 1993 in search of 

my father. The gravesite was accessible by a steep, hard-packed dirt trails directly up the side of 

a mountain about 500 feet from the road where my car was parked at a village hut close to the 

bottom of the trail. However, the militia would not let me access the gravesite to lay wreath and 

flowers, post my father’s photograph, and tie yellow ribbons around the star fruit tree. An, Thiet, 

and I wanted to pray together at the gravesite - I wanted to pray with my grandfather’s rosary and 

An and Thiet wanted to burn incense. My friends bribed the two local militia for access to the 

grave and we trudged up the mountain. The climb was a hard one for me although An and Thiet 

navigated the path effortlessly. When I arrived at the gravesite, high on the hill looking directly 

across the valley at the mountain where he was captured all those long years ago - and where I 

and my family had searched for him more than 20 years ago - I broke down. I fell to my knees, 

put my face in my hands, and wept. All the lost years not knowing what had actually happened to 

him rose inside me, and the tears fell. An and Thiet cried with me I placed my flowers, tied my 

ribbons, lit my incense, and posted my father’s photograph. Thiet helped me clear the leaves and 

grass from the exact location where my father’s head lay in this unmarked grave. I placed the 

red-white-blue wreath with a small POW flag, a small American flag, and a small Vietnamese 

flag creating a simple headstone. In this way, I marked my missing father’s grave after 45 years. 

The local militia (police) hurried me away fearful Hanoi would catch them with me at the 

gravesite. Before I reached the bottom of the hill, all my tributes marking the grave were 

confiscated and removed. Before I left, one of the militia gave Truong my father’s photograph to 

return to me. The militia advised me that I would need papers to return to the ‘Frontierland’ and 

my father’s grave. The group decided to drive four more hours southeast  to the Quang Binh 

capital of Dong Hoi on the coast. At that point, I had already driven about 8 hours in the 

mountains. The travel was again very rough and dangerous. When I applied for permission 

papers, officials advised me it would take three days for me to get the papers, and a large “fee”. 

The group spent the night in Dong Hoi and planned to travel four hours northwest  back to the 

village of Y Leeng to the gravesite again the next day. I was certain that the U. S team would 

give me permission to stay in the village with them during the excavation. I was sure they would 

have the authority to grant a daughter permission to visit the grave, observe the excavation 

periodically, and keep my final vigil in the village at the bottom of the trail. A reporter following 

my story had confirmed this fact with JPAC before my arrival in Vietnam. Mr. Webb, Deputy to 

the Commander for PR/Legislative Affairs, JPAC, stated, “U.S. officials permit members of 

families of missing servicemen to watch excavations but not to participate. A team of about 14 

U. S. personnel would be at the site [O’Grady gravesite] for about a month.” As a matter of 

record, Mr. Webb has misrepresented many aspects of the excavation. 
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May 22, 2012 
The group left Dong Hoi at 4:00 am and traveled north through the mountains again retracing the 

prior day’s route. The plan was to arrive at 8:00 am when the U. S. team was expected. When the 

car pulled into the village of Y Leeng, the only discernible activity was the food preparation and 

the VNSOMP team having a bountiful and leisurely breakfast at the village hut closest to the 

main mountain trail that led to the gravesite while the local villagers stared in awe. The U.S. 

Team was nowhere in sight. One member of the VNSOMP team, a tall, skinny assistant who 

spoke very little, broken English seemed to be employing about 100 of the small, local Bru 

tribesman who lived in the hills above the village to work as excavators on the site once the work 

commenced. My group and I parked the car in the hut where VNSOMP had set up their 

headquarters - where the meals were cooked and the beer stocked - and gathered on the porch of 

the hut next door. Almost immediately, the harassment began. Many of the VNSOMP team 

members came over to me and ordered me to leave. I explained I was the daughter of John F. 

O’Grady, gave them news clippings of my previous trip to Y Leeng, showed them photographs 

of my father, and indicated I would like to go to the grave to pray before the excavation began. 

The VNOSMP treated me roughly and again ordered me to leave - an order I would hear hourly 

over the next five days. I advised the VNOSMP personnel I would not leave until the U. S. team 

arrived on site, and sat down on the porch of the adjacent hut to wait. Shortly thereafter, an 

unusually overweight Vietnamese man approached me. He spoke smooth, perfect English. 

Behind the superficial smile, placating, empty words, and insincere murmurs of sympathy, was a 

very nasty, mean-spirited and highly authoritarian man who clearly was not happy with my 

insistence I was not leaving the village, and the gravesite, unless I was guaranteed return access. 

By now, I realized that for some reason the VNOSMP wanted me out of the village badly. I 

politely responded - as I would for the next five days - that I was not leaving the village and 

intended to observe the excavation. The man refused to give me his name, however, he firmly 

stated he was the VNSOMP team leader for the excavation. He sternly warned me that he was in 

“complete control” and that if I did not leave he had the power to close the excavation. I restated 

that I wanted to talk to the U. S. team. Finally, the five members of the U. S. team arrived about 

10:00 am delayed by vehicle problems. I introduced myself to them: the team leader Chief 

Thompson, the forensic anthropologist, the ordinance specialist, the photographer, and the 

linguist. Mr. Webb had publically stated that “A team of about 14 U.S. personnel based in 

Honolulu would be at the site for about a month”. This was the first of the official JPAC lies that 

I could now counter: there were only five U. S. team members. I introduced myself to them. 

They were professional, highly skilled, dedicated young soldiers who were kind and considerate 

of me. During the first day,  they talked with me freely until the VNOSMP leader ordered them 

to cease all communication with me. The VNOSMP ordered the U.S. team not to give me their 

names. I explained to the U.S. team that I wanted to access the grave to conduct a ceremony and 

they agreed. However, they emphasized after the ceremony the VNOSMP insisted I leave. I 

stated I would not. Thompson told me, “I have no control or authority of this excavation. I do 

what VNOSMP tells me to do. Vietnam did not approve this excavation as an authorized 

Vietnamese/American excavation. The Vietnamese clearly stated that this excavation is a 

Vietnamese excavation and only the Vietnamese flag flies at the site to establish their authority, 

control, and territory. They told me you are not welcome or safe if you do not leave. And, I have 

no power to help you”. I objected that this was supposed to be a “joint” excavation. He said, 

“Sorry, ma’am, we even call it a Vietnam Field Activity - not a joint one. So if Vietnam wants 

you to leave, they will make you leave and we can’t do anything for you.” I was devastated. 
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An, Thiet, Truong, and I climbed to the gravesite again. The VNOSMP and the five-member U. 

S. team were on site. I distributed flyers with a photograph of my father and the words to the 

song ‘O Danny Boy’ and sang the song to him. I gave a brief eulogy on that mountain and then 

knelt and prayed a Hail Mary. One of the U. S. team members knelt by the gravesite with me. All 

the others stood at a distance. One of the VNSOMP members laughed the whole time until I 

asked him to leave. An and Thiet stood and prayed lighting incense. I took photographs of the 

view from the gravesite and of the burial site, and I nailed his photograph to the small tree that 

marked his grave. Before I left, I left my grandfather’s rosary at the site. I asked to climb to the 

top of the mountain and pray at the Star Fruit Tree where my father had died. VNSOMP shouted 

at me, “NO!” and again ordered me off the hill. Crying softly, but knowing I had found my 

father and finally honored him, I walked down the mountain trail. As soon as I sat down again on 

the front porch of the village hut that was my headquarters to begin the final vigil, the non-stop 

harassment and threats began and persisted all day. The harassment and threats began with 

VNOSMP threatening my friends, including An and Thiet, with arrest if they did not leave and 

take my with them. When I refused to go, my friends had no choice but to leave me there alone. 

They drove out of Minh Hoa district and stayed in a guesthouse about 100 miles north in case I 

needed them to come back and get me. All day long, the VNOSMP told me that I would not be 

safe if I did not leave. They told me that they would shut down the excavation if I did not leave. 

They told me they were angry I defied them and would punish me. I learned to simply say “Stay 

Here” in Vietnamese and repeated those words quietly over and over again for the next four 

hellish days. At about 5:00 pm, the VNOSMP and the U. S team left the village. Before the U. S. 

team left, Chief Thompson told me it was my last chance to leave with them. I quietly refused 

and expressed my concern that U. S. military members had not assigned a guard to the grave 

overnight. He told me that I was a very brave woman to stay. After all the military personnel left 

the village and I was finally alone in the village, I was allowed to stay in the hut where my 

friends left me. I was able to grieve and rest for a few hours. I would sleep in my host’s hut 

without running water, where rats ran freely over my bed, and where the family cooked on an 

open fire in the wood shack. Nonetheless, I managed to find courage and peace because the spirit 

of my father on the mountain above was with me as I prayed all night until I finally fell asleep. 

 

May 23, 2012 

I had only been asleep a few hours when I was awakened at midnight by a VNOSMP official 

who had returned to the village with three members of the National Border Guard who ordered 

me to the hut next door - the hut that served as the VNSOMP camp. The VNOSMP official 

escorted m there in bare feet and through the rain. He seated me at a long table across from 

himself and the military guards. For the next two hours, I was threatened and interrogated. The 

military pressed me to confess I had broken Vietnam law and deserved punishment. I kept 

repeating, “All I am doing is sitting at the bottom of the hill waiting for my father’s remains to be 

recovered”. The treatment was harsh and threatening, and my passport was confiscated. 

Eventually, they presented a five-page document in Vietnamese that I could not read that listed 

my crimes. I refused to sign the document that accepted punishment, arrest, and deportation. The 

officials seemed confused when I refused to sign the paper and brought a car to take me into the 

mountains in the middle of the night. I told them I would not get in the car unless they arrested 

me. They told me that for “humanitarian” reasons they would not arrest me until tomorrow if I 

wrote and signed another statement stating that I did not have permission to be in the village, 

they could not protect me, and that ‘bad things’ would happen to me if I stayed in the village.  
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I wrote what they wanted me to write, more or less, and signed it ‘Mickey Mouse’. The 

Vietnamese present could not read English well enough to read anything I wrote. My only 

concern was the VNOSMP was giving tacit approval to any criminal in the village to do as they 

liked. However, I trusted the villagers especially when the VNOSMP was not in town and they 

were not afraid. I understood most of what had occurred all day yesterday - and beginning again 

today - were empty threats intended to intimidate me into leaving. I slept a few more hours 

before daybreak. In the morning, I climbed the hill (always under threat of arrest) to observe the 

progress on the excavation. I was disappointed to discover there was little or no progress after a 

day’s work. They had not even broken ground on the actual burial location. They were 

constructing some seemingly unnecessary barricade further up the hill. The U.S. team advised 

me that progress “was slow” because the U. S. team has to negotiate and pay for “every blade of 

grass we disturb”. I realized that the excavation tactics and claims of “joint cooperation and 

commitment” was a complete sham and that is why the VNOSMP wanted me out of the village 

so badly. Now I knew if I did not stay, the excavation of the actual grave would never occur. The 

best interest of the VNOSMP was to stall and delay - more mountain dug up – more money 

flowed. Later that day, one of the team members told me, “You would not believe the stories I 

could tell. The Vietnamese shut down sites with remains all the time and we never see those 

remains again.” I took photographs of the lack of progress and immediately members of the 

VNOSMP ordered local militia to confiscate my camera. I would not give up my cell 

phone/camera. In the process of trying to get my cell phone away from me for taking 

photographs, they broke my IPad and created quite a commotion. There are about 10 Bru huts 

perched on the mountainside all along the trail to the grave and the families were watching the 

conflict unfold. Every Vietnamese and Bru villager knew I was the daughter of the pilot buried 

on the mountain and I had their full support and sympathy - although they were clearly afraid 

and powerless. Chief Thompson heard the commotion and escorted me past the police attempting 

to confiscate my camera and I left the trail with my cell phone and camera still in my possession. 

For the next 10 hours, I sat at the bottom of the mountain awaiting word. Word came in a call 

from Colonel Patrick Keane, Commander JPAC Detachment 2 in Hanoi. This was the first time I 

spoke to him although he ordered Chief Thompson to put me on the telephone with him three 

times during my stay. I hung up on him three times. He was mean, threatening, and demeaning to 

me. He “ordered” me away from the village. I told him I was a civilian who did not have to take 

orders and that I was not leaving. He was emotionally abusive stating I did not care about my 

father. His tone of voice was always belligerent and loud. He yelled that “I would be sorry” and 

the VNOSMP  team was in charge and they would arrest me tonight and punish me and he would 

be “glad of it” as I was a nuisance. After I hung up, he ordered Chief Thompson to tell me, “If 

you don’t leave,  Colonel Keane will shut down the excavation”. I told Chief Thompson to tell 

Colonel Keane that was his choice but I was not interfering with the excavation and there was no 

good reason for me to leave - except I was exposing the excavation fraud firsthand. By this time, 

whenever Chief Thompson talked to me, or relayed messages from Colonel Keane, he looked on 

the verge of tears. After the  telephone call with Colonel Keane ended, Ms. Deborah Fairman 

called from the U.S. Embassy in Vietnam. She introduced herself as the Consular Chief of the U. 

S Embassy in Hanoi. Ms. Fairman told me she was representing Ambassador David Shear in the 

negotiations to get me to leave the village and asked me for my conditions to leave. I sent my 

requests to her, to the media, and to Senator Bill Nelsons’ office by email. One of my non-

negotiable conditions was a daily briefing. 
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When I mentioned this request, Deborah seemed surprised and stated, “JPAC told the Embassy 

you are getting briefings”. I told her that statement was false and I had received no briefings. 

I told her every time I went to the excavation site, the VNSOMP threatened me with arrest. I told 

her that not only was I not getting briefings, the VNOSMP had ordered the U. S. team members 

to stop talking to me altogether even to ask how I was doing. Subsequently, I discovered and 

have confirmation in writing that JPAC lied to both Senator Bill Nelsons’ office and the USAF 

casualty office telling them JPAC was giving me daily briefings. This was not true. I did not 

receive a single briefing and have not to date. Notwithstanding the increasing level of threat and 

dishonesty by both the VNOSMP and JPAC, I negotiated with the Ambassador in good faith. My 

simple requests included both orally and in writing to the Ambassador through Ms. Fairman and 

through Chief Thompson to Colonel Keane. To leave Dan Hoa/ YLeeng village near the 

gravesite without arrest, I requested the following: 

 

1. Daily update from U. S. team chief as to progress and copies of all written reports. 

2. Immediate notification when remains/dog tags found. 

3. Option to accompany remains home.  

4. Opportunity to visit excavation site before I leave and place flowers.   

5. Opportunity to photograph the star fruit tree at the top of the trail where my father died.  

 

Negotiations proceeded all day. At one point, Colonel Keane called and angrily advised me “No 

one accompanies the remains home especially you!” I hung up on him again. Deborah Fairman 

called and advised me that if I voluntarily left, the U. S. Embassy would invite me to the 

“repatriation” ceremony. I responded that this was emotional blackmail and any invitation to a 

ceremony sending my father home should not be conditional on compliance or anything else. 

Shortly thereafter, Ambassador Shear telephoned me and pressured me to leave regardless as to 

whether JPAC agreed to my requests. He personally threatened to shut down the excavation site 

if I did not leave. He accused me of not “caring about your father’s remains”. I ended the 

conversation politely, and hung up on him. Later that day, Ms. Fairman advised me that the U. S. 

military and the U. S. Embassy agreed to my requests except I would not accompany the remains 

home - I would receive an invitation to the repatriation ceremony instead. I agreed to leave. We 

discussed that transportation out of the village the next day would be problematic and night 

transit was impossible. I told her I would work on getting my friends who had brought me to the 

village to come get me. She insisted she immediately send a car for me to transport me to Dong 

Hoi. I told her it was not necessary and I would not go south to Dong Hoi where it would be 

easier for Quang Binh officials to arrest me, where I had no Vietnamese contacts, and where 

there was no air flight to Hanoi. I told her I would only leave the village to head north back to 

Vinh City. I also told her I would not leave to travel in the mountains at night. Before the U. S. 

team left the village that evening, Chief Thompson checked on me. He asked me if the villagers 

would protect me tonight. I asked him from who do I need protection? Hanoi VNOSMP? He 

looked away. VNOSMP required me to sign another ‘You are in danger - we can’t protect you’ 

statement. I signed it: Dorothy in Oz. When the U. S. Embassy issued a press release that I was 

in a ‘dangerous location’- the U. S. was essentially complicit in setting up cover for VNOSMP if 

anything did happen to me. I went to sleep fitfully because there were changes in the village and 

I knew any robbery would occur on my last night. I also knew Ms. Fairman had directly called 

villagers to advise them I was leaving in the morning. Did she realize her communications with 

them put me at greater risk by giving information that some in the village might use against me? 
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May 24, 2012 
When I woke at daybreak to the roosters crowing, I knew something was wrong. By 6:00 am on 

the prior two days, the village was bustling with excavation activity. Hundreds of Bru came 

down from their mountain huts with shovels, hoes, picks, and their lunch pails gating at the 

bottom of the trail leading to the excavation site waiting for the teams to arrive usually three 

hours later. These are excruciatingly poor people. The VNOSMP pays the Bru villagers a 

pittance to excavate although it is a fortune to them and they did not want to be late to work. The 

VNOSMP team did not exhibit the same eagerness. On Thursday, May 24, 2012, there were no 

Bru waiting to dig. Every day beginning at dawn, the hut next door began cooking elaborate 

meals for the VNOSMP team and icing down the cases of beer they would drink eating and 

idling by the gravesite most of the day. Food preparation - breakfast, lunch, afternoon 

refreshments - began at daybreak firing up the open stove and preparing the chickens, vegetables, 

soups, and the lavish buffet, from scratch. On that morning, they were not cooking so I knew the 

VNOSMP was not coming. True to his word and at Vietnam’s insistence, Ambassador Shear 

shut down the excavation site despite my agreement with him to leave. I contacted Ms. Fairman 

and advised her now I was not leaving because the VNOSMP shut down the site. She advised me 

it was not true and the U. S. team was onsite. I reminded her I was standing at the site and no one 

was there. She kept insisting this could not be true. Ambassador Shear also called and 

emotionally manipulated me stating “I thought we had a deal”. I said that we did until he shut 

down the excavation. He told me it was my fault the VNOSMP closed the excavation. I hung up 

on Ambassador Shear as I was no longer willing to suffer emotional harassment from anyone. If 

I had expected any support during my ordeal, I was sadly mistaken. Later that morning, Ms. 

Fairman called to tell me it was all a ‘mistake’ and ‘misunderstanding’. She claimed there had 

just been an unexpected ‘delay’. She assured me that the U. S. team was planning  to resume 

excavation that afternoon. I told her that was not true and it was clear there was no intent to 

continue the excavation today. The Bru workers had already left to go home. Fairman called me 

all morning to see if anyone had yet arrived on-site. I emphatically told her I was not stupid and 

it was clear the VNOSMP had shut the site down. Around 12:00 noon, the U. S. team did arrive 

with a few angry VNOSMP members straggling behind who immediately sat down at their meal 

table with no meal waiting. They busied themselves catching a snake to cook and drinking bear. 

Chief Thompson came over to me and fell on his sword. He apologized and assured me the site 

was “not shut down.” He said the entire operation with hundreds involved was just “delayed” 

because he had “something to do”. He then rushed up the hill with the forensic anthropologist 

with gloves on seemingly ready to dig alone without interference. For the first time, with the 

VNOSMP standing down, the U. S. team could finally break ground at the actual grave. They 

rushed to the gravesite to begin digging with furious dedication. They clearly had a window of 

opportunity without the VNOSMP onsite hindering the excavation and were not going to waste 

this unexpected and unsupervised chance to excavate quickly and efficiently. After waiting about 

15 minutes for them to get started again, I climbed the hill to assess progress. I was thrilled to see 

the U.S. team digging in the actual grave in a straightforward way. They had broken ground on 

the approximately 10x6x15 gravesite. I took a few photographs before one of the VNOSMP 

lingering there directed the local militia to escort me off the mountain. At about 4:00 pm, I 

noticed the U. S. team leave quietly. However, almost as soon as they left, dozens of Vietnamese 

military officials, and political officers from Hanoi, converged on the site and the village was 

alive with more activity then I had seen since my arrival. Cell phones started ringing all over the 

village as the villagers spread the news: remains recovered. 
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I soon discovered that the Vietnam military had my father’s jawbone with seven teeth intact in 

custody. There was no mistaking the many happy messages from the villagers to me. There was 

clapping, dancing, hugs, nodding, and smiles from dozens of villagers. “Your father – teeth.”  

Both the Vietnamese villagers, and the Bru, speak rudimentary English and were able to describe 

the intact jawbone and bottom teeth to me in detail. I immediately called Deborah at the U.S. 

Embassy to confirm Vietnam found remains. She reported she “knew nothing about it”. I advised 

her the car she had sent to take me to Dong Hoi arrived in the village at the same time Vietnam 

took surreptitious custody of my father’s jawbone and teeth. I advised her I would not get into 

the car because it was dangerous and she had not vetted the driver. What was now clear to me 

was that everyone from the U.S. Embassy to VNOSMP to JPAC wanted me out so Vietnam 

could rob the grave. I now understood the endless threats and determination to get me out of the 

village - all day along and especially beginning at about 4:00 pm - with arrest and repeatedly 

escorted to the Embassy car to transport me out of the district. Throughout the day, I made it 

clear I was not leaving until the VNOSMP acknowledged the remains and briefed me fully - or 

they could arrest and deport me. During the time the Vietnamese were processing and preparing 

for transport, the preliminary remains found at the site, various Vietnam military personnel in the 

village were still intermittently threatening to force me into the car the Embassy sent. From about 

4:15 pm in the afternoon until about 5:30 pm, I observed two military jeeps, an official black car 

from Hanoi, dozens of Quang Binh Province police and National Border guard soldiers assemble 

in force at the bottom of a side trail to the gravesite to protect the very visible activity. From a 

distance, I observed a small box removed from the mountain and put into a military jeep. I 

prayed for my father and was crying with gladness that he would soon be truly free of this God-

forsaken place. By nightfall, the villagers went to bed and all was quiet again. I was concerned 

that my father’s grave that still held his remains was unprotected. Even I was able to access the 

mountain gravesite that night. His grave was unprotected from 5:30 pm on May 24, 2012 until 

11:30 am on May 25, 2012. As the hot Laos wind stifled the village that night and black darkness 

descended, my host’s three-year old daughter tried to cheer me up by performing Vietnamese 

song and dances for me reminding me there is joy even in the most forlorn and forgotten places. 

 

May 25, 2012 

When I woke with the roosters crowing and the blazing heat of the day magnified by the open 

fire in the hut, I knew the site was not opening today either. For the second day in a row, there 

was no VNOSMP food preparation in progress, no Bru lined up to work at the excavation site, 

and no sign of any excavation preparations whatsoever. The village was eerily quiet and my 

father’s grave still unprotected. I had imagined that when VNOSMP finds American remains, the 

U. S. posts a sentry at the gravesite to stand guard over the soldier’s grave 24 hours a day until he 

is safe in U. S. hands again. Sadness engulfed me when I realized this was not the case. This 

knowledge only strengthened my resolve not to leave him alone. About 9:00 am, I noticed a few 

Bru villagers trickling down the small path marked Route 13 that lead from Ban Ba Lac to the 

main road intersecting opposite my hut. Today there were only a few, scattered villagers passing 

very quietly. I also noticed they were not congregating at the bottom of the main trail that led to 

the gravesite. They were walking further down the hill south toward the main part of the village 

where there was a Hanoi SUV with two military officers in black uniforms parked blocking a 

side path to the mountain grave. I proceeded in that direction to confirm there was now 

unofficial, covert activity at the gravesite. Looking up to the mountainside, I caught glimpses of 

the Bru moving toward the grave.  
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At about 1:15 pm, I heard a great deal of commotion again down the road at the side entrance to 

the mountain trail used to access the gravesite. The SUV was still on the road - the one I noticed 

earlier that morning - positioned at the side entrance facing south toward Dong Hoi. The villages 

had no vehicles other then motorbike or bicycles and larger vehicles in town were always on 

official business. Now there was a large truck parked facing in the opposite direction across from 

the mountain trail. As I approached the truck, I noticed a large box placed in the back although 

my view was obscured somewhat by the villagers who encircled me. Dozens and dozens 

approached me, they hugged me, they patted me on the back, they smiled at me. They were all 

repeating the same words, “Father! Father!” “Yes! Yes!” “Father! Father!” They were pointing at 

the mountain grave above us and then pointing at the truck excitedly. One of the villagers who 

spoke slightly better English approached me, “They found your father’s remains. He is in the 

truck now.” I sighed in relief as I watched the SUV pull away from the village. The truck crept 

slowly up the hill and stopped next to me. The driver said to me, “Your father in the truck”. He 

smiled at me and then he drove away. I knew my final vigil was over. I contacted the U. S. 

Embassy who said they had no knowledge of remains recovery and the excavation was over 

because I would not leave. I told her that whenever they returned, they would find no remains in 

the grave. My elation that An and Thiet had been correct - and that my father was no longer lost 

in an unmarked grave on the mountain - quickly changed to despair. If the U. S. would not 

confirm Vietnam had recovered him, we might never get him back. I last saw my father’s 

remains housed in a large box and loaded onto a truck with Hanoi License plates heading north. 

Later, a contact outside the village tried to make me feel better. He told me, of course, Vietnam 

has his remains. “This is the way it is done. You will get him back when the negotiations are 

over and everyone will pretend that they recovered him together - not so.” A shiver went through 

me and now I understood what was happening. When the U. S. team found the jawbone and teeth 

on the prior day, Vietnam ordered the official excavation operation “shut down” and the U. S. 

team to leave. Vietnam was now ferociously in charge and controlled the excavation and the 

remains completely - John O’Grady was still their prisoner. The VNOSMP did shut down the 

108
th

 “Joint” Field Activity (JFA) in Quang Binh Province that day. At the same time, they 

began their own non U. S. sanctioned secret dig and recovery. The earlier official excavation had 

morphed into an ugly, unofficial excavation that the U. S. could plausibly deny ever occurred 

until Vietnam approved. I, alone, bore witness to this final capitulation and this final disgrace to 

an American Prisoner of War. The JPAC press office is correct: there was no “evidence” found 

before the site was shut down and the U. S. team ordered away. The U. S. could plausibly deny 

recovery since the U. S. team was not present and allegedly have “no knowledge”. However, as 

soon as Vietnam knew the remains were in the grave, Vietnam unilaterally retrieved the remains 

after the official excavation site closed. As the truck pulled away from the village, I knew I had 

finally found my father only to lose him again. I went back to the hut and called the Embassy. “I 

will leave shortly. There is nothing left here now. I expect a briefing when I get to Hanoi.” The 

air was a little cooler that evening and I noticed more Bru than usual walking past the hut where 

I was sitting. I knew they loved music and frequently entertained themselves with song and 

dance so I decided to serenade them with one of my father’s favorite spirituals. I began to sing at 

the top of my lungs on that faraway mountain ridge: “Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to 

carry me home. A band of angels is coming after me, coming forth to carry me home. If you get 

there before I do, coming forth to carry me home. Tell all my friends I am coming too, coming 

forth to carry me home.” They stopped to listen enraptured as I sang the chorus of the song and 

my three-year old friend shook her pencil box to accompany me shaking it in perfect rhythm.  



 11 

Earlier that day, I called Joseph to tell him that I was ready to leave the village and to please send 

Truong to pick me up. Joseph advised me that Truong would be there in the morning. I 

emphasized that no one could know I was leaving tomorrow – only Joseph, Truong, and a trusted 

driver. My task now was to get out of the village safely. While the majority of the villagers were 

friendly and helpful, there were a few labeled ‘bad elements’ in the village and one particular 

man frequently reminded me that I had signed a statement that I could “not be protected”. I had 

heard a rumor that one particular man might rob and hurt me on my final night in the village. He 

will say you tried to do bad and he had to stop you. This man came to the hut the night before 

and threatened me trying to convey to me that if I did not give him money something bad would 

happen to me. He made shooting in head gestures and bashing with rock gestures. He made 

crossing palms with finger gestures and rubbing thumb and finger together in the universal signal 

indicating he wanted a bribe. He opened his wallet and pointed  inside it. I persistently and good-

naturedly pretended I did not understand the demand for a bribe and attendant threats. I now 

realized that everyone, including the family I lived with, wanted me to tell them exactly what day 

I would leave the village. Many villagers asked me dozens of times what night was my last night 

in the village. I worked hard to convince everyone I was staying for two more nights and I would 

leave Sunday. I showed them calendars. I counted “two nights”. I repeated the misinformation 

frequently going to great lengths to act out my disappointment. The U. S. Embassy had even 

called to see if the villagers knew the day I planned to leave. I overheard Ms. Fairman speaking 

English to one of the village militia. Did she realize if the villagers found out when I was 

leaving, I was at risk? For this reason, I could not trust the Embassy with any information as Ms. 

Fairman passed everything I told her to Vietnamese officials: village, district, province, and the 

central government. I told the villagers to tell her I would stay at least two more days. When I 

went to bed, I was reassured when Mr. Minh, my host, left the front room light on and that was 

something they had not done previously. I guessed it was a signal: not tonight boys. 

 

May 26, 2012 

The family was very surprised when Troung arrived to fetch me about 9:00 am. The family told 

him to hurry as I was in danger from higher officials. While I was gathering up my belongings,  

Troung spoke with my host, Mr. Minh, and other villagers, for a few minutes. They  told him the 

details about yesterday’s remains recovery confirming what I understood. I exchanged cell phone 

numbers with many villagers and said my goodbyes quickly. One of them asked me in his best 

English, “Patricia, will you come back to Y Leeng someday?” I was sad to know I was leaving 

the good people who had kept vigil with me. They understood why I needed to be in the village 

to await news of my father when no one else did. I fully realized that without their help I would 

not have had a successful outcome. I was worried there might be retaliation against them for 

letting me stay in the village. However, they did not seem worried. If the U. S. JPAC and 

Embassy had abandoned me, these people had stood with me. What the U. S. team would not tell 

me, they told me even at risk to themselves. Joseph was notified through Truong, An, and Thiet 

that my father’s remains had been found and were on their way to Hanoi for sale. The villagers 

were in touch directly with Truong and had updated him on the remains recovery. All were 

celebrating and none were concerned that no one had yet acknowledged the recovery or briefed 

me. They reassured me that my father was  out of the grave now and that was the most important 

part of the process. Now it seemed - sooner, or later - my father would certainly come home even 

though one of the most difficult places to escape is Quang Binh Province, Minh Hoa district.  



 12 

My friends explained that this outcome was not very surprising and is standard operating 

procedure for the communist leaders who would exploit the remains to full financial advantage. 

Joseph, Truong, An, and Thiet all did express regret that I was suffering through this last chapter 

and ashamed as to how my father’s remains were secreted away and hidden from me. What the 

U. S. Embassy calls “repatriation” is actually the exercise of Vietnam’s absolute authority with 

the JPAC covering up grave robbing for ransom. One of my Hanoi sources told her, “Don’t 

worry. You will get him back when your government pays the expected price.” I witnessed this 

corrupt system firsthand and inadvertently discovered that my father’s remains had a price tag on 

them. As I drove north along the Ho Chi Minh Trial along the Vietnam-Laos border - no longer 

in the Frontierland – I thought about what had happened. I thought that so many people I met 

were  good at heart asking nothing in return for great favors. I thought that so many of the other 

people I encountered were mean-spirited and self-serving pursuing money at any cost. I wanted 

to put the U. S. JPAC and the U. S. Embassy in the good people column, but I could not. I was 

mostly glad it was over although I knew the battle to get JPAC to acknowledge what had really 

happened was just beginning. When we arrived in Vinh later that day, I said a sad goodbye to my 

Vietnam friends, An, Thiet, Troung, Tuan, had a quick meal and headed to Vinh to catch a flight 

to Hanoi. Before I left, I contacted the U. S. Embassy and insisted on my briefing. There was no 

response. Senator Nelson’s office sent an email that stated that JPAC had told them I was 

receiving briefings. My final journey to the mountains ended with the same lies that started it. 

 

May 27 - May 30, 2012 

I stayed in a small guesthouse in Hanoi for three days giving media interviews and contacting the 

U. S. Embassy for her briefing. For twelve days, the Embassy had refused to give her a briefing. 

A daughter who traveled 10, 000 miles for the third time to finally bring her father home could 

not get a single U. S. official to give her an honest accounting. On Memorial Day, 2012, while I 

was waiting for my briefing, President Obama gave a speech at the Vietnam Veteran’s 

Memorial, the Wall, promising a full accounting of missing soldiers in Vietnam. His words rang 

hollow in the hotel room where I waited. On May 30, 2012, after twelve days in Vietnam, health 

issues compelled me to return to the U.S for medical treatment. I had contracted a serious 

infection that required immediate medical intervention and antibiotic treatment. 

 

How You Can Help 

 

1. Contact Ambassador David Shear, U. S. Embassy in Hanoi and insist that I get a full 

briefing and am invited along with An and Thiet to the repatriation ceremony in Hanoi. 

State Department: (202) 370-6441. 

 

2. Contact your Senator and Congressman and insist that I get a full briefing. Insist that 

there is a Congressional investigation of DPMO/JPAC recovery operations in Vietnam to 

expose the truth about “joint cooperative efforts”.  

 

3. Share John O’Grady’s website www.johnogradypowmia.com. I plan to update the 

website with the trip details, post photographs, and post a blog shortly. 

 

4. Insist that the U.S. State Department debrief me immediately because I also have 

firsthand knowledge of live Vietnam American Prisoners of War (POW). 

http://www.johnogradypowmia.com/

