January 21, 2010

Congressman Duncan Hunter

1429 Longworth House Office Building

Washington, D.C. 20515-0552

Regarding: Cpt. James D. Birchim


       Refno 1322

                   Tasker #2009000727

Dear Congressman Hunter:


This letter is in regard to DPMO’s analysis of the two documents that I believe support a status change for my husband, Cpt. James D. Birchim, from Missing In Action to Prisoner of War. It was with your help that Army Casualty and DPMO finally, after my trying for 3+ years, at least attempted to explain their views on these documents. Please understand that I am not adverse to a difference in opinion, but I do expect there is accurate evidence to support an opposing train of thought. After 42 years of trying to get to the truth, my frustration level is pretty high and as I explain the discrepancies in DPMO’s letter, you’ll see why. Since I’ve been dealing with all the various agencies involved with the POW/MIA issue for the past 42 years, they know that I am going to scrutinize every word from them so one would think that they would do their best to make the communication as accurate as possible. During their research, they never requested any additional information from me. I know that sounds strange but I truly believe that I hold more documents and research on my husband than any one governmental agency at this point. The term “compartmentalization” is very much a part of this issue.

Regarding the “living-sighting report”-- When Dickie Hites at JPAC first brought this document to my attention, he did a 6 month sweep looking for all the men listed as missing in the Polei Kleng area and came up with eleven names of which Sgt MacPhail was not one of them. Was this an oversight on his part? Maybe so. However, Dickie’s analysis of this document tags it to Jim because of the physical description, the rank, the date and the location. The reason the location fit was because he had just interviewed the pilot, reworked the original map, and took into consideration that teams were sent in to try to find Jim after the incident leading us to believe that Jim either was left behind or fell off immediately on extraction, not 45 minutes into the flight. Add the fact that the helicopter pilot was “waved off by someone on the ground” and you have a strong case for being left behind. I wonder if DPMO is aware of this? 

The second document, DA form 2371, which came from the National Archives as a result of my doing a FOIA request, is quite curious. DPMO says this list of 40 names belongs to Army men. That’s not entirely accurate. There are 9 pilots/copilots (maybe they were all warrant officers?), a flight surgeon and a civilian. (Statements like this make me question DPMO’s entire analysis.)  Why would Jim’s social security number be under Cordine McMurray’s name? I’m shocked that DPMO would even suggest that only 40 Army men were listed as MIA during the war. It seems to me that is exactly what they are implying in their analysis. If this was a list of all MIAs at the end of the war, there would be over 3,000 names on it and not 40. There are two digit numbers after every name. Since neither JPAC nor DPMO have been able to tell me what these refer to it is my opinion that they belong to a numbering system devised by our government for the holding areas and POW camps during the war. My husband’s name has the number 54 after it as does William Reeder, Artice Elliott and Issako Malo. Sgt MacPhal’s name is not on this list so that leads me to believe that the list doesn’t include all those lost in a certain location.

DPMO made the statement that they “researched their photos database, dog tag reports, and additional live-sighting reports. None correlated to Cpt. Birchim.” It was DPMO that sent me a “dog tag report” on Jim in 1988!

In their final assessment statement, they talk about the board’s recommendation in January 1969 to change Jim’s status to KHA. What they don’t say is that a handwritten note overruled the recommendation in 1969 and again in 1970 instructing them to continue carrying my husband in a MIA status! I brought these documents to Bill Dwyer in DPMO some 2+ years ago as DPMO had never bothered to even look at Jim’s file in Army Casualty.


With all of these discrepancies, how can I accept DPMO’s analysis? And, what a travesty it is that the burden of proof lies with me to show that Jim survived the incident rather than the government having to prove that he died. All the rhetoric that is said about not leaving our servicemen behind and always pushing for the truth is left on the shoulders of the family members. This great country has the sophisticated agencies/departments/equipment/technology to connect the dots on these cases and yet it seems that it’s not really “our greatest priority.” The age of “transparency” certainly does not apply to this issue.  


Finally, all I can say is that I am disappointed in what I perceive to be sloppy and uncaring research of my husband’s case.









Most sincerely,









Barbara Birchim









16180-33 Avenida Venusto









San Diego, CA 92128

Cc: White House
       Assistant Secretary of Defense

       Chief of Staff U.S. Army
       DPMO

       Army Casualty

Encl. 4

