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Army Sgt. Delbert D. Kovalcheck of East Millsboro in Luzerne Township was just 19 when declared missing in action in

Korea in 1950.

Sixty-four years later, the Department of Defense Prisoner of War/Missing Personnel Office identified Kovalcheck's

remains and the Fayette County man was buried this summer with full military honors at Arlington National Cemetery

near Washington, D.C.

"I never thought they would be trying to identify our boys after this long," said Kovalcheck's cousin Patricia Gable, 71, of

Colleyville, Texas. "They have not given up on finding out who these guys are and that's the best thing."

While Kovalcheck's case seems unusual, it is actually an important charge of the U.S. military.

"We identify between 80 and 95 service members a year dating back to World War II," said Army Sgt. 1st Class Shelia L.

Sledge of the DPMO in Washington D.C. "It's a special mission for us."

The identification is done by multiple organizations, also known as the Accounting Command, according to Sledge. They

have a large workload.

Sledge said there are 7,881 service members still unaccounted for from the Korean War. Altogether, there are 83,192

missing service members from World War II to Iraq.

"We have a duty to return all service members back home," said Sledge. "We will not leave a fallen comrade."

Gable and her brother Gerald Kovalcheck provided DNA samples that helped identify Kovalcheck. They are the

soldier's first cousins. Their fathers were brothers. Gable, who previously lived in Michigan, was a child when

Kovalcheck was fighting in Korea.

"I heard stories of him going away to the war and becoming missing in action," she said. "His mom and dad took it hard."

Gable said Kovalcheck's parents were Bessie and Paul Kovalcheck and that the soldier had three older sisters. All are

deceased.

She said Kovalcheck became missing on Dec. 12, 1950, just days before his 20th birthday on Dec. 27.

The DPMO explained in a press release, "In late 1950, Kovalcheck was assigned to Headquarters Company, 3rd

Battalion, 31st Regimental Combat Team (RCT), deployed east of the Chosin Reservoir, in North Korea. On Nov. 29,

1950, the 31st RCT, known historically as Task Force Faith, began a fighting withdrawal to a more defensible position.

Following the battle, Kovalcheck was reported missing in action."

The family waited for news.

"I remember my dad telling us he was missing and to watch TV for his name. They would put up the names of the boys
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who were found. His name never came up," Gable said. "But our family never gave up. We talked about him. His memory

was still alive for us."

The press release explained, "Between 1991 and 1994, North Korea turned over to the U.S. 208 boxes of human

remains believed to contain 350 to 400 U.S. servicemen who fought during the war. North Korean documents, turned

over with some of the boxes, indicated that some of the remains were recovered from Sinhung-ri, near the area where

Kovalcheck was believed to have died."

Sledge said efforts were made to identify the remains but technology that exists today was not available. The remains

were buried in Punchbowl National Memorial Cemetery in Hawaii. As technology advanced, she explained, the military

began to make more identifications.

Gable said she was contacted last year by a genealogist who does work for the Army and was looking for relatives of

Kovalcheck. The daughter of one of Kovalcheck's sisters had previously provided a DNA sample.

"To identify Kovalcheck's remains, scientists from the Joint POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC) and the Armed

Forces DNA Identification Laboratory (AFDIL) used circumstantial evidence and forensic identification tools, including

DNA comparisons. Two types of DNA were used: mitochondrial DNA, which matched his material-line niece, and Y-STR

DNA, which matched his paternal-line cousin," according to the press release.

Sledge said identification was made Oct. 31, 2013.

The Army asked Gable to chose a burial site for Kovalcheck. She tried the cemetery where Kovalcheck's parents are

buried but said it was full.

"We decided to go with Arlington," Gable said. "I can't think of a better place for him."

The funeral took place this summer a sad but comforting to Kovalcheck's relatives, who came from Texas and Virginia.

"It was really nice. There was a 21-gun salute with full military honors. He had a horse-drawn caisson and a band that

marched to the graveside," said Gable. "They did a great job. It was fitting for a hero."

For additional information on the Defense Department's mission to account for missing Americans, visit the DPMO

website at www.dtic.mil/dpmo or call 703-699-1169.
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