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3. NEW FINDING for P-MAN XI: New Target-1 (NT-1,  Unidentified Japanese 

Aircraft Engine, Arakebesan) 19,22FEB10

On 19Feb11, during a “catch-up” session with our friend, ex-pat Dennis Whalen, he 

mentioned that a construction crew had just unearthed what looked like an aircraft 

engine on a steep hillside along the main road on the western side of Arakebesan. 

They had moved it by the road side.

Thinking this might be an engine from two possible missing TBM-1c Avengers shot 

down in this area, we immediately drove up there, located it, photographed it and 

took a GPS reading. Initially we thought this might be a U.S. engine of the 

appropriate size for an Avenger. However, after reviewing archival photos and 

returning to the site on 22FEB, after closer examination, we concluded that this was 

a Japanese aircraft engine, compatible with that used in Zeros (and other fighters). 

No additional debris was located at or below the engine.

4.  REVISIT/NEW FINDINGS for P-MAN XII: Return Target -3 (RT-3, Land, 

Archeological Report, Ngatpang) 26FEB11: Report by Team Member Jolie Liston, 

Archeologist and Research Scholar, Australian National University  

Jolie Liston, a formally trained archeologist has been living on Palau for many years 

investigating ancient Palauan sites. We met her a few years back and have been 

working together since. During the P-MAN X I mission, the team had located a liner 

series of stone rectilinear mounds in area B in the general area where the American 

POWs had been executed. While these mounds had an appearance of possible grave 

sites, when we showed these to Jolie in 2009, she said that they were not ancient.

Given the surface view, these also appeared irregular enough to be doubtful if they 

P-MAN XII team identifying Japanese engine, most probably type used in A6M Zeros. © F. Colmer, 2010
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were more modern ones. She agreed that during P-MAN XII, she would apply for a 

permit to conduct a very limited test of two of the best  candidates, although her 

general impression was that these were not grave sites of any age. During P-MAN 

XII, Jolie, with Pat and Flip that as assistants, conducted the test. Jolie generously 

agreed to write the report for the Palauan Bureau of Arts and Culture. This is her 

report.

BentProp Archaeological Report (P-MAN XII) 
Jolie Liston, Research Scholar, Australian National University

February 13, 2011

On 26 February 2010, an archaeological test was conducted on “Police Hill” (Gasupan, 
Gaspan) in Ngatpang, Republic of Palau for BentProp under the supervision of Jolie Liston 

with the assistance of Dr. Pat Scannon and Flip Colmer. The purpose of the work was to 

establish the potential of two nearby sites as the WWII era burial grounds of several 

American POWs, Jesuit Missionaries and a British citizen. One test site (Area B.1) could 

not contain human burials while the other test site (Area B.2) has the potential to be the 

grave of the cremated remains.

BentProp, working with Palau‟s citizens and JPAC (the Joint POW/MIA Accounting 
Command), is an American NGO that conducts extensive archival research and fieldwork 

to locate Palau‟s American WWII missing in action to bring closure to family members. 

Their documentation identified two places in  BentProp‟s Area B as potentially containing 
the remains of those executed by Japanese Kempei Tai (Military Police) in September 1944 

(see http://bentprop.org/pm11/pm11-01.htm#markpow). According to BentProp member 

Mark Swank (http://bentprop.org/pm11/pr_docs/mark01-mar06.htm):

“…the war crimes testimony stated that on the last day of the war (August 
15, 1945) the Japanese dug up the remains of those executed and burned

their bodies, finally re-burying the bones some 100 yards away. The 

assumption is that this was their attempt to hide the fact that the executions 

occurred. There is still some thought that the burning of the remains never 

occurred at all...” 

Previous archaeological work has shown that, due to the acidity (pH ~4.9-5.3) of Palau‟s 
oxisols, skeletal material buried in volcanic soil often disintegrates within 50 to 60 years 

(McNeill and Douglas 2002; O‟Day and Liston 2010). Under certain circumstances, human 
remains will not fragment as rapidly as there are instances of dissolving bone remnants 

associated with radiocarbon dates of ca. AD 1700-1800 (Liston 2010a). This may be due to 

the burial platform‟s rock surface filtering the water flow through the overlying sediments, 

because the body was wrapped in woven mats, due to the placement of red ochre around the 

burial, or other mortuary behavior. Those interments encased in limestone cysts preserve 

for a far longer period than if covered in sediment as the coral absorbs and deactivates the 

acid within the oxisols (Osborne 1979:282; Liston 2010b).

If no human skeletal material is present, Palau‟s non-traditional gravesites can be identified 
by a rectangular outline of upturned glass bottles, remnants of clothing and other attire, 

pieces of coffin material, or the presence of burial pits. In these test excavations, should any 

of these gravesite indicators be unearthed, work would cease, the feature would be re-

assembled and the Palau Bureau of Arts and Culture, followed by JPAC, would be 

informed.
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Area B.1 

Area B.1 is on a west facing, gentle (c. 15˚) ridge slope in secondary forest growth about 20 
m in from the savanna to the south. Eight to ten oblong rock piles are scattered parallel to 

the slope in a roughly 30 m
2
area. BentProp suspected that, if the executed individuals had 

not been cremated, these piles might be their grave markers. A single pile was tested for any 

indication of a human burial.

Composed of two to three courses of subangular basalt cobbles, the piles measure roughly 

0.8 to 1.2 m wide, 1.5 to 2.3 m long, and 0.5 to 0.9 m high. Soil and mats of humic material 

are integrated into the features. Medium diameter trees and shrubs are growing through a 

few indicating they have been in place for probably 20+ years.

The test pile measures 0.97 m wide, 1.57 m long, and varies in height from 26 to 80 cm 

above surface. It has an azimuth of 98˚. Ten meters south and 1.5 m southeast are two other 
rock piles. Removal of two courses of cobbles revealed undulating bedrock. Once work was 

completed, pink flagging tape was placed on the basal surface and the stones were piled 

back in place.

As the low, rock piles rest on bedrock it is highly unlikely that they functioned as burial 

markers. It is possible that the piles were formed during Japanese era land clearing. 

Cobbles and debris could have been transported in wheelbarrows to the top of the ridge and 

emptied down this slope. This would have resulted in unevenly spaced and sized linear stone 

piles that lie parallel to one another along the upper and middle slope.

Area B.2 

Area B.2 is defined by an L-shaped depression in the soil within secondary forest about 30 

m north of the savanna. The bottom of the “ L” (south) is on a very gentle north facing 
slope that levels out at the feature‟s north end. Adjacent to the west length of the depression 
is a low berm that appears to be a spoil pile of excavated material. BentProp suspects that 

this is the gravesite of the cremated remains because 1) the location matches the War Trials 

documentation; 2) the Japanese map shows an L-shaped grave; and 3) the wooden coffin 

that the cremated material is reported to have been buried in would have since 

disintegrated with the capping soil falling into the cavity to leave a surface depression.

The goal of work at Area B.2 was to test the possibility that the feature could contain 

cremated human remains. No excavation was conducted inside the L-shaped depression 

because removal of any soil would ruin the integrity of the unit making future work less 

accurate and it is unlikely remains of a coffin would be encountered without a full 

excavation. The depression was documented and two shovel tests (ST) were placed around 

it to identify the stratigraphy.

The depression has an azimuth of 352˚. It‟s long arm measures 3.67 m long by 1.00 m wide 
and its northern terminus is cross- (c. 45˚), rather than right-, angled. The short arm 

extends another 0.66 cm from the southwest corner of the long arm and is 0.90 m wide; 

from this point to connect with the cross-angle is 1.80 m. The depression varies from 10 to 

20 cm below surrounding ground surface and is covered in humic material. It appears to 

have relatively straight edges and right angles as if dug with a shovel.

The first shovel test was excavated 2.2 m at 312˚ from a large tree located 1.66 m at 254˚ 
from the depression‟s southeast corner. The test is, therefore, west of the feature‟s 
southwest corner. It is 40 cm in diameter and descends to a depth of 40 cm. The second 
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shovel test is 4.15 m at 354˚ from the same large tree; and is therefore west of the northwest 
corner of the depression. It measures 35 cm in diameter and 32 cm deep.

Both tests encountered a 5 to 7 cm thick A horizon defined by dark brown silty loam mixed 

with humic material. In ST 1, Layer II is a 17 cm thick, dark brown grey, silty clay loam 

that is interpreted as erosional material. Layer III is a medium gray, very gravelly saprolite. 

Roots and rootlets are found throughout the test. In ST 2, Layer II is a dark orange-brown 

silty clay that is 14 cm thick. This appears to be an in situ B horizon stained by percolation. 

Layer III, saprolite, is a light grey, silty clay that is very gravelly due to decomposing 

bedrock. Roots and rootlets were confined to the upper reaches of ST 2. Both tests 

contained no cultural material or charcoal. There is no indication of anthropogenic 

disturbance. The soil column is a result of a combination of decomposing bedrock and 

erosional material.

As the saprolite is very gravelly and relatively easy to cut into and bedrock is over 50 cm 

below ground surface, it would be possible to dig a grave at Area B.2 

Discussion

The stone piles in Area B.1 do not mark gravesites as they rest on bedrock. It is possible the 

parallel, linear piles of cobble were formed by dumping rock-filled wheelbarrows off of the 

top of the ridge during Japanese era land clearing. The L-shaped depression in Area B.2 

could indicate where the wooden box of cremated remains was buried as the feature 

appears anthropogenic with sharp edges formed by a shovel and the presence of a spoil pile, 

there is adequate soil depth for burial, and the top of the wood coffin would have 

disintegrated resulting in the current depression.

Determination of whether Area B.2 is the gravesite of the executed prisoner‟s requires more 
in-depth archaeological excavation by the proper authorities. It is recommended that a 

stratigraphic trench be excavated the length of the depression with the resultant matrix 

screened in a 1/8
th
inch sieve. With the combination of acidic soils and cremation before 

burial it is highly unlikely recognizable skeletal material will be encountered. However, 

screening of the matrix may result in the identification of coffin nails or other hardware, 

chunks of wood particularly that next to metal, or non-perishable or more chemically 

resistant material (i.e., belt buckles, buttons, tooth fillings, grommets, insignias, leather). In 

Palau, dissolving human remains appear as traces of a creamy white substance that 

sometimes forms the pattern of the bone (i.e., linear for long bones). 

Material removed from the trench should be collected in rice bags or an equivalent type of 

container. If the excavation results in the determination that the feature is a gravesite, then 

this matrix contains the disintegrated remains of the individuals. In certain circumstances, 

gravesites produce a signature that can be identified through chemical or trace element analysis of 

the soil (Killam 1990; Sampiettro and Vattuone 2005; Holliday and Gartner 2007). Due to the low 

pH, it is likely that these tests will prove futile in Babeldaob‟s soils. 
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