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Politics
Tsongas faces steep odds in bid to win award for WWII veterans
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John Katsaros, during World War II, was badly injured when his plane was shot down in 1944 over occupied France.
WASHINGTON — Haverhill’s John Katsaros was an Army airman in World War II. In 1944, he broke six ribs, fractured both ankles, and cracked his skull after his plane was shot down over Nazi-occupied France. He survived for seven days in a farmhouse and escaped the German army through the Pyrenees Mountains before returning to the United States.

Representative Niki Tsongas of Lowell thinks Katsaros and other veterans like him deserve a medal, the Congressional Gold Medal, to be precise.

But that is no easy task. Pushing a Gold Medal award through Congress is one of the most grueling challenges any lawmaker can undertake.

Tsongas needs 356 legislators to help her, and the government awards only three to five medals out of 30 to 40 candidates in each two-year session of Congress. Representatives don’t treat these bills with the same partisan vitriol as they do health care or immigration reform, but the process still requires sponsors to relentlessly lobby their colleagues.

Tsongas wants to bestow the honor on Katsaros and the more than 600 other members of the Air Forces Escape & Evasion Society. An identical effort failed in the last Congress, so she’s trying again.

Time is literally running out. Katsaros is the society’s president, leading the coalition of mainly World War II veterans who were shot down over enemy territory and the civilians who helped them escape enemy forces.

Though he’s 92 years old, Katsaros is one of the group’s younger members, and membership declines as more World War II veterans die. The society holds a convention each year, but he said only five to seven members are physically able to attend.
‘I’ve come to appreciate, as I’ve gotten older, how all too often those stories go untold.’

“We’ve been trying to get to get this done over the years, but it never came to fruition,” Katsaros said of the push to get the medal. “The presidents would start it, then they’d pass away.”
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John Katsaros in 2010.
Tsongas is a natural ally for the latest fight. Katsaros lives in her district, so he reached out for help. Tsongas serves on the House Armed Services Committee, and her father, a civil engineer during World War II, survived the attack on Pearl Harbor. She met with Katsaros during the last session of Congress, determined whether it would be appropriate to pursue the medal, and filed the first version of the bill on May 20, 2014.

“I’ve come to appreciate, as I’ve gotten older, how all too often those stories go untold,” Tsongas said. “They deserve recognition.”

The Gold Medal is the highest civilian award Congress can bestow. Only 153 have been awarded since March 25, 1776, when the Continental Congress awarded the first to George Washington.

Before a chamber of Congress can vote on the bill that awards the Gold Medal, two-thirds of its members need to cosponsor the legislation — 290 in the House and 67 in the Senate.

Tsongas wrangled only 33 cosponsors for last session’s bill — 19 Democrats and 14 Republicans. Only four of the other eight Massachusetts congressmen signed on: Representatives James P. McGovern of Worcester, Katherine M. Clark of Melrose, Joseph P. Kennedy III of Brookline, and William R. Keating of Bourne. This year, she has 19 cosponsors, so far.

Only two other current members of the delegation have tried for Congressional Gold Medals, Kennedy and Representative Richard E. Neal of Springfield, and both were successful. Neal landed a posthumous award for baseball icon Jackie Robinson in 2003, while Kennedy got one for President Shimon Peres of Israel in June 2014.

Neal and Kennedy said there are a few keys to success, all predicated on determination and tireless hustling. Neal said it’s important to find a patron in the other party for the bill. (His was Representative Peter King of New York, who grew up watching Robinson play at Brooklyn’s Ebbets Field.) Kennedy suggested finding congressmen who have introduced relevant pieces of legislation and pitching them on the award. All together it requires a lot of hand-shaking and groundwork just to get started.

“It has to be done face to face. It can’t be done with a mass mailing or anything,” said Neal. “It’s really day, after day, after day, because invariably people will ask for more information.”

Despite the challenge, Kennedy is optimistic about the bill’s chances and said the House’s respect for Tsongas and military veterans will go a long way.

“Representative Tsongas has picked a really admirable cause, which is the most important thing,” he said. “It’s certainly worthy of their recognition, so it’s hard to say no to.”

And the push won’t be on her shoulders alone. The Escape and Evasion Society’s members are writing their own congressmen, urging them to sign on. But as the group’s numbers dwindle, so does Katsaros’s optimism.

“If this doesn’t go through this year, I don’t think we’ll ever be able to get it done,” he said. “That’s why we need all the help we can get.”
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