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Proudly chronicling your lives for 75 years

When United States forces responded to the 
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 and when 
the U.S. celebrated V-J day in August 
1945, it was not envisioned how the world 

would change, and that the U.S. and others would be 

American soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines — 
along with civilian employees and their families from 
the U.S., as well as allies from 36 nations including 
Japan, South Korea and Australia — have spent 75 years 
living and working together to support the peace and 

would become enemies, and enemies would become 
allies and good friends, was unthinkable.

During those 75 years, through stories, photographs 
and videos, Stars and Stripes has chronicled a partnership 

staff has embraced the mission, with honor and privilege, 
to record this history. 

the routine are part of the story. Arguments about the need 
for the United States in the region, the size of the force, 
the location and purpose of military stationing matter 
little to the men and women who commit 
themselves to live and work in support of 

who have stepped forward to be part of 
the 75-year history have left the comfort 
of their lives, a decision accepted valiantly 
by their loved ones, to protect all of us and 
create an environment of peace and security.

of the military community and its families.
Stars and Stripes is commemorating the 

U.S. participation in the alliance of nations 
serving to protect and maintain peace in 

the images collected here are intended to 
illustrate the past and provide context for 

as a global power. Relations are centuries 
old, and the bonds are not only political, 
military and economic but historical and 
social. 

During World War II millions of 
American military personnel served in 

still important tasks to complete — the 
rebuilding of Japan, Korea, Philippines 
and other war-ravaged areas as well as 
participation in the trials of war criminals.

and Communist China created a need 

U.S. presence was essential to support the 
national strategy of deterring the spread of 
communism and promoting democracy and 
the right of self-determination.

tested the resolve of the U.S. military and 
changed American society in profound ways 
that are still reverberating. Exercises such as 

of the Cold War and of the education of the children 
of the United States. U.S. personnel holding the line in 

across America prepared for by learning to “duck and 
cover” under their desks at the sound of a warning.

When the Soviet regime failed, the world exhaled a 
sigh of relief. But, the growth of China as an economic 
power and its inception as a massive military force 

region. 

American way of life by Osama bin Laden 
and others around the world. Once again, 
the well-trained and skilled forces in the 

in the Middle East. And again, the 

essential to the forward-operating activities 
in the Middle East. 

to sustaining operations and saving lives. 

around the world introduced different 
challenges and required changes to the 
approach of defending America, its 

leader.
Always ready for the next challenge, 

humanitarian Missions including providing 
earthquake relief in the Philippines and 
supporting Japan in responding to the 
devastating earthquake, tsunami and 
resulting nuclear disaster.

In parallel to these humanitarian efforts, 

disputes in the South China Sea, U.S. troop 
strength in the region declined during the 

Despite a smaller presence, the need for 

resurgence of China and the constant threat 

military men and women serving at the tip of the spear.

chronicled what has occurred: the pain and suffering, 
the successes and failures, the heroic and the dishonest 
actions of members of the force. Reporters and 
photographers have traveled the roads and trails of the 
military community.

newspaper on the “most dangerous paper routes in the 

save others suffering from a natural disaster in Japan and 
recently supporting efforts to curb the spread and effects 
of the global COVID-19 pandemic. 

Stars and Stripes recognized the need to assist the 
U.S. military, which is spread across the vast area of the 

into these communities. Stars and Stripes has organized 
events held with the military community to improve 
the quality of life — sponsoring runs, commissary food 
contests, trip giveaways and more. 

As a member of the community, Stripes publishes 
magazines, weekly community newspapers, and 
community websites focused on stories welcoming 

community content includes information about local 
products and culture, delivered on platforms that give 
a voice to the local, vibrant military communities and 
provides ways for the military community to share its 
experiences with each other. Our storytellers have sought 
to be the voice of everyday servicemembers, to make 
sense of where they live and work, and to improve the 
experience of spouses and children, as well as explain their 

Stars and Stripes has changed just as you, our reader, 

different — now digital, audio, video and print — but the 

to the military — a goal no other news organization seeks 

and Stripes proudly seeks to chronicle your lives.

Stars and Stripes is the editorially
independent daily newspaper serving the U.S. 
military community worldwide. Stars and Stripes 
is authorized by the Department of Defense; 
however, the content of the publication is 
unofficial, and is not to be considered the official 
views of, or endorsed by, the U.S. government. 
For more information, visit stripes.com.
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On May 14, 1945, 
Stars and Stripes 
published its first 
newspaper in the 
Pacific. To com-

memorate 75 years 
serving the mili-

tary community in 
the theater, we’re 
taking a look back 
at Stripes history 
through the writ-
ing and photogra-
phy of a dedicated 

staff spanning 
generations. Stars 

and Stripes has 
proudly supported 
the Pacific military 
community since 

the beginning and 
will continue to 
serve the troops 

and families at the 
heart of our work.

Check out more of 
our history at

www.75.stripes.com

The publisher of Stars and 

Stripes news media orga-

nization was appointed 

in 2007 after holding 

various positions with Stars 

and Stripes since 1992 

including chief operating 

officer, general counsel and 

general manager of Europe 

operations. Before his em-

ployment with Stars and 

Stripes, Lederer served as a 

U.S. Army judge advocate 

with assignment in Europe 

and South Korea, and Fort 

Ord, Calif., and Fort Sill, 

Okla. During his time with 

the Army, he was Airborne-

qualified. He also deployed 

with 2nd Armored Division 

(Forward) to operations 

Desert Shield and Desert 

Storm to liberate Kuwait in 

1990-91. He received his 

Juris Doctor degree from 

the University of Richmond 

law school in Virginia and 

Bachelor of Arts from 

Marshall University in West 

Virginia.
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STARS AND STRIPES 
MARKS 

75  
YEARS 

OF DELIVERING 
MILITARY NEWS 

THAT MATTERS 
ACROSS THE PACIFIC

By Joseph Ditzler and Wyatt Olson

Stars and Stripes

For 75 years Stars and Stripes reporters across 

the Pacific have covered wars, revolutions, 

natural disasters and the political changes 

that marked turning points for the United 

States and its military overseas.

As Philippine bureau chief for Stars and Stripes’ 

Pacific edition in 1991, Susan Kreifels experienced 

firsthand the eruption of Mount Pinatubo, which 

hastened the U.S. exit from its military bases in the 

island nation. 

“I kept thinking we’d be dug up one day just like 

the people in Pompeii,” Kreifels said in February. She 

and her driver stuffed a car full of refugees in an 

Angeles City barrio in a blizzard of volcanic ash.

“This stranger pushed a crying baby through the 

window into my lap and disappeared,” she said. “Can 

you understand the fear that would cause someone 

to give a baby to a stranger?”

The Philippine chapter marked just one in the 

long American experience in Asia. Just as journalists 

from Stars and Stripes witnessed that change, they 

have been present for momentous events since May 

14, 1945, when the first Pacific edition rolled off the 

press.

Born in the late stages of World War II in the 

Pacific, the “soldier’s newspaper” lived up to its 

name. Its front pages brought the big-picture news 

to the troops in the field, while the inside pages told 

the stories of those same soldiers, sailors, airmen 

and Marines.

From World War II, the occupation of Japan, the 

Korean War, Vietnam, the long wars around the fight 

against terrorist organizations down to the 2011 

earthquake and tsunami in Japan, Stars and Stripes 

was present as events unfolded.

Brian Brooks, the former associate dean for 

the School of Journalism at the University of 

Missouri, spent two years as editor of Stripes’ 

European edition. He also served as an Army public 

Our front pages bring the 

big-picture news to the 

troops in the field, while the 

inside pages tell the stories of 

those same soldiers, sailors, 

airmen and Marines.
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information officer during the late stages of the 

Vietnam War.

Brooks remembers troops in Vietnam and Bosnia 

emptying the racks of newly arrived Stars and Stripes 

newspapers and sharing them among themselves, six 

or eight to a paper.

“The most important thing to me about Stars and 

Stripes is it is an example to the rest of the world of 

how open we are as a society in the United States,” 

he said. “What other military in the world publishes 

a newspaper that the commanders don’t control the 

content of? It’s unheard of. I think it’s a great example 

of press freedom and what we stand for as a country.”

‘Every man’s role’
The first Stars and Stripes Pacific edition, eight 

pages, was produced in Honolulu, where the military 

newspaper shared office space with the Honolulu 

Advertiser and wire services with the Honolulu Star-

Bulletin. 

War news dominated the front but inside pages 

carried an array of features, sports and entertainment. 

The Brooklyn Dodgers were on an 11-game winning 

streak that month. Humphrey Bogart and Lauren 

Bacall were about to wed, and actor Boris Karloff and 

playwright Moss Hart appeared with an “all-soldier 

cast and band” in a USO 

Camp Show on Saipan, 

only a year earlier a stage for 

vicious combat. 

The war in Europe had 

concluded but the fight in the 

Pacific grinded on. Stars and Stripes 

told that story, often in tones that 

reflected the grim and callous 

nature of the 3 ½ -year-old 

conflict.

The United Press in that 

first edition reported a daylight 

raid on Nagoya, Japan, by 500 

B-29 Superfortress bombers 

that dropped 3,500 tons of 

incendiaries – 40 tons every 

minute for 90 minutes.

“A couple more like that 

and you can scratch that town 

off your list,” the news service 

quoted Col. Carl Storrie of 

Denton, Texas, as saying.

There were also frontline 

stories filed by staff writers and 

correspondents in the military 

Shel Silverstein
Author, composer and Playboy cartoonist Shel 

catapult that launched him to success and wealth.

Attic,” but he was only an aspiring cartoonist when 
he arrived at the newspaper in 1953. He had never 
done any steady and serious cartooning until he began 

soldiering.
“For a guy of my age and with my limited 

experience to suddenly have to turn out cartoons on a 
day-to-day deadline, the job was enormous,” he told 
Stripes in 1969. “It was a great opportunity for me, and 
I blossomed.”

Silverstein became world famous for his cartoons, 

He recalled a Stripes cartoon that almost caused a 
collision with the Uniform 
Code of Military Justice.

Drawing a page of cartoons 

sketched a soldier holding out a 
mess kit with a slab of toast in 
it. A cook splashed dark matter 

is.”

required to inspect all 
Silverstein cartoons before they 
were printed, called him over 
and asked, “Shel, what does this 
mean?

“Well, you know, powdered 

it?”

the cartoon. Many 
readers gasped over 
their breakfast on 

contemporaries with the 

several days.” 
After leaving the Army, Silverstein struggled 

as a cartoonist until he heard about Hugh Hefner, 
who was putting 
together the 

Hefner hired 
Silverstein, who 
literally moved 
from ground 

executive suite 
in the Playboy 
Mansion.

Silverstein 
died of a heart 
attack in May 
1999 in Key 
West, Fla. He 
was 68.

– Aaron Kidd/
Stars and Stripes
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themselves. 

“We hope to write a human history of every 

man’s role in the defeat of Japan,” the editors 

wrote on page 2 of the first Pacific edition.

Meanwhile, the fight for Okinawa was un-

derway, and Stars and Stripes reporters were 

there. The writing reflected the tenor of the 

times. The Japanese enemy was routinely re-

ferred to in terms regarded today as offensive. 

Stories often focused on killing and survival.

Staff writers surveyed Pacific combat 

veterans for advice on fighting the Japanese 

that they’d share with Europe theater veterans 

expected to arrive for the final push on Japan. 

Stars and Stripes staff writer Pfc. Bill Land 

profiled Staff Sgt. Jon Freeman of Arkansas, 

also known as “Killer” Freeman, who had 

single-handedly sent 27 enemy soldiers to 

their deaths during six weeks of combat in 

Leyte, Philippines.

Land’s photograph of Freeman captured 

the image of an American fighting man in the 

final stages of the war. A cocked steel helmet 

shadows the right side of his face, a cigarette 

angles down and outward from the corner of 

his mouth, his left eye focuses on something 

off camera to his right. He cradles his rifle in 

his arms across his midsection. Three grenades 

hang on his field jacket on either side of his 

chest.

Killing the enemy was Freeman’s hobby, 

according to a headline. “Shoot him from the 

belly up,” was his advice to the newcomers.

Winning a ‘feverish race’
The outlook changed on Aug. 6, 1945, 

although the page 1 story out of Washing-

ton, D.C., by United Press, in retrospect, left 

questions unanswered. An atomic bomb “with 

power equal to 20,000 tons of TNT,” had been 

dropped on Japan. 

The story identified Hiroshima as the 

targeted city and divulged that the U.S. had 

won a “feverish race” with German scientists to 

harness atomic power. 

The front-page headline on Aug. 7, 1945, 

revealed more information and strode across 

six columns: “Report Atom Toll Heavy,” with 

a smaller headline indicating the city was 

wrecked beyond Japan’s ability to immedi-

ately comprehend.

A Stars and Stripes editor, Cpl. Anthony 

Tom Sutton
Comics and the popular Warren Publishing series “Vampirella,” 
he was sharpening his drawing pencil, and his skills, at Stars and 

later stationed at a base near Osaka, Japan, before being assigned 
to the newspaper, where he created a daily strip titled “Johnny 
Craig,” named after one of his favorite comic book artists. 

dangers among the stars.”
A story published in Stars and Stripes the day “Johnny Craig” 

soft drink and malt money by illustrating comics for Weird 

per eight-page story while his high school pals were still peddling 
newspapers for pennies.”

correspondence art course and his assignments were graded by 
Charles Schulz, who was trying to get “Peanuts” off the ground at 
the time.

Sutton took his Stars and Stripes comics to Marvel, where they 
were reviewed by Stan Lee, co-creator of iconic characters like 
Spider-Man, X-Men and the Incredible Hulk.

“I think he was rather impressed by the fact that I had actually 

huge pile of blank paper. And he said, ‘OK, do me a couple of 

Sutton, best known for his writing and illustration work on the 
popular “Vampirella” horror series, looked back fondly on his 
time with Stripes, which he called 
“my art school.”

jobs I got was they wanted me to 

or something, and they tossed 
a couple of photographs on the 
drawing table, and they said, 

men there who had worked at 

Saturday Evening Post, who 
had worked on various other 
magazines, you understand 

anything better than what 
we used to call on-the-job 
training or apprenticeship.”

Sutton, who also worked 
under the pen names Sean 

died of an apparent heart 

was 65.
– Aaron Kidd/ 

Stars and Stripes

1945.  
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Kott, summed up news of the first atomic bombing. 

“The atom bomb continued to pale all other news into 

insignificance in the States,” he wrote, “as the American 

public was heartened by prospects of a shorter war but was 

awed by the bomb’s implications.”

Two days later, news arrived of a second atomic bomb 

dropped on Nagasaki. Played just as prominently was 

word that Soviet troops had made their first moves against 

Japan. Both developments signaled the conflict’s end.

A roundup of reports carried the headline, “Nagasaki 

Resembles Volcano Still Afire, Says Eyewitness.” 

A week passed before a banner headline on Tuesday, 

Aug. 14, 1945, in flowing typeface heralded “Peace” above 

the news: “FLASH The Pacific war ended Tuesday — 1,347 

days after the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor.”

The first Stars and Stripes staffers to report from Japan’s 

main islands did so from air and sea Aug. 28 and 29, 1945, 

according to reports in the Aug. 29, 1945, edition. 

Cpl. Gordon Davis wrote from Okinawa of riding aboard 

one of the final B-24 bomber combat missions over Kyushu 

and Shikoku. Other than flying over what had been recently 

the enemy homeland, the flight was routine, he wrote. 

Davis looked down mostly on rice paddies, terraced slopes 

and empty roads, he reported from the “recon mission.”

Tech Sgt. Dick Koster wrote from the USS Gosselin on 

Aug. 29 that Japan’s naval base at Yokosuka, today home 

of the U.S. 7th Fleet, looked “desolate and ghostly.” He 

described the battleship Nagota, crippled by American air 

attacks; sunken or beached barges; and white flags dotting 

the hillsides marking gun emplacements. 

With the war’s end near, the news turned to the coming 

post-war economy and the nation’s capacity to absorb the 

discharged veterans coming home to the labor force. Some 

stories echo to the present day. 

The American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars 

demanded improvements to Veterans Administration 

hospitals “to avert an imminent breakdown,” the paper 

reported June 12, 1945. 

A United Press report quoted a psychiatrist warning 

the effects of combat on returning veterans, what today is 

called post-traumatic stress disorder, would result in higher 

rates of alcohol abuse and alcoholism. 

On Friday, Aug. 31, 1945, a front-page article by a Stars 

and Stripes reporter, Sgt. Don Williams, dateline Yokohama, 

said the Japanese would give U.S. troops little trouble as 

occupiers because they are accustomed to catastrophes 

such as earthquakes, floods and typhoons.

Less than two months later, Stars and Stripes started 

publishing from Tokyo. The first Pacific edition rolled off 

the presses of the Asahi Shimbun on Oct. 3, 1945. The 

newsroom and other offices were several blocks away at 

the Nippon Times (now the Japan Times). 

Steve Kroft
Veteran broadcaster Steve Kroft, who 

groundbreaking news program, began his 
journalism career with Stars and Stripes 

Kroft, 74, broke into news as a 
correspondent and photographer while 
serving in the Army in Vietnam.

“[Stars and Stripes] would be the thing 
that I really wanted to do, and I felt it 
was something that would show up on 
my résumé and that I would be proud to 
have on my résumé,” he said in October 

which he narrated.
Following his military service, Kroft 

Journalism School and worked for local 
television stations in Jacksonville, Fla., 

1987 as principal correspondent for “West 
57th,” a news magazine that led to his 

President-elect Barack Obama drew more 

Minutes” audience since 1999.
Kroft was the longest-tenured reporter 

fellow Stripes alumnus Don Hewitt and 
for years featured another, Andy Rooney.

His numerous citations include the 
Investigative Editors and Reporters 

Journalism Awards and a Lifetime 
Achievement Emmy Award.

– Stars and Stripes

 
Stars and Stripes

Check out more of 
our history at

www.75.stripes.com
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THE COST OF NEWS GATHERING
The following is an edited version of a column written by former Stars 

and Stripes senior reporter Hal Drake and published in October 1995.  

Pin two wars — one a 37-year old veteran, 
the other a youngster only 24. I knew one 
only slightly and the other not at all.

California not long ago, wanting to know as much as he 
might remember about his dad — the reporter we lost in 
the hard and early days of the Korean War.

except by reputation and the quality of work I found in a 
few faded library clippings.

Service reporter and could believe that because of his 
neat, tight writing, the kind required by telegraphic 
news services. During World War II, he had worked in 

for Stripes — a guy who knew the business from both 
ends of the telephone.

He was good and he was gutsy, this Peeler — the kind 

into enemy cylinders of every caliber millimeter.

and Stripes reporters sent to cover the war, which broke 
over the benign occupation life in Japan like a storm 

-
-

missing in action — perhaps slain by an enemy tank 
that blew his Jeep off the road. Old-timers at Stripes 
told me of hopefully scanning POW lists provided by 
the Communists at Panmunjom. Ernest never turned 
up.

On the day he disappeared, Peeler was out of hostile 
range when he and Ray Richards, an International 

toward a broken, disorganized nonentity called the 
front, to get “just a little more” before they wrote their 

But the good ones do it.

had known better.

a long-ago war — the loss of Paul Savanuck.

hardly touched hands with?

He was like a face on a passing streetcar or casual 
acquaintance at a bit party. A quiet kid — one of those 
who could sit in a crowded room for four hours without 
saying a word. Bespectacled and absently preoccupied, 
he was remindful of a student for the priesthood or rab-
binate.

His constant expression was a thoughtful frown — the 
one he wore that day in early 1969 as I walked into the 

on the war.

manned by youngsters who lived in the age of Aquarius 

psychedelic rainbow, along with pungent lyrics from the 
rock musical “Hair” and pinups that would have sent a 
chaplain into convulsive shock. Our people were called 
the Wild Bunch, and not without reason.

All except Paul Savanuck, who was a few days new to 

assistant who was trying to be one of the guys but still 
blanched at a dirty joke. As we met, all I got was a loose 
handshake and a mutter.

Oh no, I thought. Was this another anti-Vietnam 

indiscriminate draft had dumped all manner of char-
acters on us, and the last thing we needed was another 

I spoke these fears aloud, in private, to Dave Walsh, a 

Bureau Chief Bill Collins told me Savanuck had 
volunteered for both Vietnam and Stripes, aggressively 
pounding on the door until Bill granted him a tryout and 

was told — give him time.

around, with Savanuck right beside us but a hundred 
miles away under a canopy of mood. Mike Kopp, a bu-
reau photographer, had 

at our well-sized battle map.

Startled, Savanuck absently jerked around and put 
his chin on the heel of his hand, looking like that classic 

picture that caught perfectly the subtle and introspective 
character of Paul Savanuck.

A day or so later, he was gone, headed up country to 
cover the war.

expressed bitter regret that a can of beer and the contents 

He stood by, in a surly posture with his hands on his 
hips, while we meekly mopped up the mess. Lt. Col Sal 

going up to a remote corner of the Marine base at Da 
-

ence — Uncover.” Dave nodded as an attendant 
lifted a rubber wrapping from a still form.

toured the Kanda district that abounds with book-

and we stopped to pay proper respect to a cultural 
landmark.

After a time, Dave looked absent and thought-
ful much like Savanuck, and said: “Jesus, that 

little longer and gotten to know you and Kramer 

nice kid.”

very well for very long.

I could never feel like Mr. and Mrs. Daniel 
Savanuck, but I still felt sadly deprived.

Ernie Peeler

Paul Savanuck
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John Olson
John Olson is known for his haunting images of the 
Vietnam War, particularly those taken during the bloody 

“I was a highly motivated photojournalist,” he told 

followed the 1st Battalion, 5th Marine Regiment 
through Hue have often been credited with playing a 

also Life magazine,” said Olson of those images, 

Club of America for the “best published photographic 
reporting from abroad requiring exceptional courage 
and enterprise.”

Regained and Ruined Hue.” After leaving the Army, 

photographer. 
“Like many veterans, I came back from Vietnam 

and I spent decades not talking about it,” he said. 

photographed.”
Olson was able to track down nearly a dozen of 

those Marines, interview them and capture their 
harrowing stories on tape.

years since Hue have affected their lives,” he said. 

on them.”
Olson eventually turned this personal project into 

a half dozen Marines sprawled atop a 

arm and eye are bandaged. 

In the foreground, a third 
man lays atop a wooden 
door his comrades used as a 
makeshift stretcher. His shirt 
has been ripped off because, in 
the center of his chest, is a bullet 
hole.”

Olson told the newspaper he had 
“next to no memory” of taking that 
photo. When he was asked how the 
Vietnam War had affected him, the 

yet,” he said. 
– Stars and Stripes
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The newspaper remained there until 1952, when 

it moved to the Hardy Barracks compound, also in 

Tokyo, a former Japanese infantry base. In 1962, 

the paper relocated to a new structure on those 

grounds, the Akasaka Press Center, where its Pacific 

offices and printing press remain today.

‘Korea At War’
Pacific Stars and Stripes delivers news as it hap-

pens. It did so June 25, 1950, when a page 1 head-

line declared “Korea At War” on the same day North 

Korean troops poured over the 38th parallel “with 

tremendous power at 5 a.m.,” according to a wire 

report.

Several editions rolled off the press that day, and 

subsequent days, as events in Korea unfolded. The 

front page carried big-picture stories about the un-

folding conflict posted mostly by civilian reporters for 

The Associated Press, United Press and International 

News Service. 

Stars and Stripes staffers found the local angle 

in the conflict, whether frontline accounts of battle 

action; high-level meetings in Tokyo between Gen. 

Douglas MacArthur and government officials like 

John Foster Dulles, foreign policy adviser to the State 

Department; or rear-echelon events, like jazz singer 

Al Jolson performing in Tokyo for wounded soldiers.

The war news at first was grim as North Koreans 

cornered U.S. and South Korean forces inside the 

Pusan perimeter from August until early September. 

While U.S. B-29 bombers lashed North Korean troops, 

allied units strengthened defensive positions.

MacArthur turned the tide by sending waves of 

Marines ashore Sept. 15 at the port city of Inchon, 

behind the North Korean lines and at the doorstep of 

Seoul. Wire services kept the troops abreast of the big 

picture. 

Meanwhile, Pacific edition reporters with the 

grunts reported action at the front. Cpl. Bobby Rush-

ing wrote how medical officer Capt. Melbourne Chan-

dler led a surrounded 1st Cavalry Division battalion 

to safety after four days of heavy fighting. 

The battalion commander was killed, leaving 

Chandler in command. The unit came under tank 

and automatic weapons fire from the “Reds,” or North 

Koreans, Chandler told Stars and Stripes. 

“We couldn’t move in any direction as they were 

firing right down our throats,” he said. 

The same day, a front-page, above-the-fold story 

with a three-deck headline delivered some good 

news from general headquarters in Tokyo: “Men at 

the Front Will Have Beer.” 

The northward push by the U.S. X Corps brought 
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them to battle with forces sent by China to push 

the allies back into South Korea. They met at Chosin 

Reservoir in the final, cold months of 1950.

Stars and Stripes reporters with the Marines and 

Army units of X Corps filed delayed accounts of the 

battle that became U.S. military lore. Holding out 

against repeated assaults, U.S. troops battled their 

way out of the high, frozen plateau in December.

“Grace of God, Courage of GIs Enables Escape” was 

the headline on an account by Sgt. Connie Sellers 

with the Army’s 2nd Infantry Division that appeared 

Dec. 17, 1950. Sellers wrote how Capt. Lincoln Wray 

led his 300 men from a death trap to eventual safety.

“By this time, we had walked for 16 hours and 

about 40 miles through rugged mountain ridges. 

The men were tired out, but determined not to be 

trapped and captured,” Master Sgt. Jerry Grafton said 

in Sellers’ account. “We by-passed the machine guns 

and kept going.”

Another account from the X Corps told how 

Army and Marine engineers repaired a tortured, 

impassable, 20-mile-long stretch of highway and 

gave allied troops an escape route from the Chosin 

Reservoir.

“Craters were filled, a vital bridge twice rebuilt 

after infiltrating enemy troops cut it and dozens of 

roadblocks of timber, 

brush and blasted 

vehicles cleared,” 

according to 

the Stars and 

Stripes report.

The war 

raged across 

the Korean 

Peninsula nearly 

three more years. 

On Monday, July 

27, 1953, the 

troops read in 

Stars and Stripes 

Pacific the news 

they’d long 

awaited: “Fighting 

Ends Tonight.”

Inside, Pfc. Tony 

Ricketti reported 

from Panmunjom, 

the village where 

documents were 

signed instituting 

an armistice that 

remains in place 

Vernon Grant

during the Vietnam War.
“One Vietnam veteran 

said to me, ‘We had some 
terrible times in Vietnam, 
but we also laughed a lot,” 

told Stars and Stripes during 
a recent phone interview. 

you laugh. His sense of 
humor was universal for all 
soldiers.”

was 23 when he joined the Army in 1958, with 
segregation still a dehumanizing force in the United 

year later, where he commanded the Signal Security 

scattered the length of Vietnam. 

biting and humorous but offered a window into the 

In one strip, a two-star general looks up at a man 

said.

of service. He enrolled in classes at Jesuit Sophia 

three books on Army life and one on Japan: a two-
volume graphic novel “Adventures 
of Point-Man Palmer and his 

“Stand-By One!” and “A Monster is 

He told reporters in 1977 that his 
popularity among front-line soldiers 
was a bit overwhelming.

“I became an institution for the 

from the danger of combat and the 
boredom of army life,” he told the 

Cambridge Chronicle weekly 
in Massachusetts. “More 

soldiers read my books 
than any other cartoonist 
or writer in the front. I 

still get embarrassed 
when I meet 

someone on the 
street who 
recognizes 
me.”

He suffered a 
heart attack on 

a run July 7, 

weeks later.
“His creations of the stories 

widow wrote in her book.
Speaking with Stars and Stripes 

abundantly clear. He just wanted to 
make people laugh.

biggest thing with me,” he said at the 
time.

– Matthew M. Burke/Stars and Stripes
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today.

“Even as the signing took place mortar rounds could 

be heard in the distance and American jets struck a bit 

further off,” Ricketti wrote that day.

A golden era
As the Korean War drew to a close, events in the 

French colony of Indochina in Southeast Asia set the 

stage for U.S. involvement there.

The Vietnam War, which for U.S. combat troops 

lasted from 1965 to 1973, ushered in what some regard 

as a golden era for the paper.

“They did really robust reporting from ’67 to ’69,” said 

Cindy Elmore, a journalism professor at East Carolina 

University who has published scholarly articles examin-

ing command influence and censorship of the newspa-

per. 

During that period, the Pacific paper’s top editor was 

Col. Peter Sweers, a World War II veteran and Bronze Star 

recipient who held a bachelor’s degree in journalism.

“He was very supportive of freedom of the press and 

of treating Stripes just like any newspaper covering the 

Vietnam War,” said Elmore, a Stars and Stripes reporter in 

the late 1990s.

The newspaper also benefited from a wide swathe 

of talented draftees, some of whom had Ivy League de-

grees or actual journalism experience back in the States, 

Elmore said.  

“We aggressively went out and covered stuff, and 

the military didn’t much like that,” said Robert Hodierne, 

a reporter and assistant editor at the Saigon bureau in 

the late 1960s. 

Many would go on to illustrious journalism careers, 

such as Jack Fuller, who earned a Pulitzer Prize for 

editorial writing at the Chicago Tribune, and Steve Kroft, 

for 30 years a correspondent with “60 Minutes” before 

retiring last year.

“It’s probably the best job I ever had,” said John 

Olson, a staff photographer whose work quickly led to a 

job at the prestigious Life magazine. A 19-year-old draft-

ee longing to shoot photos for Stars and Stripes when 

he arrived in Vietnam in 1967, Olson commandeered a 

jeep and made an unauthorized trip to the newspaper’s 

office in Saigon. The paper pulled some strings and took 

him aboard after he embellished the scope of a former 

mailroom job with United Press International.

The first combat assault he covered was Operation 

Billings in June 1967, where he talked himself onto the 

second wave of helicopters heading to the landing zone 

– air shaking with artillery and a napalm inferno below.

Olson had brought his camera to a particularly 

hellacious two-week 

operation that 

took the lives of 57 

Americans.

“But I didn’t know 

any better,” he said. “I 

thought this was just 

another day at work.”

He would not see that 

kind of intensity again until 

the Battle of Hue in February 

1968, one of the war’s longest, 

bloodiest battles. Marines 

waged an inch-by-inch assault 

to take the well-fortified Citadel 

from dug-in North Vietnamese 

troops.

“I went in there 

with, I think, 

19 rolls of 

film, and 

I stayed 

until I 

shot every 

exposure I 

had,” Olson 

said. “It was 

By Seth Robson,  
Stars and Stripes

Cooper and her coworkers listened 
on the radio as Emperor Hirohito 

Allies on Aug. 15, 1945. It was the 

heard his voice, and the news was 
devastating.

“We stood in the courtyard and 

and cried like hell,” recalled 
Cooper, 89.

defeat, Cooper and several friends 

to the Imperial Palace, where 
they wept and apologized to the 
emperor.

“We were very nationalistic,” she 
said. “I heard later that some of the 
people around us had committed 
suicide.”

Japanese people, even if many 
had suspected the war was not 
going as well as it was spun by the 

For many in reclusive Japan, 
America was a strange and distant 
place.

When news of the Pearl 
Harbor attack broke in December 

America on a table and compared it 
to Japan. Her father was fascinated 
by foreign things and spent time in 

ate English breakfasts of toast, 
eggs and coffee on Sundays and 
celebrated Christmas, she said.

stopped showing them and only 

a positive spin on news from the 
front, it was hard to believe that 
Japan was winning – casualty 
lists were growing and rations 
were short. American bombers 

At times it seemed as if the bombs 
were dropping only a few yards 
away.

were killed in the air raids.

who had a terrible time,” she said.
Still, to a young person, the war 

seemed exciting.
“When a B-29 went down, we all 

clapped,” she recalled.
Workmates at the navy yard 

in Shibuya, where Cooper was a 
supply clerk, would arrive each 
morning with captivating stories.

One woman said she left a pot 

air raid shelter. When she returned, 
heat from bombing had cooked the 
rice, Cooper said.

Her family had a bomb shelter in 
their backyard stocked with food 
and supplies. But after a heavy 

the family opened the shelter door 
during an air raid, they saw all their 

deep water.

weapon being dropped,” she said.
When Allied occupation 

surrender, residents were scared. 

black markets sprung up to meet 
the demands of hungry masses and 
exhausted soldiers returning from 

Australian soldiers set up camp 

rumors that they were abducting 
young girls, and families kept ropes 
ready so they could escape out the 
window if the soldiers came for 
them.

Cooper got a shock when she 
rode a train to the countryside to 

trade kimonos for food and felt the 
hands of a tall Australian lifting up 
the bag of rice on her back.

trying to help me carry the bag,” 
she said.

when she got a job in the Public 

MacArthur ruled Japan during the 
post-war occupation. He wanted 
her to get married. She argued that 
the job would help improve her 

A Japanese life  
rebuilt around Stripes

Editor’s note: This article, originally published in August 2015, focuses 

on Toshi Tokunaga Cooper, who spent her teens in a world of air raids, 

shortages, death and at the end, the shock and humiliation of defeat. 
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“We were very nationalistic. I heard later that some 
of the people around us had committed suicide.”

– Toshi Tokunaga Cooper on Japan’s defeat in World War II
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violent. It was upfront. It was personal.”

Getting that film published in a timely manner was 

no small feat because unlike the wire services covering 

the war, Stars and Stripes had no in-country darkroom. 

Hodierne recalled how film had to be brought to 

Saigon and then put on one of two Boeing 737 planes 

chartered by Stars and Stripes that flew a Pacific circuit 

delivering newspapers printed in Tokyo.

“So, if we shot pictures on the field on Monday – if 

everything went just right – that film could be in Tokyo on 

Tuesday and be in Wednesday’s paper,” Hodierne said.

‘A hellish nightmare’
The U.S. military’s role in world events took a 

breather after the Vietnam War but history rolled on 

through civil unrest against authoritarian states in 

South Korea, Iran, the Philippines and elsewhere, places 

that presented new challenges to the United States. 

Few nations experienced the scale of change that 

took place in the Philippines when a popular revolt in 

1986 unseated President Ferdinand Marcos, a corrupt 

and authoritarian ruler who held sway in the island 

nation for 20 years. 

Events following Marcos’ departure and the election 

of Corazon Aquino had deep implications for the U.S. 

military presence there, symbolized primarily by Subic 

Naval Base and Clark Air Base.

Susan Kreifels worked from Clark as a Stars and 

Stripes bureau chief from 1987 to 1991 – the first 

woman to hold such a position for the newspaper. 

Afterward, she moved to Tokyo, where she worked as 

Japan bureau chief for another four 

years.

“I always wanted to be a foreign 

correspondent,” she said. “Stripes 

gave me that opportunity.”

Before the Pinatubo eruption 

that changed the course of U.S.-

Philippine relations, Kreifels covered 

a series of attacks that claimed 10 

American lives. A group of communist insurgents, the 

New People’s Army, killed several, including two airmen 

and a retired Air Force officer outside 

Clark in 1987 and an Army 

colonel in 1989.

For Kreifels, reporting 

on the series of politically 

motivated attacks was the 

most important story she 

covered in her 10 years 

with the newspaper.

“My editors and I felt 

we had a responsibility to let our military readers know 

the real dangers outside the bases,” 

she said, “and understand what was 

going on in the country.”

A May 1990 article by Kreifels 

in the wake of two more airmen 

shot dead interviewed locals 

whose livelihoods depended on 

the American presence. Travel off 

Clark Air Base by members of its 

community was restricted.

A tricycle driver said his income was halved as 

a result. Another Filipino expressed hatred of the 

Americans. “We don’t need the bases,” he said.

Mother Nature soon obliged. Mount Pinatubo, 

which 

English – a valuable skill in U.S.-
occupied Japan – which she had 
learned at a Methodist high school.

Soon she was working as a 
linguist for American reporters. Her 
English was poor but good enough 
to do the job and earn her gifts such 
as bars of soap from the journalists.

When the chief of the news 
section at the PIO, Maj. Fred May, 

Stripes in 1948, he invited Cooper 
to join as an assistant librarian.

Cooper started building contacts 

she won over with cigarettes and 
chocolate from the exchange.

Japanese journalists in those 
days, and they had a terrible time 
compared to the males,” she said. 
“But I could do anything I wanted.”

was going on assignments as a 
translator. A memorable assignment 
involved tracking down Marilyn 
Monroe, paparazzi-style, when she 

Stars and Stripes staked out 
Haneda Airport, where Monroe and 
her new husband, famed baseball 
player Joe DiMaggio, touched 
down, but there were so many 

that the journalists decided to give 

up and “go get drunk,” Cooper 
recalled.

“We started driving home, but I 
saw blonde hair in the car in front 

entrance at the Imperial Hotel — 

front — and out stepped Monroe. 
Stars and Stripes got the story and 
photo. Cooper got an autograph.

posters of the U.S. military athletes 
who were participating. She 
moonlighted as a translator for 
some of the foreign reporters who 

plenty of free tickets in return.
Cooper was the translator for 

Stars and Stripes reporter Army 
Cpl. Ernie Peeler for his interview 
with Princess Kazuko — elder 

Akihito. She was about to become 

household to marry a commoner. 
Cooper said they had a tough time 
persuading the princess to smile for 
a photo.

Before the story could appear, 
Peeler left for Korea, where U.S. 

own against a communist invasion. 

journalist, Ray Richards of the 

declared missing in action — 
perhaps killed by a tank shell that 
blew their Jeep off the road.

Cooper and retired the following 
year. She is now chairman emeritus 
of the Stars and Stripes Association 
— a group of former employees 
that holds annual reunions in the 
United States.
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loomed over Clark, erupted June 12, 1991, after 

simmering and shaking since April. The explosion 

instantly disintegrated 900 feet of the summit and 

blanketed the surrounding area in ash and mud. 

Kreifels wrote first-person accounts of the 

ongoing eruptions and their aftermath. Under a 

headline, “Scenes from a hellish nightmare,” she 

reported June 17, from Angeles City: “It is difficult to 

describe the hellish nightmare that 40,000 troops, 

wives and children are now living in the Philippines. 

Ash and rocks are covering us, spewed from a 

volcano in our backyards.”

The next day, still working her beat, Kreifels 

wrote of sleeplessness and 

the apocalyptic 

landscape in which 

the survivors felt 

somehow damned. 

She recalled 

meeting Air Force 

Staff Sgt. James 

Nelson and two 

other sergeants 

along a roadside in a 

broken-down Jeep.

“They gave me a 

wet, crumpled note 

to get their names to their commander,” she wrote. 

“Fatigue and fear were on their faces as they tried to 

reach the evacuation site.”

The Pinatubo eruption brought the curtain 

down on the U.S. presence at Clark and Subic Bay, 

but Stars and Stripes Pacific continues to cover the 

intersection of Philippine and U.S. military interests 

to this day.

‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’
Military campaigns in the Balkans and the Middle 

East dominated war planners and Washington, D.C., 

during the 1990s, and Stars and Stripes covered the 

Persian Gulf War and the conflict that engulfed 

the former nation of Yugoslavia. But the 

Pacific was no backwater in terms of military 

journalism.

On Nov. 2, 1992, a short item on page 6 of 

the Pacific edition identified a sailor from the 

USS Belleau Wood whom the Navy said was 

beaten to death by two shipmates in a park 

outside Sasebo Naval Base, Japan. 

Rick Rogers, at the time an Army sergeant 

and Stripes reporter in Tokyo, was assigned 

to follow the story by an editor who had 

received a letter from others at Sasebo 

Hal Drake
During his nearly four decades with Stars and 

Stripes, Hal Drake covered everything from high-level 
summits and the release 
of POWs from Vietnam to 
Muhammad Ali and high 
school sports.

A native of Santa Monica, 

months in the Korean War 
as an artilleryman, viewing 
up close the carnage on 
Heartbreak Ridge. He 
applied for one of a handful 
of reporting jobs at Stars 
and Stripes and joined the 

Until his retirement on Dec. 31, 1995, Drake 
worked as a reporter, then later as senior writer 
and columnist. He traveled four times to Vietnam 
during the war, and later returned with freelance 

anniversary of the end of the war.
He was at Clark Air Base, Philippines, in February 

1973 to greet returning POWs released from Vietnam.
Every president, “Ford through Clinton – I think 

I got them all when they came over here,” Drake 
once said. He was equally comfortable quizzing rock 
musicians such as Rod Stewart about their choice of 
song lyrics.

everything he wrote. And he was always a gentleman 

editor Ron Rhodes.
Drake marched to his own drummer, his former 

co-workers said.

three feet tall — was the stuff of newspaper legend,” 
said former colleague Adam Johnston, who was 
assigned to Stripes from 1993-99 while in the Air 
Force.

Drake could often be seen wandering the newsroom 
twirling and eyeing an elongated band of wire called 
a whirligig.

“He was quirky, but always fun and always smart,” 

could tell his mind was working a mile a minute, 
thinking about what to write next, what to say. And he 
always said it beautifully.”

After leaving Stripes, Drake and his wife, Kaz, 

helped run an international student exchange program. 
After a lengthy battle with stomach cancer, Drake 

- Dave Ornauer/Stars and Stripes 
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alleging the sailor, Seaman Allen Richard Schindler, was 

targeted because he was gay. Being gay in the military 

is no longer a crime, but at the time a transitional policy, 

“don’t ask, don’t tell,” was in effect.

“It took a long time to get that story out,” said Rogers, 

now a financial adviser in San Diego. Schindler was 

killed in October 1992 but not until December did the 

Navy admit his death may have been linked to his being 

homosexual, “which turned out to be the case,” Rogers 

said.

“I was an E-5 trying to hold admirals’ feet to the fire, 

and commanders, to give up information. Not the easiest 

thing in the world,” he said.

Rogers, who went on in civilian life to cover the military 

for newspapers in Virginia and California, said he learned 

two professional lessons as a Stars and Stripes military 

staffer.

One, don’t give up, “because then they win,” he said. 

Two is do nothing untoward. Press the authorities, hold 

them accountable, but do it the right way. “You have to be 

100% right on everything,” he said.

Stars and Stripes provides a perspective no other 

medium can provide, Rogers said, adding it’s the only 

source of news military service members, their families 

and others connected to the services have on some issues. 

“It’s not the type of information they’re going to get 

elsewhere,” he said.

The military hierarchy benefits from Stars and Stripes, 

though it often works to frustrate its coverage, Rogers 

said. The newspaper shines light on problems that can be 

resolved before they escalate into congressional inquiries. 

The newspaper, he said, is a kind of loyal opposition.

“I was never interested in tearing down the military. I 

think the military is an outstanding institution, in general,” 

he said. “That doesn’t mean it’s a perfect institution. I saw 

my job as helping make things better.”

‘Sprung into action’
In early September 2001, Stars and Stripes Pacific 

reported on Defense Department plans to close military 

bases, a move that Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld 

said was necessary to save money for other uses. Within a 

day that view suddenly seemed outdated.

The Sept. 11, 2001, edition, published while terrorist 

attacks on the U.S. were still the better part of a day 

away, led with a story about the trial of an Air Force staff 

sergeant for alleged rape. U.S. military bases around Tokyo 

braced for a typhoon and Marines pitched in to help fight 

a fire on a small island off Okinawa’s coast.

Kathleen Guzda Struck, at the time the Stars and 

Stripes Pacific managing editor, was at home that evening 

in Tokyo watching TV when a bulletin appeared on-screen. 

A plane had struck the north tower of the World Trade 

Center in New York.

“As I was sitting, watching it, the second plane went in,” 

she said 18 years later. 

The newsroom in the Akasaka Press Center that night 

was a beehive, Struck said. She arrived to find everyone at 

the paper had returned to start working on the story. 

“People had just sprung into action, trying to figure 

out what’s going on,” she said. “The active-duty journalists 

were always amazing, incredibly well-trained. I loved 

working with them. Of course, the civilians were, too, but 

the active-duty staff probably understood on a different 

scale what was happening.”

From that day on, Pacific edition pages were filled with 

reports connected to America’s response, military and 

otherwise, to 9/11. The tone changed. Topics shifted from 

downsizing military facilities and a slumping economy to 

the movement of forces from the Pacific and questions of 

security for service members and their families.

Stripes surveyed its readers and gauged their 

sentiments, as well. In October 2001, a headline on a 

Pacific staff report indicated U.S. military and civilians 

supported the U.S. strikes in Afghanistan in response to 

the 9/11 attacks.

“America did ‘what we had to do,’” according to the 

headline. 
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Meanwhile, Stars and Stripes journalists based in the 

Pacific were dispatched along with their colleagues from 

other bureaus to cover the invasion of Afghanistan and, 

in 2003, the invasion of Iraq. Stars and Stripes had a head 

start in some ways but was caught unprepared in others.

“Not all of our Stripes journalists were accustomed to 

covering conflict and the [Department of Defense] was 

kind of scrambling to figure out what their role was, so 

for instance, that’s when embedding really started for all 

news outlets not just military,” Struck said.

Meanwhile, journalists from the civilian world 

were finding their way into the military environment 

that Stars and Stripes journalists know well. Their 

organizations – broadcast networks and big-city daily 

newspapers – could afford to train their employees for 

combat situations, including exposure to live fire or 

possible kidnapping. But Stripes journalists knew their 

way around military bases and how to work with DOD 

personnel. 

“One of the most amazing things about Stars and 

Stripes to me was, even though we were independent 

journalists, we all carried ID cards that would allow us 

onto any military installation,” Struck said. “So, while we’re 

walking through the gate trying to find Col. So-and-

So or Lt. Col. So-and-So or whomever, our commercial 

colleagues were having to catch up.”

‘Lifted out of the sea’
The new millennium only started with 9/11; 

it continued to present fresh challenges to Stars 

and Stripes Pacific. Natural disasters would figure 

prominently in the newspaper’s coverage. Reporters 

and photographers were dispatched to see firsthand how 

the U.S. military switched from combat mode to disaster 

relief.

In December 2004, a magnitude 9.1 earthquake 

off the island of Sumatra, Indonesia, gave rise to a 

devastating tsunami, 30 feet high in some places where 

it came ashore. The series of waves killed about 225,000 

people, as many as 200,000 in Indonesia alone.

Stars and Stripes Pacific reporters documented the 

relief effort by U.S. military units stationed on the main 

islands of Japan and on Okinawa. From Yokota Air Base 

in western Tokyo, Air Force flight crews logged 2,500 

hours and hauled 4 million pounds of humanitarian aid 

to affected areas in four countries, Stripes’ Vince Little 

reported in 2005.

Another Stripes journalist, Juliana Gittler, reported from 

Thailand on the work approximately 15,000 U.S. service 

members undertook to provide relief as well as rebuild 

some areas swept away by the tsunami.

“They carried food, drinking water and medical aid to 

remote locations, removed debris and helped to iden-

Shelley Smith
Shelley Smith, now a correspondent for 

on the previously all-male sports desk.
It was a time when 

glue pots and blue pencils 
were on their way out, 
computers were taking 
over the business and 
cable news was in its 
infancy. 

It was also an era when 
Stripes covered major 
national and international 
sports events in the 

happened on the bases.
“It was the most glorious of times and I still 

believe I did a service for our troops,” Smith 

his team. She also interviewed a young William 
“Refrigerator” Perry, who played for Clemson 
and went on to win a Super Bowl with the 
Chicago Bears.

“We had so much fun; we were so young and 
ready to take on the world,” Smith said of her 
days at Stripes. “Our staff was so devoted. We 
traveled near and far to bring great stories to our 
readers.”

After her time with Stripes, Smith joined the 
San Francisco Examiner and won a William 
Randolph Hearst Award in 1986 for her series on 

in 1993, she won a Sports Emmy for her segment 

Associated Press.

Smith is a breast-cancer survivor, and 
was named co-winner of the Sports 

Illustrated sports media Person of 

the late Craig Sager, 

sideline reporter 

Smith also survived a 
stroke, suffered in May 

Warriors locker room after 

– Dave Ornauer/ 
Stars and Stripes 
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tify remains of people lost in the disaster,” she wrote a 

month after the quake.

Six years later, reporters and photographers 

responded to another disaster, this time closer to their 

home away from home. On March 11, 2011, a magnitude 

9.0 temblor, the Great East Japan Earthquake, followed 

by a tsunami that came ashore 90 feet high in some 

places, crushed the Pacific coast of northeastern Japan. 

The tsunami inundated an area up to six miles inland 

in places and when its waters swept back to sea it took 5 

million tons of material and debris with it. Ultimately, as 

many as 20,000 people were declared dead or missing as 

a result of the combined disaster.

Complicating matters, the tsunami knocked out 

generators at the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear power plant, 

causing cooling systems to fail and precipitating a partial 

meltdown of the fuel core. Hydrogen gas in the outer 

containment buildings exploded, releasing radiation 

into the atmosphere. Seawater leaking from the plant 

became contaminated. 

In response, the U.S. military launched a relief and 

reconstruction effort dubbed Operation Tomodachi that 

lasted six weeks and involved 24,500 service members 

at its most intense. Tomodachi is the Japanese word for 

friend.

Stars and Stripes rotated reporters and 

photographers in and out of the affected area during 

the operation. They documented not only the relief 

effort, but also the stories of survival told by dozens of 

Japanese citizens living in temporary shelters.

Reporter Seth Robson, now in his 16th year with 

Stripes, had only recently arrived in Tokyo from his 

previous post in Germany when he saddled up with 

Nathan Bailey, a photographer and military staffer, and 

Elena Sugiyama, an English-speaking Japanese librarian 

who pitched in as a translator. 

“I’ve been to half a dozen major disasters for Stripes 

and this was the biggest in terms of damage,” Robson 

said. “My first impression, it was amazing to see massive 

ships, including a container ship, lifted out of the sea, to 

see probably hundreds of cars just wrecked by the flood, 

even fishing boats and commercial boats in the street.”

The reporting team set up shop in the city of Sendai, 

hard hit by the tsunami.

“We were living on MREs,” Robson said. “There was a 

major aftershock, a really heavy quake, it actually killed 

people. I remember thinking I might run outside the 

house, but I remember thinking the other people might 

think I abandoned them.”

Sugiyama was filling in for the regular staff translator, 

who was on maternity leave. Altogether, she logged 

about a month on reporting trips, going back and forth 

to the disaster zone. 

“What we saw when we first got there was 

devastating,” she said. “It was nothing that I even 

imagined.”

Robson, Sugiyama and Bailey met a family doing its 

best to clean up its business, a small bar. What struck 

Sugiyama was how positive they were. Their attitude 

amid so much destruction touched an emotional chord.

“They were just doing what they had to do,” she said. 

“The more I think about it, I kind of choke up. That’s 

when I realized what I was getting into. I just can’t get 

emotional in front of these people, that’s not what they 

want to see.”

The hardest part of her experience was approaching 

a woman looking for her missing sister in a temporary 

morgue in a gymnasium. 

“I really didn’t want to do it,” she said, “but I knew 

that was my job, to do that. I forced myself to do that.”

The woman didn’t find her sister, but Sugiyama 

gave her information on other sites where bodies were 

collected. The woman was grateful for that information, 

which gave Sugiyama some comfort knowing she’d 

helped in some way.

“It was a horrible thing that happened, but it was 

a great experience for me to be able to work with the 

journalists,” she said. “It gave me a better understanding 

of what Stars and Stripes is all about.” 
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