
INSIDE INFO

Congratulate
a 2026 grad!
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What my military childhood taught me
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Send your Month of the Military Child submission to MilitaryChild@stripes.com by April 15!
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Growing up as a devil dog’s daughter
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To place an ad, call 
DSN 315-229-3224 (Doug Johnson) 

or 315-229-3174 (Eric Lee)
 johnson.douglas@stripes.com 

or lee.eric@stripes.com

For feedback and inquiries,
contact CustomerHelp@stripes.com

Max D. Lederer Jr.
Publisher

Laura Law
Chief Operating Officer 

Lt. Col. Lucas Crouch
Commander

John Albaugh
Chief of Staff

Scott Foley
Revenue Director

Chris Verigan
Engagement Director 

Marie Woods
Publishing and Media Design Director 

Chris Carlson
Publishing and Media Design Manager

Eric Lee
Revenue Manager

Kentaro Shimura
Production Manager

Rie Miyoshi
Engagement Manager 

Denisse Rauda
Publishing and Media Design Editor

Publishing and Media Design Writers
Shoji Kudaka Hyemin Lee

Luis Samayoa Takahiro Takiguchi 

Layout Designers
Yuko Okazaki Kayoko Shimoda

Yurika Usui

Multimedia Consultants
Max Genao Doug Johnson

Hans Simpson Chae Pang Yi
Benjamin Yoo Gianni Youn

Robert Zuckerman

Graphic Designers
Mamoru Inoue Kazumi Hasegawa 

Yukiyo Oda Yosuke Tsuji

Sales Support
Yeseul Kim Dong Ju Lee
Yoko Noro Yusuke Sato

Saori Tamanaha Toshie Yoshimizu
Mako Watanabe

Distributors
Joe Guzman

Writer’s bio: Yerianys Padin Caro is a 
senior at Zama Middle High School who 
enjoys staying involved in both academics 
and extracurriculars. She’s currently taking 
fashion dual enrollment courses to prepare 
for a future career in fashion and recently 
started a fashion club to share her creativity 
and ideas with other students.
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CHILDHOOD: ‘This journey makes you braver than you know’
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BLAZZ MARINESS MAKEE DIFFERENCEE  INN GUAMM SCHOOLS
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Editor’s Note: The U.S. territory of Guam is comprised of 19 villages, many with their own distinct character, history 
and points of interest. Stripes Guam and Guampedia have joined forces to present this weekly feature on each of them 
in the hopes that it will help our readers get out – and get to know – our gracious hosts. To learn more about Guam’s 
people, history, culture and places, visit: guampedia.com
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44th Guam Japan Festival 
– Harumatsuri (Spring Festival)
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Advance Tickets
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Guam Japan Festival to be held

at Ypao Beach on April 11
<	������������)��&�%������"�(��&�5���



-
-

-

-

-

Cultural history

-
-

-

-
-
-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

Diversity and 
systematics

-

-

-
-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
-

-

-
-

Current decline

-
-

tinctions doc-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Marianas are 
-

-

-
-
-

-

-

-

-

-

�����������	
�����
��������
	���������

��������	��	�����	��������������������

������	���������
	�
�	����	���	�	�

�����
	���������

��������	
����
������
������
��

���������	
��
��
	���������

��
��

����	�
�����	��
�
�
�	
������	
���������
����������	�
����
�
���
�
��	���
����	��
����
�
���������������������

������� !"����
�
����

STRIPES GUAM 13MARCH 30 − APRIL 12, 2026 A STARS AND STRIPES COMMUNITY PUBLICATION80 YEARS IN THE PACIFIC

-

����	��
���������������
�	
�

��	�������������	�
��
��
�
����	�����
���	��
��
	
�����������
����	�	���

������������������

���� !"����
�����

�����
��
���	�
�����������

���

�	������
�������	��
�������������
�	
����
��
�

���
�����������
�
��
	
���
�������� �	
��	�
��

������������������

���� !"����
�����

���������	
����
�

�����
��

�����������	�����
�	��
�������!�
���"�

#
�
���
�	
$�����������
������������������������ #�

��$�%���%$� ���&����#�
 !"�����
�' ��#�!�����

() #�����* %��

�
�
�!�
���"�

#
�
���
�	
$������
���
���������%�
����
�
�

��

���	�
�������
������
#&'()*&'(&$��

������������������
����
�' ��#�!�����
() #�����* %��

-

�����������
����
���!	
��

�!�
���"�#
�
���
�	
$�
����������+���
����
�	
�,�	
�
������	����������
�-�	��.	�������/�
��������
���
������	�������	��

�������0	��	�������������!�
�	
�
1	
�2�
�������++���

������������������������ #�
��$�%���%$� ���&����#� !"�����


�' ��#�!�����() #����
�* %��



14 STRIPES GUAM MARCH 30 − APRIL 12, 2026A STARS AND STRIPES COMMUNITY PUBLICATION 80 YEARS IN THE PACIFIC

Stripes Guam is A Stars and Stripes Community Publication. 

This newspaper is authorized for publication by the 

Department of Defense for members of the military services 

overseas. However, the contents of Stripes Guam are unofficial, 

and are not to be considered as the official  views of, or 

endorsed by, the U.S. government, including the Department 

of Defense or the U.S. Pacific Command. As a DOD newspaper, 

Stripes Guam may be distributed through official channels 

and use appropriated funds for distribution to remote and 

isolated locations where overseas DOD personnel are located. 

The appearance of advertising in this publication, including 

inserts or supplements, does not constitute endorsement of 

those products by the Department of Defense or Stars and 

Stripes. Products or services advertised in this publication 

shall be made available for purchase, use, or patronage 

without regard to race, color, religion, sex, national origin, 

age, marital status, physical handicap, political affiliation, or 

any other nonmerit factor of the purchaser, user, or patron.

Call G.A.I.N. (Guam Animals In Need) Animal Shelter in Yigo at 
653-4246 or visit <www.guamanimals.org> for more information 
on adopting this pet. G.A.I.N. is a shelter-based humane society 
with a mission to prevent cruelty to animals, educate the public 
and promote good animal laws. Under Water World will donate 
one adult admission for every Pet of the Week adopted.

G.A.I.N. Pet of the Week

MAD COLLAB Block Party
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Mandu 
Mandu is a black-and-white almost-yearling 
with the kind of charm that sneaks up on 

tuxedo look, but with the personality of a 

and then act like he absolutely did not just 
do that. Mandu is the perfect mix of sweet, 
playful, and just a little bit full of himself—
the kind of cat who turns a house into a home 
without asking permission.

Upcoming Events
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Boonie Stomps Guam
INFORMATION PROVIDED BY

GUAM BOONIE STOMPERS

Answer to Previous Sudoku:

ACROSS
1 Corrin or Stone
5 Scalp misery
9 Big picture?

14 Leave, slangily
15 Goofs up
16 Oscar-winning 

rom-com of 
2024

17 Has the wrong 
effect

19 Metric volume
20 Type of 

campaign
21 Repeating
23 NPR fan
25 ___ Paulo, Brazil
26 Bump on the 

tongue
29 Claim
31 Ginger ___
32 Lackadaisical 

sorts
37 Parisian picnic 

spot
39 Jules of sci-fi 2 Hat-tipper's 35 NFC West team 49 Thorny bunch

fame word 36 Parking place 51 URL character
40 Trendy sand- 3 Cheese nibblers 38 Mongrel dog 52 Full of energy

wich 4 Acid neutralizer 42 Contemporary 54 Be concerned
41 Alias 5 Oahu garland people 56 Belinda Carlisle, 
44 Texter's 6 Bent out of 43 50's Ford flop for one

"I think …" shape 47 Overwhelm with 57 Rollercoaster 
45 Press a garment 7 Largest Greek noise feature
46 Most embar- island 48 The Sorbonne, 58 Otherwise

rassed, maybe 8 German steel e.g. 61 Quaint lodging
48 Baseball stat city
50 Scatter, as a 9 Tropical woe

crowd 10 Academic credit
53 Hidden 11 Cooking device
55 Muppet Sam, for 12 Performance 

one place
59 Part of an EGOT 13 Key ___, FL
60 Springtime 18 Clothing trim

prank victim 22 Coupon user
62 Find out 24 Neighbor of 
63 Created a web Croatia
64 Some may be 26 Bearded Smurf

fragile 27 Woeful word
65 ___ Park, Colo. 28 Longhaired 
66 Mass number feline
67 Slangy denial 30 FYI cousin

33 Coffee holder
DOWN 34 Percussion 

1 Trails off instrument

Crossword by Margie E. Burke

Copyright 2026 by The Puzzle Syndicate

Answers to Previous Crossword:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

14 15 16

17 18 19

20 21 22

23 24 25

26 27 28 29 30

31 32 33 34 35 36

37 38 39 40

41 42 43 44

45 46 47

48 49 50 51 52

53 54 55 56 57 58

59 60 61

62 63 64

65 66 67

L A S S A M B L E S C A M
E D N A M A L A Y L O N E
N O O N I N A D E Q U A T E
D R O M E D A R Y U N L I T
S E P A L M E S S A G E

R A J A H A S S P A
B I M I N I N I G H T C A P
A K I N T R O P E R E N E
B E S O T T E D L E A D E D
Y A M E E L D Y A D

A V E R A G E C E C U M
L E N I N T O W N H O U S E
E V A N S V I L L E F R E T
G A G E I N L A W F I R E
O N E S E G Y P T S A S S

Boonie Stomps Guam
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corporation composed of volunteer leaders 
committed to leading hikes to and protecting 
the unique natural destinations on our island.

Complete 10
 Boonie Stomp 

  hikes to earn a fre
e 

      
 Boonie Stomp 

      
     T

-Shirt.
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Southwest Coast

For more information:
www.facebook.com/

GuamBoonieStompers

April 4 (Sat.) Hila’an/Shark’s Hole/Lost Pond 
(Medium)

April 11 (Sat.) Mt. Jumullong Manglo’ Sunrise 
Hike- (Medium) *4:45 Meet up

April 18 (Sat.) *8am Meet up

April 25 (Sat.) Tinechong Falls/Yokoi’s Cave 

May 2 (Sat.) Ague Cove 
(Medium)

May 9 (Sat.) Mepo Cave & Latte

May 16 (Sat.) To’guan Bay to Humatak Bay 
(Easy)

SCHEDULE 2026

REMINDER!  We no longer meet at Chamorro 
Village.  We meet at the trailhead.  
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Indo-Pacific gap?
Analysts raise concerns about moving
Marines to Mideast as security 
burden increases in Asia Page 2

Members of the 31st Marine Expeditionary
Unit’s Battalion Landing Team take
positions at the Central Training Area
on Camp Hansen, Okinawa, on March 6.

RYAN M. BREEDEN/Stars and Stripes
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COVER STORY

Sending a Marine expedition-
ary unit from Okinawa to stand
by in the Middle East leaves a
gap in U.S. power in the Indo-
Pacific while increasing the de-
fense burden on its Asian allies,
according to analysts.

The amphibious assault ship
USS Tripoli and roughly 2,500
members of the 31st Marine
Expeditionary Unit have been en
route to the Middle East since
March 13, according to multiple
news reports. The Tripoli and its
amphibious ready group — the
amphibious transport docks USS
San Diego and USS New Orleans
— are homeported at Sasebo
Naval Base, Japan.

The III Marine Expeditionary
Force and 7th Fleet referred
questions about the deployment
to the Pentagon, which declined
to comment, citing operational
security.

The 31ST MEU unit has
“unique capabilities” that would
not be easily replaced without
moving another expeditionary
unit into the region, said retired
Marine Col. Grant Newsham, a
senior researcher with the Japan
Forum for Strategic Studies in
Tokyo.

“Unfortunately, the U.S. Navy
doesn’t have enough amphibious
ships in working order to keep
enough MEU’s fully operational
and deployable these days,” he
said by email.

The 31st is one of seven Marine
expeditionary units and the only
one permanently deployed in the
Pacific. It features a combination
of air, ground and support ele-
ments designed to quickly re-
spond to combat and noncombat
situations, including humanitar-
ian assistance and evacuations.

Even if additional forces from
the I MEF in California were
moved into the region, “the lack
of amphibious ships is a con-
straint,” Newsham said.

The 855-foot Tripoli can carry
MV-22 Osprey tiltrotors, F-35
fighter jets and a variety of hel-
icopters, such as the MH-60S
Seahawk.

Sending the unit out of the
Pacific “certainly sends a nega-
tive message to U.S. allies and
partners about U.S. commitment
and focus” on the region, said
retired Navy Lt. Luke Collin,
former director for Japan and
Australia at the U.S. National

Security Council and principal at
the Asia Group advisory firm in
Washington, D.C.

But pulling U.S. combat ships,
aircraft, long-range munitions or
integrated air and missile de-
fense systems out of the Pacific
“could have more significant
impacts on U.S. deterrence,” he
said by email.

“Although I don’t expect Chi-

na, Russia, or North Korea to
push aggression further in the
near-term, they will certainly
seek to exploit this situation to
press the narrative that the U.S.
is a declining and unreliable
power in Asia,” Collin wrote.

The outcome of a conflict in
the Indo-Pacific may not hinge
entirely on the Marines’ absence,

said Benjamin Blandin, a re-
search fellow with the Yokosuka
Council on Asia Pacific Studies.

“In case of a direct Chinese
attack on Japan or Taiwan, both
should be able to hold up for at
least a few weeks, granting
enough time for the [Marine
Corps] to come to the rescue,” he
said by email.

Newsham said regional allies
in the interim must rely on their
own defense capabilities.

“It’s just the reality of the
world today and the size of the
U.S. military,” he wrote.

Gap seen as Marines deploy to Middle East
Move comes as
Pacific burden
is increasing, 
analysts warn

Stars and Stripes reporter Alex Wilson
contributed to this report.
mcelhiney.brian@stripes.com @BrianMcElhiney

BY BRIAN MCELHINEY
Stars and Stripes 

PHOTOS BY RYAN M. BREEDEN/Stars and Stripes

Members of the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit's Battalion Landing Team take positions while training on Camp Hansen, Okinawa, on March 6.

“Unfortunately,
the U.S. Navy
doesn’t have
enough
amphibious
ships in working
order to keep
enough MEU’s
fully operational
and deployable
these days.”

Grant Newsham
Japan Forum for Strategic Studies

Members of the 31st Marine Expeditionary Unit's Battalion Landing Team train on Camp Hansen.
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MILITARY

Three months after Congress
put the brakes on Air Force
plans to retire its fleet of 162
A-10s this year, the versatile
Warthog is back in the fight, this
time in a maritime mission chas-
ing Iranian naval vessels.

The chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff briefly mentioned
the A-10C Thunderbolt II at a
Pentagon briefing March 19
about the war in Iran, calling the
attack aircraft by its familiar
nickname.

“The A-10 Warthog is now in
the fight across the southern
flank and is hunting and killing
fast attack watercraft in the
Strait of Hormuz,” Air Force
Gen. Dan Caine said.

AH-64 Apache helicopters are
also prowling the same area,
flown by the U.S. Army and
“some of our allies … to handle
one-way attack drones,” Caine
said.

U.S. Central Command on
March 15 released imagery of
A-10s receiving fuel in flight
while supporting Operation Epic
Fury, with a caption stating the
aircraft “can loiter for hours,
standing by and ready to exe-

cute a mission whenever need-
ed.”

The A-10, first built in the
1970s for use against Soviet
tanks in Europe during the Cold
War, is designed to provide
close air support to ground
troops. 

It is capable of loitering near
hot spots and operating under
1,000-foot ceilings. 

Its firepower includes a seven-
barrel Gatling gun that can de-
liver nearly 4,000 rounds a min-
ute, according to the Air Force.

Its maritime mission in the
current war isn’t its first foray
over water.

In 2011, an A-10 engaged two
small Libyan watercraft in the
country’s port of Misrata, de-
stroying one and forcing the

Libyans to abandon the other,
U.S. Africa Command said in a
statement at the time.

Despite the Warthog’s versa-
tility, the Air Force has been
trying to divest the aircraft for
years, citing maintenance costs
and its vulnerability to modern
air defense systems. 

Congress in this year’s Nation-
al Defense Authorization Act

directed the Air Force to keep at
least 103 of the aircraft, with 93
to be designated as primary
mission. 

The service is also supposed
to brief lawmakers on its future
plan for the A-10 by the end of
this month.

A-10 Warthog back in action in Iran war

U.S. Air Force 

An A-10 Thunderbolt II flies over the U.S. Central Command area of responsibility during Operation Epic Fury on March 9.

Congress halted 
Air Force plans
to retire popular
attack aircraft 

svan.jennifer@stripes.com
@stripesktown

BY JENNIFER H. SVAN
Stars and Stripes 

The Army’s ongoing push to
upgrade its handheld firepower
isn’t slowing down, as it prepares
to introduce yet another new rifle
later this year, the service con-
firmed this month.

The XM8 carbine is the latest
weapon expected to be field-
tested by soldiers as early as
October, an Army spokesperson
told Task & Purpose. The Army’s
Program Executive Office did
not immediately respond to ques-
tions about the rifle.

The service only standardized
the M7 as its primary rifle last
year, but the XM8 is not intended
to replace it. Instead, it is being
developed as a companion weap-
on.

Since awarding a 10-year Next
Generation Squad Weapon con-
tract to Sig Sauer in early 2022,
soldiers have tested the M7 —
formerly the XM5 — and the
M250 automatic rifle, intended to

replace the M4 and M249, re-
spectively. The “X” designation
indicates the weapons were in
the experimental phase before
standardization.

The program aimed to move

away from decades-old 5.56 mm
and 7.62 mm ammunition in
favor of weapons that chamber
6.8 mm, which the Army’s con-
tract release in 2022 said would
“increase accuracy and (be)

more lethal against emerging
threats.”

The Army began fielding the
M7 in 2023, but it was not until
May 2025 that the service offi-
cially designated it as the stan-
dard-issue rifle to replace the
M4, according to an Army re-
lease.

Still in early development, the
XM8 is being designed as a car-
bine — which is typically lighter
and shorter — version of the M7,
making it easier for soldiers to
move in tight spaces while using
the Army’s new 6.8 mm ammuni-
tion.

The XM8 is about five inches
shorter and roughly one pound
lighter than the M7 and features
a fixed buttstock, a Sig Sauer
spokesperson confirmed to Task
& Purpose.

Images of the experimental
rifle gained traction online
March 16 after the link to a mil-
itary weapons website, Soldier-
Systems.net, circulated on the

popular Army Reddit forum. 
The website’s article shared

side-by-side photos of the M7 and
XM8, highlighting the carbine’s
more compact design. The site
reported that details of the XM8
first surfaced last month, when
the Army issued a new national
stock number — often an early
indicator that an item is entering
the service’s supply chain.

As of 2024, the Army planned
to purchase more than 100,000
M7 rifles and 13,000 M250s by
early 2030. It remains unclear
what the timeline would be for
adopting the XM8, if it moves
beyond testing.

In contrast to the Army’s shift
toward larger-caliber weapons
systems, the Marine Corps plans
to retain its 5.56 mm rifles, with
officials telling Stars and Stripes
last month it will continue field-
ing the M27.

Army pushes for yet another newer, lighter service rifle

DUKE EDWARDS/U.S. Army 

A soldier fires an M7 rifle during a weapon qualification test at
Schofield Barracks, Hawaii, in January.

gordon.lydia@stripes.com
@lydia_stripes

BY LYDIA GORDON
Stars and Stripes 
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MILITARY

Marines will soon be expected
to spend more time in the pool in
line with the service’s plans to
overhaul its water survival re-
quirements beginning later this
year, according to a recent mes-
sage to the force.

A new five-level qualification
program, set to begin Oct. 1, will
replace the current three-tier
system of basic, intermediate and
advanced swim qualifications.
Additionally, swimming profi-
ciency level will now be factored
into Marines’ performance eval-
uations, the March 5 message
said.

The change is intended to
ensure that Marines are more
comfortable in the water and
better prepare them for amphib-
ious missions, the service said.

The new progression will in-
clude a basic level for recruits,
followed by novice, competent,
proficient and advanced levels. 

Changes to swimming qual-
ifications at boot camp will be
“minimal,” though recruits will
be expected to complete both the
basic and novice levels, accord-
ing to the message. 

Recruits who do not meet the
novice standard before gradua-
tion will require a waiver from
the recruit depot’s commanding
general, and the basic qualifica-
tion will be valid for only one
year, the announcement said.

Each qualification beyond the
basic level introduces more de-
manding requirements than the
previous system, including time
increases for treading water and
a greater number of swimming
strokes and techniques, accord-
ing to the Marine Corps’ fitness
site.

The push to strengthen water
survival standards dates back to
the Corps’ Training and Educa-
tion 2030 planning guidance
released in early 2023. 

Previously, Marines who com-
pleted the basic water survival
course in boot camp had to re-
qualify every two years, while
those holding intermediate or
advanced qualifications were
required to requalify every three
years. 

Under the new guidance, Ma-
rines with a requalification re-
quirement after Oct. 1 will have
six months to complete the ap-
propriate course under the new
program before being considered
unqualified.

Marines
to require
more time
in water 

BY LYDIA GORDON
Stars and Stripes 

gordon.lydia@stripes.com 
@lydia_stripes

KAISERSLAUTERN, Germa-
ny — Maj. Michael “Danger”
Blea was awarded the Silver Star
for his actions on a night involv-
ing high G maneuvers and mis-
siles detonating within feet of his
aircraft. 

At a ceremony this month at
Ramstein Air Base, Blea re-
ceived the Silver Star for “ex-
traordinary heroism in combat”
during a Middle East deployment
in 2025, U.S. Air Forces in Eu-
rope-Air Forces Africa said.

Blea and his fellow F-16 “Wild
Weasel” pilot, Lt. Col. William
“Skate” Parks, each earned a
Silver Star for a harrowing mis-
sion they flew together on March
27, 2025. 

Fewer than 100 airmen have
earned the military’s third-high-
est valor award, after the Medal
of Honor and service Crosses, in
the post-9/11 era, according to
USAFE-AFAFRICA.

Blea and Parks were deployed
with the 480th Expeditionary
Fighter Squadron out of Spang-
dahlem Air Base at the time.
Parks, the squadron’s former
commander, received his Silver
Star at the Pentagon in Novem-
ber, according to the Air Force.

Blea is also moving on. He has
orders to Luke Air Force Base in
Arizona, where he’s transitioning
to the F-35, the Air Force’s most
advanced fighter jet. 

He volunteered for the assign-
ment, even though the F-16 will
“forever hold a piece of my
heart,” he said on March 11. “It’s
the jet that kept me alive and

taught me to be a ‘Wild Weasel.’ ”
The Spangdahlem fighters

train as “Wild Weasels,” a mis-
sion to suppress enemy air de-
fenses that dates back to the
Vietnam War and the one that
Blea and Parks were conducting
on the night they earned their
Silver Stars.

The Air Force statement does
not specify the enemy or country
involved in the mission, but at
least two public accounts of the
event say the actions occurred
against the Houthis over Yemen
and the Red Sea. 

Blea said he could not confirm
those details, either.

But he was able to describe
what it looked and felt like when
the ground lit up underneath him
and Parks, the flight lead, on a
moonless night as they prepared
to head out while low on fuel.

“We were doing an escort,”
Blea said, making sure the air-
craft they were accompanying
were “protected throughout the
night.”

It was toward the end of the
sortie, and Blea needed to get to
the tanker since he was low on
fuel.

“We turn around to start head-
ing back,” he said. That’s when
the night took a sudden turn. 

“I look outside and just see the
ground light up,” he said, the
first indication that the enemy
was launching surface-to-air
missiles under their location.
“It’s pitch black, we’re on (night-
vision goggles), the moon is com-
pletely obscured.

“The missile lighting up the
ground is one of the images that

will forever stick with me,” Blea
said.

His medal citation says Blea’s
“selfless decision to act as a de-
coy, drawing the full fury of the
enemy’s integrated air defenses,
including four radar-guided
missiles and a barrage of anti-
aircraft artillery, ensured the
success of the critical bombing
mission, which aimed to cripple
enemy ballistic missile storage
facilities.”

During the course of about 15
minutes, Blea used a combina-
tion of defensive measures and
high G maneuvers to evade the
missiles, which detonated within
feet of his aircraft, his citation
says.

Blea described one missile that
sailed within 20 to 30 feet of him,
so close the smoke plume behind
it lit up his aircraft canopy and
he watched it explode “just as it
flies past me.”

While still within enemy terri-
tory, “Blea calmed his nerves
and expertly rejoined on an
emergency air refueling tanker
operating lights out and in low
illumination,” his citation reads.

Blea said he’s honored to re-
ceive the Silver Star but the
award to him is recognition of the
teamwork by his squadron dur-
ing the entire deployment.

“Between the maintainers that
gave us jets night in and night out
that we never questioned were
going to work to the tanker crews
that we had, I owe them a huge
debt of gratitude,” he said.

Another reward was being
greeted by maintainers, a few
pilots and other crew when he

landed back at base that night. “I
had so much support at my jet
waiting for me,” he said. 

The enormity of the moment,
however, didn’t sink in until he
opened the jet’s canopy and felt a
rush of fresh air, he said. “That’s
when it kind of hit me, that I’m
safe, I’m on the ground; we lived
through it and we had mission
success.”

One of his good friends
climbed up the ladder and put
his hand on his chest, Blea said.
“He said, ‘Dude, you’re back,
take a deep breath.’ That’s the
first time I realized I hadn’t tak-
en a deep breath in the last three
hours.”

In that moment, Blea said he
felt “just the gratitude to be alive,
and the rewarding feeling that
the training worked and we were
able to do what we set out to do.”

svan.jennifer@stripes.com 
@stripesktown

ALEXANDRA LONGFELLOW/U.S. Air Force

Air Force Maj. Michael A. Blea,
480th Fighter Squadron
assistant director of operations,
is awarded the Silver Star during
a ceremony at Ramstein Air
Base, Germany, on March 3. 

Pilot receives Silver Star
for his ‘selfless decision’
Air Force major earned award for 2025 combat mission

BY JENNIFER H. SVAN
Stars and Stripes 

soldiers have fought with since
1968. 

Unlike the M67, which re-
placed the older “pineapple”
grenade and releases steel frag-
ments in all directions to inflict
injury, the M111 leverages blast
overpressure, the force generat-
ed by an explosion that can lead
to severe injuries, according to
an Army statement.

The M67 is more suited to
fighting in open terrain, a key
lesson the Army learned during
door-to-door urban combat in
Iraq, Col. Vince Morris said in
the statement.

Inside a building, M67 shrap-

nel can be limited by enclosed
spaces or barriers, the Army
said. Fragments can pierce a thin
wall and risk the lives of Amer-
ican service members on the
other side, Morris said. 

The blast overpressure gener-
ated by the M111 “can clear a
room of enemy combatants
quickly, leaving nowhere to hide
while ensuring the safety of
friendly forces,” said Morris,
project manager for Close Com-
bat Systems at the Capabilities
Program Executive Ammunition
and Energetics.

The canister-shaped M111 was
developed by Army engineers at

U.S. soldiers have a new base-
ball-sized weapon in their arse-
nal designed to give them an
advantage in close-quarter fight-
ing.

The Army on March 10 ap-
proved for full release of a hand
grenade built for urban combat,
marking the first new grenade to
enter the service since the Viet-
nam War era.

According to the service, the
M111 will provide an advantage
in confined spaces while aug-
menting the M67, which is the
primary hand grenade American

Picatinny Arsenal in New Jersey. 
It replaces the obsolete Mk3A2

hand grenade series, which
stopped being issued in 1975 due
to asbestos in its exterior coating.
The M111 uses a plastic body that
is fully consumed during det-
onation, according to the Army.

The M111 will be the first new
grenade for the Army since
1968. 

Army approves issue of its first 
new hand grenade since 1960s

BY JENNIFER H. SVAN
Stars and Stripes 
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MILITARY

The Pentagon has released a
modernization plan for Stars and
Stripes that affirms the pub-
lication’s independence while
expanding Defense Department
oversight, introducing new re-
strictions on content and transi-
tioning away from a print pub-
lication.

An eight-page memo, dated
March 9 and effective immediate-
ly, limits the use of wire services,
bars comics and other syndicated
features and states that content
must be consistent with “good
order and discipline,” a phrase
borrowed from the Uniform Code
of Military Justice.

The memo is the first formal
explanation since Pentagon chief
spokesman Sean Parnell said in a
Jan. 15 social media post that the
Defense Department intended to
“refocus” the news organization
“from woke distractions that
syphon morale.”

On March 13, Parnell in a state-
ment provided the first direct
comment to the organization
since Jan. 15. He said the depart-
ment is “returning S&S to its
original mission: an independent
news source for service members
stationed overseas that is by the
warfighter and for the warfight-
er.”

Parnell said the effort includes
“a transition from print to digital,
transition to uniformed staff at
locations outside the continental
U.S., and other efficiency mea-
sures that will eliminate redun-
dancies and ensure smart use of
DOW resources.”

Stars and Stripes staff current-
ly includes service members on
one- to three-year assignments
who are mentored by civilian
journalists.

The service members are typ-
ically trained by the services in
public relations.

Parnell did not answer ques-
tions about how his office is coor-
dinating with the news orga-
nization to implement these
changes or if the decisions are

based on any formal review or
evaluation of Stars and Stripes
operations.

No coordination
Stars and Stripes Publisher

Max Lederer told U.S.-based staff
of the memo March 12 and said he
would begin meeting with the
organization’s leadership to dis-
cuss implementation of the me-
mo.

Lederer said he has not been
contacted directly by anyone
from the Pentagon about the
changes, despite reaching out to
them. The memo, which was sent
to Pentagon leaders and comba-
tant commanders, was written
without Stars and Stripes’ input.

Stars and Stripes was not noti-
fied about publication of the me-
mo, which was found during a
search on a DOD website.

“It is unlikely that the Pentagon
was aware of the extensive mo-
dernization that Stars and Stripes
had already begun,” Erik Slavin,
Stars and Stripes editor in chief,
said in a statement on March 12.
“Over the past year, the changes
to our digitally produced news
and information have resulted in
significant increases in page-
views, engagement and sub-
scribers.”

Reader feedback and real-
world usage drove the efforts,
said Slavin, who became the orga-
nization’s top editor late last year
after more than 20 years sta-
tioned with the company in Ja-
pan, Iraq, South Korea and Ger-
many.

Business operations and fund-
ing remain largely unchanged by
the memo.

‘Threat’ to First Amendment
Press freedom advocates said

the memo shifts authority over
content decisions in a way that
risks undermining the news-
room’s independence.

“This clearly shows that the
Pentagon is trying to increase its
influence over content decisions
at Stars and Stripes,” said Ti-
mothy Richardson, program

director of journalism and disin-
formation for PEN America, a
nonprofit that protects free ex-
pression.

“That’s a threat to the First
Amendment, certainly, and the
independence that the Congress
has long guaranteed for the news-
room,” he said after reviewing the
memo.

PEN America and five other
press-freedom organizations sent
a letter to Congress last month in
support of Stars and Stripes’
editorial independence.

Stars and Stripes, which is
owned by the Defense Depart-
ment, was first published by
Union troops during the Civil War
and has been published contin-
uously since World War II. The
newspaper publishes print edi-
tions overseas and a U.S. weekly
edition. It distributes to combat
zones as needed.

Its website and other digital
offerings have gained readership
among troops stationed across the
U.S. and among veterans.

The news organization has
been threatened with closure
over the years but has repeatedly
garnered support from veterans
and bipartisan members of Con-
gress.

The Pentagon in January with-
drew a federal regulation that
underpinned the mandate set by
Congress for Stars and Stripes to
provide independent journalism

to the military community under
the principles of the First Amend-
ment.

The new memo confirmed that
Stars and Stripes’ editorial oper-
ations are “independent of the
military chain of command, mil-
itary public affairs activities or
other external influences,” but
makes no mention of First
Amendment freedoms.

It moves the defense secretar-
y’s public affairs office into an
oversight role. Previous guidance
gave it an administrative role to
help with funding, military man-
ning and other regulatory steps. It
also calls for an advisory board of
Defense Department personnel.

Content overhaul
The memo bars purchased

content on the assumption that all
service members overseas have
online access to all commercially
available news on their own.
Exceptions for purchased content
can be approved by Parnell, ac-
cording to the memo.

Stars and Stripes uses wire
services to provide more com-
plete world coverage of interest to
the military community.

Jacqueline Smith, Stars and
Stripes’ ombudsman, said wire
services add value because they
fill gaps and make a news outlet a
“one-stop shop.”

“A complete newspaper should
include national sports and enter-
tainment ...,” she said. “Stripes
does not have the resources to do
its own reporting in those areas.
Yet sports and entertainment
contribute to the morale of
troops.”

Losing this “will reduce the
quality and breadth of informa-
tion available to readers,” Slavin
said.

The memo calls on Stars and
Stripes to be a “‘hometown-style’
publication for the increasingly
niche U.S. military community”
and says it “should” republish

content created by the Defense
Department public affairs offices
with a label describing its origin,
though it grants the publisher
latitude to determine whether
such content serves readers’
needs.

The memo does not specify
which publications should in-
clude public affairs content.

“We have no plans to commin-
gle military public relations of-
ferings with our independent
reporting,” Slavin said. “Stars
and Stripes remains committed to
balanced and accurate reporting
on behalf of the military com-
munity we serve.”

Other changes require the
ombudsman to send information
bound for Congress through the
Defense Department Legislative
Affairs Office.

“The House Armed Services
Committee created the indepen-
dent position in 1990-91 with the
requirement the ombudsman
report to the committee on mat-
ters of importance to maintaining
Stripes editorial independence,”
Smith said. “If that report must go
through the Pentagon’s legislative
affairs staff, then there is no assu-
rance it would be complete and
unchanged and there would be no
opportunity to ask the ombud-
sman questions.”

The memo also bars reporters
from requesting public records
through the Freedom of Informa-
tion Act in an official capacity and
prohibits the organization from
publishing “controlled unclassi-
fied information.” This label has
often been used to limit the re-
lease of information under broad-
ly defined terms.

Last year, the Pentagon asked
all reporters working within the
building to sign a pledge that
included a similar demand. Doz-
ens of journalists turned in their
access badges, while a new group
of reporters signed the agreement
and replaced them.

“The obstacles that the Penta-
gon continues to throw in the way
of credible reporting are growing,
and [the memo] is another clear
example of that,” Richardson
said.

As plans to change the pub-
lication come together, Slavin
said readers will be informed at
each step.

“We will let readers, partic-
ularly print readers in remote
locations and situations where
unsecure internet is spotty or
prohibited, know that comics,
national sports, state-by-state
roundups and other content may
soon no longer be published due
to the limits of the memo.

“Feedback from deployed
troops tells us that this will not be
a popular decision,” he said.

DOD plans to expand Stripes oversight

Reader submitted photo

A service member reads Stars and Stripes in 2024. A March 9 memo
affirmed the paper’s independence while announcing restrictions.

Pentagon wants to limit content,
shift away from print newspaper
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