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Japanese flags begin journey home

By KYLE SPURR
EO Medlia Group

Before sending their young men to serve
in the military during World War 11, Japanese
families prepared small flags signed by fami-
ly members and friends for the soldiers.

Each Japanese soldier carried at least one
flag with them onto the battlefields.

Once they were discovered by American
soldiers, the flags became highly prized trea-
sures of war and were brought back by the
thousands as souvenirs, according to Rex
Ziak, an historian and author from Naselle,
Wash.

“Capturing a flag is one of the highest ac-
complishments on a battlefield,” Ziak said.
“It’s hardwired into their heads that if you get
a flag it’s an amazing accomplishment.”

Now 70 years later, many American vet-
erans and their families are realizing the
souvenirs are actually personal items that be-
long to Japanese families. In most cases, the
flags represent the only surviving trace of the
young men.

Individual efforts have been made by vet-
erans in recent years to return the flags, called
Yosegaki Hinomaru.

Ziak and his wife, Keiko, are organizing
the efforts through their Astoria-based non-
profit group, OBON, a humanitarian move-
ment that receives the flags from American
veterans and their families, searches for the
flags’ origins and returns them back to Japa-
nese families at no cost.

The nonprofit movement, affiliated with
Astoria Visual Arts, is the first of its kind.

“This is very unique. These items were
taken, and now 70 years later, they are being
sent back to Japan as a symbol of reconcilia-
tion and love,” Rex Ziak said.

On Monday, OBON and members of the
41st Infantry Division — National Guard
units from the Northwest that served in World
War II — hosted a returning ceremony at the
Barbey Center at the Columbia River Mari-
time Museum in Astoria. Five flags were cer-
emoniously passed to OBON, which will at-
tempt to connect them with families in Japan.

“All the people who cared about that per-
son, all the people who thought about him,
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Joshua Bessex — The Daily Astorian

Ed Bartlein, aWWII veteran and member of PNP-41st Signal, is helped up by Rex and
Keiko Ziak, right, before handing over the Yosegaki Hinomaru flag he collected during
the war at the OBON 2015 Returning Ceremony at the Barbey Center Monday.

Joshua Bessex — The Daily Astorian
Rex Ziak addresses the crowd during the
OBON 2015 Returning Ceremony.

were going to war with him,” Rex Ziak told
the audience about the flags.

Rex Ziak founded OBON — named after
the Japanese season when ancestors’ spirits
are honored — in 2009, the same year he
married.

Keiko Ziak, a native of Japan, experienced
first-hand the joy of a flag returning home.

Her grandfather died in Burma during World
War II and disappeared without a trace. Her
family never had closure until the son of a
Canadian military memorabilia collector re-
turned her grandfather’s flag to the family.

For the Japanese, and for most other cul-
tures, an item such as a flag means more than
its material value. The flag symbolized Keiko
Ziak’s grandfather coming home. It is hang-
ing in a family shrine at her uncle’s house in
Japan.

“It’s a miracle that happened,” Keiko Ziak
said. “I passed that story on to Rex. He re-
searched it and we found out that so many
miracles could happen.”

More than 2 million Japanese soldiers
died in World War II, including over 1 mil-
lion missing in action. The staggering num-
bers mean there are just as many unclaimed
flags.

So far, Rex and Keiko Ziak have collect-
ed about 100 flags, of which 30 have been
claimed by Japanese families.

Plans dropped for big wind farm in north-central Oregon

BEND (AP) — Plans for a big
wind farm in north-central Or-
egon have been scrapped, state
regulators say.

The Brush Canyon Wind
Power Facility would have had as
many as 223 turbines in Sherman
and Wasco counties, The Bend
Bulletin reported Friday.

It would have been in an area
of 76,000 acres, or 119 square
miles.

The turbines that have spread
across the windy Columbia pla-
teau in recent decades have bene-
fited from two government initia-
tives: requirements by West Coast

states that utilities include alter-
native energy among their energy
sources and a federal tax credit
based on turbine production.

But in December, the U.S.
Congress let lapse the tax break
enacted in 1992 to nurture the
fledgling wind industry.

The Brush Canyon proposal
had its origin like many in the
Northwest, proposed by the North
American arm of a European or
Scandinavian utility company, in
this case the German firm E.ON
AG.

“We don’t know why they
pulled out, but it’s not unusual,”

said spokesman Rachel Wray of
the state Department of Energy.
“We’ve had a number of proj-
ects pulled over the last couple of
years. Some that had gone a ways
through the process, and others
that were a lot less far along. It
really varies.”

Calls and messages from The
Associated Press to the compa-
ny’s Chicago office and German
headquarters were not immedi-
ately returned.

In Central Oregon, some were
happy and relieved at the deci-
sion, saying the project was far
too big and disruptive.

Residents of the high-desert
town Antelope were anticipating
that construction traffic would
increase traffic by 600 percent,
Mayor John Silvertooth said.

“It’s like a doctor telling a pa-
tient he’s in remission, or waking
up from brain surgery and hearing
everything was a success,” he said.

Antelope’s population is now
about 50. It was larger in the
1980s, and got a lot of attention,
when thousands of followers of
the Indian guru Bhagwan Shree
Rajneesh tried to establish a po-
litical power base on a commune
that was eventually forced out.

Oregon’s marijuana
director confirms he

has been terminated

PORTLAND (AP) — The official
hired to lead Oregon’s preparations to reg-
ulate recreational marijuana said Thurs-
day that he has been fired.

Tom Burns confirmed his termination
in an interview, The Oregonian reported.

Burns oversaw the rollout of the state’s
medical marijuana dispensary program.
He was tapped last December to direct
marijuana programs for the Oregon Li-
quor Control Commission.

He declined further comment, refer-
ring questions to commission Executive
Director Steven Marks, who was not im-
mediately reachable for comment. The li-
quor control commission’s chairman, Rob
Patridge, declined comment, calling it “a
personnel matter.”

The agency’s licensing director, Will
Higlin, will take over the job until a per-
manent replacement is found, the newspa-
per said.

Burns’ departure will not affect the
timeline for drafting rules for the new in-
dustry, the agency said.

A voter-approved marijuana initiative
requires the liquor control commission
to come up with regulations for growing,
testing and distributing marijuana. Sales
are expected to begin early in 2016.

The news surprised legislators and
marijuana advocates.

“I don’t know how we’re going to get
through this without him,” said state Sen.
Ginny Burdick, D-Portland. Burdick co-
chairs the House-Senate committee on
implementing Oregon’s new recreational
marijuana law.

She said she was shocked and disap-
pointed, calling Burns “the most knowl-
edgeable person on marijuana policy in
the state.”

Anthony Taylor leads Compassionate
Oregon, a group that advocates for med-
ical marijuana patients. He said Burns
worked hard to build consensus as director
of the dispensary program.

“His ability to interface with the Leg-
islature, and being able to lay out a case
for what we are trying to accomplish here,
was pretty good,” Taylor said.

In his previous job, the 61-year-old
Burns worked at the Oregon Health Au-
thority and was in charge of developing
regulations for stores that distribute medi-
cal marijuana.

New rules for recreational marijuana
must be in place by late 2015, and the
state must begin accepting applications
from growers, processors and retailers by
January 2016.
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