i MCC {SCW} Greg Frazho/U.S. Navy photo
A staff member, left, at the Japanese Frseredship Park in Balboa Park, San Diego,
explains the significance of the model of a Japanese domestic merchant shlp to Capt.
Akira Saito, Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force, a student at the Naval War College

on a recent visit to San Diego.

By MCC(SCW) G. FRAZHO Command College (NCC) did
Naval War College Public Affairs - just that. Capt. Akira Saito,

Japanese  Maritime  Self-

it's not every day thatyouget Defense Force, NCC Class of
to visit your home town’s sister 2008, visited the Japanese
city, but a student at the Naval Friendship Gardens in San

| for Japanese officer

Diego's Balbeoa Park during the
Command College's January
field studies program in Cali-
fornia.

But he had more personal
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reasons for wanting to make
the visit to Balboa Park. Saito
wanted to meet the skipper of
a World War II and Korean War-
era destroyer whose ship made
an unexpected visit to Sasebo
during the latter conflict. He
also wanted to meet Mitoko
Yamachi, the protege and ben-
eficiary of that ship’s crew who
all met in Sasebo in 1951,
largely through playing soft-
ball. ;

It was during the Korean War
that “USS Walke (DD 723)
struck a mine off the waters of
the Korean Peninsuls, killing
26 crew members, injuring
more than 40 others and caus-
ing significant damage” to
Walke.  While undergoing
repairs in Sasebo, members of
the crew met a 14-year-old girl,
Mitoke Yamachi, who had
been vrphaned by the bomb-
ing of Nagasaki in 1945.

“T visited Balboa Park for
three objectives,” said Saito,
who brought his wife and
daughter on the trip. “First, I
wanted to see the Japanese
Friendship Park to meet both
Capt. (Marshall) Thompson
(Walke’s commanding officer
in 1951) and Mitoko Yamachi.
Secondly, after Capt. Thomp-
son died, Mitoko planted a
cherry blossom in that park.
Theyre called
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“Third, San Diego is the sis-
ter city of Yokohama. Ilive in
Yokohama. My house is in
Yokohama. That parkis a sym-
bol of friendship between
Yokohama and San Diego.”
Fumiko Ohara, a curator at
the Japanese Friendship Park,
arranged the meeting between
Thompson and Yamachi. They
hadn’t seen each other in 42
years. Yamachi was living with
10 of her cousins in Sasebo
when her parents died during
and after the bombing of
Nagasaki at the end of World
War IL
Desperately poor, the crew
members of Walke pitched in
to help her buy school uni-
forms and eventually raised
enough money to get her a
scholarship to nursing school.
“From 1951 to 1969, they
exchanged letters,” said Saito.
After some time, though, the
crew of Walke and Yamachi lost
track of one another. “In
March, 1993, Capt. Thompson
[retired by then] visited the
Japanese Friendship Park in
San Diego. There he met
Fumiko Ohara and sent his let-
ter to Mitoko. In August, 1993,
Thompson and Mitoko met for
the first time in many years.”
When Saito was on staff duty
in Yokosuka, he and his superi-
or came across the story which
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MCG(SCW) Greg Frazho, Navy photo
Mre. Fumiko Ohara, lefi, and another staff member of the Japanese Friendship Park, far
right, talk to Capt. Akira Saito’s family, center, about the Japanese Friendship Garden in
Balboa Park, Ban Diego.

Naval District Yokosuka. “She
wrote an essay about her story
and received a prize. She sent
it to the commandant in 1996.
I was flag lieutenant for Vice
Adm. (Yasumasa) Yamamoto
at that time. He used this story
for moral education and invit-
ed her to his office and sched-
uled a tour of USS Indepen-
dence (CV 62).”

Saito went on to say that
Yamamoto and he were
impressed with the leadership
shown by Thompson during
and after the explosion that
crippled Walke in 1951,

“Because. after the damage
caused by the mine, he showed |

excellent leadership for his
crew and the 14-year-old gitl,”
said Saito. “The crew, after the
chaos, got some down time,
and became a stionger ship
because of it and Mitoko
Yamachi received the scholar-
ship.”

Saito, who was born in Sase-
bo, felt a kinship with Yamachi.
Additionally, his wife is a nurse
whose hometown is Nagasaki.

“Friendship- between the
U.S. and Japan is very impor-
tant during this time,” said
Saito. “The best friendships
are between persons. This was
good for me, because now I'm
an NCC student. We've got 49
countries and 51 students. We
hatre mMany ~chancee o develnn



