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THE ARMY VERSUS THE ARMY'S NEWSPAFER

BY KLAUS BANN
ROME, APRIL

For the past few weeks, Americans in this country -- both Uls and

civiliuns -~ hove been discussing the current csuse celdbre of the

Mediterrenean theater: the fight between The Sturs and Strilpes and
MTOUSA. The matter may seem of amall importance, as there ure just
about 36,000 Americsan troops left in Italy =- which 1s to say that
the Mediterranean Stars and Stripes, once read by hundreds of thousends
of soldiers, has now the circulation of a medium-sized provineilal
dzily. Yot itta an interesting case -= revealing, indeed, alsrmin
s a symptom. Apparently just » somewhat unusual public clash between
commanding general and one of his subordinates, the dispute ectually
involves and dramatizes principles of vital signifiesance.

The main issve of the Pecullar feud 'is one of the paper's depart=
mentsa, "Mail Call" =-- cn open forum where American military personnel
(occasiona lly joined by locel civillans and members of allled srmies)
were welcome to express freely their ideas about all kinds of subjects,
from such besic aquestions a8 Army chow up to such complex problems
as U.S, foreign policy. "Mall Call" -- remarksbly popular with all
the snlisted men and even with some of the more broad-minded offlcers
-- @smt. ot on the nerves of certein brass-=hats in Cpgerta (WIOUSA
headquarters in Italy). Some of the GI latter-writers did not mince
matters but stated their criticism of Aprmv institutions in unequivoesal

terms -=- at times quite irreverently and ag resalvaely, llepeated attompts




were made on the part of high-ranking officers to muzzle these demmes™
Swedyr straight forward voices. Last summer, minor crisis developed
yhen Cagerta thestened to impose its censorship on the "Hail Call"
column. At that time Lt.Col. Robert Heville still was publications
officer. With his epprovel, the members of the editorial staff (to

ed an appeal

which I then belonged) and meny of the technlecians eddres

]

to the commending general. Omr protest was successfuld an uncensored
"Mall Call" continued to be one of the main sttractions and most character
istiec features of the Army's newspaper.

A few months later, on lst November, Neville -- then redeployed to
the States =- was replaced by Maj. Hal C, Kestler, Formerly the dditor

of s provincisl American paper (Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin), Restler --

o

Lt

a quiet, competent man -- did an excellent job in keepinz up the hi:ch
journslistic standards meintained by the Kediterranean Sters and <tripes
in the past. The task he had to meet became increasingly difficult --
not only beecause of disturbing shortage of qualified personnel, but
1180, and above £ll, because of continmed and intensifiled interference
from Csserta authorities.

On 19 Februsrv, Lt.Gen. John C, H, lee, commanding &merican forces

o

in Italy, honored the editorial staff (consisting of enlisted men
axelusively!) with his personal visit; e dinner was given for the

enercl in the modest dining room of the Albergo Capltale, blllet of

s

the Sturs and Stripes in Rome. On that occasion, Lee -- apparently in
hich spirits =~ made a speech full of fine patrilotie phreses, culmi=
nating in the arnouncement that he, the supreme theater commander, had
declded to teke a more active int@ventfrin the G1 journal and, more
especially, in the peper's much-discussed letter column, in other words,
the censorship which our protest hed prevented several months before,

was now to be imposed, ufter ell.
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But Ms jor Kestler turned out to be a tough cuatomer -- not inclined

at all to renounce silently one of the basic freedoms gueranteed by the
B

American Constitutiony and reaffirmed by the Atlentic Charter, For
several weeks, the courageous publicutions officer managed to oppose
successfully the general's sttempted interference. Un March 17, however,
the paper appeared with a sensationsl front pace announcement under the
heading:, MEDITERRABEAN STARS AND STRIPES AT CROSSROADS, This was the isist
of the st-tement: "Effective todsy, Mail Csll, for more than three
vears & channel for soldier opinion, disappears from the pages of this

newspuaper."” In explaining this step, the editors referred to & thres=-
year struggle to maintein the editorisl independence of fhe Stars and
Stripes, Mediterranean -- a fight which on many occasions was glven
werm support by the highest of Allied combat leaders." But at this
junofigre -- the announcement continued -=- the peper's cause was apparently
near defest "with the imposition of measures by the Yommunding Yeneral,
MTOUSA, desicrnaed to 2nd free expression cof opinion in ouwr ecolumns by
UeS. military meraoﬁ%l on duty in this theater." These measures "have
been imposed over the strongest protests of the present editorilal staff
of this Army newspaper,"

The statement was both remirkably frank and remerksbly intelligent.

B0 AN walists ,

It dwelled on the morsl dilemma confronting §iui§,p-uhnlé who &are
"first of all soldiers, aware of their responsibility toward their
appointed leaders," but who slso remain "professional newspapermen,
proud of their profession." "For more thsn three years it has been
possible for this staff to combine both professions in the service

" Under present conditions, however, " these

of the countrvy they love,
soldiers, as newspapermen, find the further performence of certain of
their duties intolerable.”

The duty in question was undoubtedly the editing of & censored
letter depertment. And 4in fact, "Mail Call" did not uppeer in the

1ssue of March 17.
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In the next issue -- surprisel -- the letter column reappeared,
without any editorial comment. COrders from Casertal Lee insisted on
his censorship -- =nd on the contlnuation of "Mgil Cal1l.," Moreover,
the general instructed all staff members to keep complete silence about
the whole controversy. From now on, the matter was taboo!

But Major Kestler went on struggling and resisting. Un March 25,
he called on the general, accompanied by three members of the editorisl
staff, "in an effort to restore his confidence.," The next day, Lee
relieved the major from duty as rublications officer and replaced him
with his own public relations officer, Lt,Col. A, Delbert Llark.

American soldiers stationed in Italy would have remalned unawsre
of these deve lopments, if it had not been for the reports of & civilisn
publication, The Rome Daily Americen -- recently founded by three
former Stars-and-Stripes men: Jack L, Begon, Willlam B, de Meza, and
Louis M. Cortese, While the Army newspaper was under strict orders
fiot to mention the explosive effair, The Delly Amerlcan, under the
date of March 28, came out with the fat headline: STARS AND STRIPES
HEAD DISMISSED BY GENERAL LEE; CI STAFF PROTESIS, The same 1ssue carried
the text of Kestler's letter to the Commanding Yeneral -- another un®
usue 11y bold and poisgnant document. The cleesssws ms jor stated bluntly
thet he welcomed "this relief from a duty whieh, becsuse of repeated
effronts to my ability, charscter and intelligence, has now become
intolerable."” Also, he asked his chief to "eppoint & court of inquiry
to examine into the facts of my administration of this U,S, Aprmy news=
paper, my loyaslty and intesgrity as an offleer, and a8 u private
citizen,"

At the same time, the paper's entire staff of three officers and
51 enlisted personnel addressed the following letter to Brig, Gen,
Charles L, Dasher, Rome Area commander:

i

We feel that Msj, Hal C, Kestler, the publications officer of The
Stars and Stripes, Mediterrenean, hes been dismissed as the direct
result of the stout defense he has made of his journszlistic beliefs,




ifle
Since we share those beliefs, we feel that we should not be asked, in
feirness to the ma jor, or to the newspaper which we have published as
a team, to remaln on our jobs, _ K

S8igneds 51 Enlisted ¥en, 3 Ufficers

Obviously, both the major and his staff wanted a showdown. Bestler
received 2 group of newspapermen =-=- declaring that his dismlssal left
him "no longer bound" by Lee's order not to discuss the tense Sters-
and-Stripes situation. Now he revealed that, in conformity with the

enersl's censorship directive, all letters received from U,5, troops
in the thester had to be submitted to a higher echelon for officlal
approval, Some letters, he sald, were rejected and others changed by
this edes® censorship. He added that, upon receipt of Lee's directive,
he had requested permission to print it in The Stars end Stripes, so
that the paper's soldier readers would know that thelr letters were
being submitted to higher authority for censorship. His request was
refused. "By classifying his directive, General Lee denled us that
right, thereby meking Sturs snd Stripes s party to subterfuge.,”

Quite an astounding accusation, this -- made by & major agalnst
his commsnding general] Whrt was to happen next? Wes Bestler in for
g court-martial? Would the paper be suspended? Would the enlisted
editors be busted to privates and ziven company punishment?

Nothing of the kindl The Daily American -- having announced on
March 29 that "ILt.Col. A. Delbert Clark, newly-ussigned publications
officer of The Stars and Stripes, has arrived to essaume his duties” --
surprised the next day its rEuderﬁ\with this disclosure: LiK LIFIS
CENSORSHIP OF STARS AND STRIPES.

It looked 1like a complete about-fage on the part of the general,
The U.S. commender in Italy seemed to revoke formally his censorship
directive of two weeks szo. Kestler was to continue, "for the time
being," as publications officer -=- withdrewing hls request that an

Army Court of Inmiry exsmine his "loyalty and integrity.” At the




- =
same time, however, Lt,Col, Clsrk was pleced in commend of Mg jor Kestler's
unit. At & press conference on larch 29, Clerk declareds "4g of yesterday
morning, I was informed that I wes not replecing Kestler, but being added
to the staff. My job will be officer in cherge."

He discdosed, furthermore, that staff members who hed protested against
General Lee's origzinal censorship direective and later against the supposed
order relieving Maj., Kestler by unanimously requesting asgignm-nt else
where, had decided to hold their request in sbeyance, The colonel deniled
that General Lee contemplated a® early suspension of The Stars and Stripes,
"It is Genersl Lee's firm desire to keep The Sturs and Stripes going
as long us 1t is physieally possible,"”

As for the "Mail C=11" situation, Clark had prepared e statement
ror distribution to the press, "Effsctive immedistely," it read, "final
decision on letters to be published in Mail Call of Stars &nd Stripes
will rest with the senior officer of The Stars and Stripes staff."lne
same dey, 4 slightly dlffsrent version of the same announcement néﬁﬂured
st the head of the readers' letters feature in the psper itself. &ccor=
ding to this text couched for GI consumption, "finel authority on the
contents of Mail Call rests with the staff of The Stars and Stripes.”

No word sbout the senior officer! No allusion to the fact that this
senior officer in charie of Msil Call happens to be It.lol. &, Delbert
Clerk -- the very man whom General Lee appointed for that pertlcular
purpcse to thet partleular job.

Another subterfuge? Perhaps, But even presuming that Lee sctually

changed his mind at the very minute, in fuce of & surprisingly brave
4he (mddeper e ng a} e Stows Aot JT1rnges has bepn>
oppositior on the part of heqtlmr \nd his erew -- the fact remalns thaty
R Sﬂ'-.‘u,-rf ‘(f..-a‘ﬂé'a"’#*-ru_,z,j
¢ glwniibewmbeerri dramstic confllct between the Aprmy =nd its offichtr“zijii
4.

newspaper has been consistently hushed up 1in the columns of the very
orgen concerned, Besldes, one cannot help wondering whether it wss really

the "Mail Call® issue elone what irritated and antagonized the general,
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It is true, Kestler emphesized in his statement of Kerch 17 that “no
eriticism of the conduct of this newspaper has accompanied the newly-
applied restraints., The professionzl and personal integrity of the

staff members h:s been upheld and econfirmed by those who now flnd 1t
necessary to muzzle us," But if there has been no official eritlcism,
there wig == or gstill is -~ a kind of whisper cempalgn against the paper
editorial staff and policy, both past and present,

Not thet anyone questioned the high journalistic qﬂﬂ}it? of The
Stars and Stripes, *editerranean! On the contrary, it ié;',enerellv
agreed that thet particuler paper had about the finest record of all
service publiecations. But wnan't it a 1little too independent and liberal
in its views? Didn't it print too meny crecks against offlicers and
the Armv'as asered ceste system? (Think of B111 Mauldin's cartoons’
Weren't they st times rather on the shocking side?) Mereover, some
people felt that there wssn't quite enough anti-Russien propsganda.
Could it be that certain staff members hed radical leeningsf

Rumors and accusations of this kind could be frequently heard, W
at Casertz and elsewhere. But nobody quite dared to come out openly
against The Stars and Stripes, as long as the war was on. Undenlably,
the peper wes popular with the combat snldiers; it helped in buildin
and keeping p the morale of the fizhting men. Consclous of thils fect,
brass-hats chose to leave the GI journal alons == if somewhat gradgingly,
at times., But now, with the wrr being over and the combat soldlers
mostly redeploved, the fealings of & commanding general rre suddenly
hurt by the paper's stral htforward langusage.

Is General ILee's present action agrninst The Stars and Stripes in
the interest of Americsn prestize end American Army morale? Our militery
newspaper enjoys considerable populerity with ltalicn civillans, Whet
may be their resction when they hear ebout LIOUSA's censoring and
humilisting its own officisl organ? And what about those many allled
soldiers who have been for the past three years feithful readers of

the GI dally?




ke

A letter from "A Disgusted British Spoldier" recently published in
The Rome Daily Americen izlves us an idea how some of them are feeling
ebout the generalls attitude:

After six years of fighting to attuln the four Freedoms pledged by
Franklin D, Roosevelt and Winston S, Churchill, we now see those same
pledges turned into & mockery massucred a2t the altar of militery dis=
cipline, by high-renking, misguided officers, who see fit to impose
their authority in the wrong places.

General Lee has seen fit teo use his authority in a wild endeavour
to close down on the freedom of The Stsrs and Stripes, a2nd as a result
Ma jor Kestler, its publica*ions officer has been relleved.

He stood flrm when the General's mispuided sense of duty imposed
a militery censorship on the paper., The staff of The Stars and Stripes
has ueted with commendabdle courage in supporting their chief in this
ﬂﬂt 10!"1.

As a British soldlepr, I have alwsys imagined that our own Service
nawspsper, Union Jack, was a free paper which interpreted the facts
without feur or favour. Thut opinion has chanzed. Union Jack has been
serupulonsly careful to avoid any mention whatsoever of the action
teken aguinst its compunion paper,

Where 1s the freedom of the press? How ean we tell the people of
Italy that they are entitled to Freedom of Speech and feliilon, and
Freedom from Want and Fesr, when the very papers that we rely upon
are mizzled?

Speaking as & member of the British 8th Army who has served over=
sesg for four years, 1 am sure that I am voleing the opinicn of many
thousands of others, when I ssy that not only are we indignant at the
possible loss of a grund newspsper like The Stars and <tripes thst
hus been with us in every action since the deys of North Afries, but
thut ulso we feel our confidence in the integrity of Union veack has
been mispluced,

All newspapermen resant the censorship order by Gemeral Lee in=
¢ lnding those men serving on British Army newspspers, but spparently
they cen no more express a free opinicn. What price Viectory?

If a British soldier reusacts so sharply and bitterly =- how is the
General's blunder to impress our own men, in Italy and back home?
They may get the lmpression that Lee's authorlitarisn tactics have the
backing und blessing of the War Department; that they foreshedow a
new line to Le soon adopted, or already san&ioned, by Weshington,
Americans, both in mufti aund in uniform, might suspect this news
policy to be opposed to free thinking. If this susplcion gains ground
-- hot is it to affgect the future of the U,8, &rmed Forcesi! The Aprmy
needs men: it calls for volunteers, Are voung Americans likely to enlist

if they have to feur that, by doing so, they would jeopardize their







