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News

YOUR AWARD-WINNING NEWSPAPER — JUDGED MINNESOTA’S BEST WEEKLY

WE SELL ... Meyer Snow Plows, 
Moose Plows (side x side and ATV), 
Husqvarna Snowblowers,
Kawasaki SXS (side x sides) and ATVs 

CLOQUET
1206 Hwy 33 S
Cloquet, MN 55720
(218) 879-2455
northwoodspower.com

VISIT NORTHWOODS POWER FOR ALL YOUR SNOW REMOVAL NEEDS

M-F 8am - 4:30pm 
Sat 9am - 1pm 

MEYER has the industry’s leading 5-year warranty,AND MORE

Hello, fellow Carlton 
County residents. I’m 
Pete Radosevich, the 

publisher of the Pine Knot 
News and an 
avid fan of our 
community. 
We are sending 
a copy of this 
newspaper to 
nearly every 
address in the 
county, so you can see what 
thousands of subscribers to the 
Pine Knot News already know 
— real journalism is alive and 
well in Carlton County, and it’s 
in the Pine Knot News.

When � ve of us chipped in 
money to start the Pine Knot 
News three years ago, many 
people thought we were a little 
crazy. A� er all, who would start 
an old-fashioned newspaper in 
this age of digital communica-
tion and shrinking newspaper 
companies? Well, it turns out 
that our community was thirsty 
for news that is reliable, thor-
ough and interesting — a local 
paper � lled with unique content 
about this place we call home. 
And they found that in the Pine 
Knot News. It’s why we’ve been 
winning award a� er award, 
including the prestigious Min-
nesota Newspaper Association’s 
top award for weeklies in 2021.

You also like us because we 
are a local company with an 
o�  ce in the county and sta�  
members and contributors who 
live among us. It’s what helps us 
be the hyper-local treat readers 
� nd us to be in their mailbox 
each week.

So, enjoy our paper. Read the 
sports, the news, the features, 
and the columns. Note the 
advertisers. And if you haven’t 
already — subscribe. You won’t 
regret it.

Photos long tucked away 
create somber intrigue

Enjoy this 
countywide 
edition of 
the Pine Knot

These photographs are part of a collection long held by World War II veteran Wiekko Seppo, a 
Marine from Duluth who fought in the Pacifi c Theater in 1944 and 1945, including the one of the 
deadliest battles of the war on Iwo Jima. Seppo’s widow, Susanne, has turned the photos over to 
Cloquet librarian Keiko Satomi in hopes of getting the photos to family members in Japan.

Mike Creger
news@PineKnotNews.com

� e sepia-toned photographs, 
slightly larger than a business card, 
tumble out of a browning, mottled 
envelope. For what is known of 
the six photos, and also what is 
enticingly unknown, the sight of 
them is breathtaking.

Keiko Satomi punctuates the 
moment. 

“It’s just,” she pauses. “It has a 
weight.”

From what can be pieced to-
gether across nearly eight decades, 
the photographs were found on the 
bodies of dead Japanese soldiers 
during a Paci� c � eater battle in 
World War II. � ere are pictures of 
three women in formal dress. Sis-
ters? A mother? A girlfriend? � ere 
is a family photo. Two pictures of 
soldiers. � ere is some identifying 
writing on the back of them, in col-
umns of scribbled Japanese forms.

Keiko Satomi has been charged 
with � nding more about the pho-
tos, and to perhaps get them back 
to families in Japan.

“It’s such history,” she said from 
a table in the children’s section of 
the Cloquet Public Library where 
she works. “� ese were passed 
hand to hand with so much emo-

tion. You think of how much they 
meant” to the soldiers.

We know the hands from which 
the photos passed since the end of 
the war in 1945. It was a Finlander 
from Duluth, to a German-born 
wife in Cloquet and, now, to a 
librarian, born in Japan.
The Marine

Weikko Seppo was too short. 

Five feet and 4 inches tall, he some-
how got accepted for the Marine 
Corps a� er being dra� ed into the 
Army. He le�  Duluth and trained 
in California as part of the then 
novel amphibious Marine divisions 
created to bolster the U.S. presence 
in the Paci� c. 

Continued on Page 7

The photos are assumed to have come from the pockets of dead 
soldiers on the battlefi eld. Weikko Seppo had them in an envelope 
among other war relics in his home.
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�ey were trained for 
beach landings and �ghting 
the enemy on established 
enemy turf on remote 
islands needed for aircra� 
staging.

Seppo fought on Tinian 
in August of 1944 and 
Iwo Jima in February and 
March of 1945, among oth-
ers. In those two battles, he 
was injured, and received 
a Purple Heart medal and 
Gold Star. 

Seppo died in 2001 at 
age 77. What is known 
about the photographs 
comes from his wife of 
26 years, Susanne Stiefel 
Seppo.
On her mind

Susanne is among 
thousands of people across 
the country who have 
found themselves clearing 
things from their homes 
during the pandemic. �e 
photographs have been on 
her mind for some time, 
especially since meeting 
Keiko Satomi as a fre-
quent Cloquet library user. 
Satomi was born in Japan, 
and maybe she could �nd 
something out about the 
photographs.

Born in Germany and 
raised in Duluth, Susanne 
was a generation younger 
than Weikko. �ey mar-
ried in the mid-1970s. He 
told tales of the war, and 
certainly had nightmares, 
but she never could piece 
it all together. She said he 
su�ered from Alzheimer’s 
disease in his 50s, likely the 
result of his war injuries. 
Before he died, he had been 
in a care facility for some 
time.

“I didn’t want to do any-
thing (with Weikko’s war 
relics) while he was living,” 
Susanne said. “�e pictures 
have been in a box for 
years. I thought it was time 
to �nd them a home, and I 
thought of Keiko.”
Resources

Keiko Satomi is using 
family and friends in Japan 
to try to piece together 
information on the six 
photographs. She put the 
images on Facebook and 
asked for help in decipher-
ing the writing. She saw 
that one picture showed a 
military member wearing 
a hat saying “Sasebo Navy” 
on it. Sasebo was a large 
seaport in western Japan in 
the Nagasaki Prefecture. It 
was an important base for 
the Japanese and was on a 
list of 17 sites designated 
by the U.S. for an atomic 
bomb drop.

Satomi heard back 
from people at City Hall 
in Sasebo. �ey identi�ed 
the name and address of 
the man in the photo and 
con�rmed that he was a 
casualty. �ey are looking 
for any possible family 
members.

Satomi also contacted 
the Obon Society in Ore-
gon, which helps Ameri-
cans in returning war relics 

to Japan. Its director said 
she would take on the pho-
tograph project. Most com-
monly, Obon deals with the 
“good luck” �ags the Japa-
nese wore before going o� 
to service. �ey are deeply 
personal objects, signed 
by family and friends with 
messages. �ey became 
common bounty for Amer-
ican soldiers.

Survivor
Dick Jessor was the same 

age as Weiko Seppo when 
he fought in a neighboring 
division of the Marines at 
Iwo Jima. He was planning 
on celebrating his 97th 
birthday on Wednesday. 
�e Pine Knot News came 
across his name on a search 
for Iwo Jima veterans 
because he was in the 
news the past year, retir-
ing from the University of 
Colorado Boulder as the 
longest-serving professor 
in the school’s history: 70 
years. He taught behavioral 
sciences and psychology.

Jessor said it was unusu-
al for photographs to be 
taken from enemy soldiers. 
He recalled coming across 
a body outside his foxhole 
one morning and looking 
for one of those �ags. He 
ended up �nding letters on 
the soldier. �e inhumanity 
of war hit home as he saw 
a commonality with his 
enemy.

“I didn’t touch those,” he 
said of the letters. “It was 
an epiphany. I had letters 
from home in my pocket. It 
really gave a whole sense of 
how crazy it was.”

He said the �ghting on 
Iwo Jima was so �erce, 
with the enemy hidden 
in bunkers underground, 
that it drove men to 
extremes when it came to 
how they reacted when 
coming across a Japanese 
body. Unspeakable things, 
Jessor said. “�e anger 
and hostility just came out 
a�er being continually shot 
at by people you couldn’t 
see. Being assaulted by an 
unseen enemy.”

�ere were an estimated 
20,000 Japanese on Iwo 
Jima when the Marines 
landed in February of 1945. 
Most of them died there. 
More than 7,000 U.S. sol-
diers died as well.

Jessor eventually did 
handle one of those Japa-
nese �ags. He has a hand 
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grenade from the island 
sitting on his desk at home.

He said he couldn’t say 
what may have been in 
Weikko Seppo’s mind when 
he obtained the photo-
graphs. It remains a ques-
tion if he got them from 
Iwo Jima or someplace else. 
“You do get a sense of how 
much the enemy is just like 
you,” Jessor said. “Pawns in 
a battle. �e sense through-
out became an abstraction.”

Seppo was a sharpshoot-
er and “he killed a lot of 
Japanese,” Susanne said. 
Perhaps he found in the 
photographs a moment to 
re�ect.

Passing down
Satomi has studied the 

writing on the photographs 
and believes some of them 
may have been collected by 
a Japanese soldier before 
coming to Seppo. Some 
have two sets of handwrit-
ing on them, the original 
information a soldier may 
have written on them 
and then a di�erent hand 
perhaps noting when the 
pictures were obtained 
from a dead soldier.

It could be that Seppo 
got the photos from one 
man who had been collect-
ing the momentos in hopes 
of surviving and returning 

them to families.
“I hope I can �nd them a 

home,” Satomi said.
She had a grandfather 

from Japan who survived 
the war a�er being cap-
tured by Russians and 
spending four years in 
Siberia.

Susanne Seppo said 
she’s glad she has Satomi 
working on the mystery of 
the photographs. It really 
is a twist of fates: a native 
German �nding a native of 
Japan to work out a Paci�c 
island mystery sparked by a 
Finn nearly 80 years ago.

Susanne will take it. 
“What are my choices? 
�row them out?”

If they �nd a home with 
family members in Japan, 
that will be more than she 
could imagine, she said. “It 
will have some meaning to 
them.”

Weikko Seppo was a 
Marine who fought in the 
Pacific during World War 
II. He died in 2001. He 
trained in California, right.

The soldier on the left has been identified among  
the six photos kept in a box for nearly 80 years after 
Weikko Seppo obtained them in battle in the Pacific.

Part of the challenge in the photo mystery is decipher-
ing the Japanese writing on the back of the photos.

Dick Jessor turned 97 this week and is a veteran of 
World War II who fought at Iwo Jima, in the 25th Marine 
Regiment. Weikko Seppo served in the 24th. 

Jessor said taking photos o� dead enemy soldiers 
wasn’t common, unlike collecting flags the Japanese 
wore signed by family members wishing them good 
luck on the battlefield. Jessor, center, held one of the 
flags at Iwo Jima.

This is the sixth photo in 
the collection.




