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BY KEN LAWRENCE

A U.S. Pacific Ocean Possession

Wake Island is a coral atoll in the Pacific Ocean 
that consists of three islets — Peale, Wilkes, and 
Wake — surrounding a central lagoon, about 

2,300 miles west of Hawaii and 1,500 miles east of Guam. It 
is one of the most isolated and remote locations in the world. 
According to indigenous oral tradition, Marshall 
Islanders, who named it Enen-kio, were the first 
people to set foot there, but the atoll was not suit-
able for settlement because it lacks a permanent 
source of fresh water or arable land.

The first European to observe and record the 
location of the island was the Spanish explorer 
Álvaro de Mendaña de Nevra in 1568, who 
named it San Francisco. Captain Samuel Wake of 
the British merchant ship Prince William Henry 
rediscovered it in 1796 and named it for himself. 
Geographic names are often arbitrary; Wake is 
the name that persisted.

An American expedition led by explorer 
Charles Wilkes and naturalist Titian Peale sur-
veyed Wake Island in 1840, giving their names to 
two of the atoll’s three islets; on July 4, 1898, a U.S. 
Navy commander raised the flag there en route to 

the Philippines; and the United States formally claimed pos-
session on January 17, 1899.

Someone in Saint Paul, Minnesota, tried unsuccessfully 
to send a letter to Wake Island in 1929 [Figure 1]. Evidently 
the postal authorities determined that the United States had 

This is Wake Island in the middle of the empty Pacific. 
It was discovered, in effect, in the New York Public Library by Juan Trippe. For a brief time — only the blink of 

an eye as history is measured — it was one of the most famous places in the world.
—  Robert Daley, An American Saga: Juan Trippe and his Pan Am Empire (1980)

WAKE ISLAND
The Postal History of

Figure 1. This stamped envelope (Scott U429) mailed December 20, 1929, at Saint 
Paul, Minnesota, is the earliest attempt at postal communication with Wake Island 
seen by the author. Guessing the location of the unlisted destination, the Saint 
Paul post office directed it to Canada, but the Montreal post office sent it back 
marked “Return for better direction.” It was returned to the sender.
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no such post office, so they tried Canada, but 
the Montreal post office returned it to the send-
er as undeliverable.

First Mail from Wake Island
Postal activity at Wake Island began when 

the Navy transport ship USS Chaumont pro-
cessed mail there on August 2, 1933; mostly 
souvenir covers for ship cancel collectors, with 
a postmark that included the slogan “Wake Is-
land Mid Pacific” between bars of the cancel 
[Figure 2].

The Navy had escalated its presence in the 
Pacific after Japanese forces invaded Manchu-
ria in September 1931. Chaumont’s voyages 
between San Francisco and the Far East in 
the 1930s supported the Marine detachment 
that protected Americans in the international settlement 
at Shanghai, China; transported supplies and sailors to and 
from the Philippines; and carried congressional observers on 
Pacific inspection tours.

Despite such conspicuous displays of naval strength, 
American power was constrained by the Washington Naval 
Treaty of 1922, which prohibited the United States, Great 
Britain, and Japan from constructing new naval bases or for-
tifications in the Pacific.

Japanese aggression in China was not the only cause for 
worry in Washington. Rumors were rife that Japan was for-
tifying Germany’s former Pacific island colonies, but Japan’s 
withdrawal from the League of Nations in February 1933 had 
ended the league’s ability to oversee the trusteeship and to 
verify Japan’s compliance with treaty obligations.

In December 1933 a Dutch diplomat warned the Ameri-
can ambassador at Tokyo that Japan was spoiling for an inci-
dent to justify an invasion of Guam. By a serendipitous coin-
cidence of history, Juan Trippe, the president of Pan Ameri-
can Airways, was developing his plan to operate a transpacific 
commercial air transport service as these events unfolded.

Putting Wake Island on the Map
Trippe was confident that his flying boats would be able to 

use existing Navy facilities at Pearl Harbor, Guam, and Ma-
nila, but could he plot a plausible flight route between Hawaii 
and Guam? In his 1980 book about the aviation tycoon, Rob-
ert Daley described Trippe’s quest for an answer at the New 
York Public Library:

The first maps told him no. Although west of Hawaii, by 
1,300 miles, lay Midway, a cable station, this was followed 
by a gap all the way to Guam, a gap wider than the United 
States, wider than the entire North Atlantic, a gap for the 
planes of 1930 totaling more than a day in the air. It meant 
the Pacific could not be crossed.

Trippe found he didn’t believe the maps. There must be 
some tiny island the map makers had overlooked. There 
must be something. There was one further place to look 
for the island he had to have, the logs of the clipper ships 

which during the previous century had plied the Pacific 
under sail, and now he approached the information desk 
and asked to see them. He knew about them because, 90 
years before, his family had been in the clipper business. 
The handwritten documents that were given to him were 
brittle with age and even a pragmatist like the big burly 
Trippe succumbed, for a few minutes, to the romance they 
seemed to contain. Then he got down to business, searching 
for the island stepping-stone he sensed must be there. In a 
state of high excitement he found what he was looking for 
— mention of Wake Island. It lay approximately halfway 
between Midway and Guam — exactly where it had to be. 
It was all alone out there, a single tiny island. But a single 
island was all he needed.

In June 1934, Trippe approached the Navy about the pos-
sibility of using Midway Island and Wake Island as fueling 
stations between Hawaii and Guam. Seeing an opportunity to 
counter Japanese expansion without violating the prohibition 
on military construction or requiring an appropriation from 
Congress, both the Navy and the State Department quietly 
encouraged him. In October, Postmaster General James A. 
Farley publicly joined Pan Am in announcing a plan to pro-
vide airmail service across the Pacific.

First Airmail Over Wake Island
After President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Or-

der No. 6935 on December 29, 1934, which placed Wake Island 
under the jurisdiction of the secretary of the Navy, Pan Am se-
cured contracts to use Wake, Midway, and Guam as air bases. 
Trippe’s expert, C.H. “Dutch” Schildhauer, an experienced Navy 
pilot, had confirmed that Midway could safely accommodate 
flying boats, but Wake Island was still questionable.

When Schildhauer learned that the ammunition ship 
USS Nitro would be sailing from the Philippines to Hawaii 
not long afterward, he asked the Navy to direct the Nitro to 
mount a survey mission of Wake along the way. So ordered, 
Nitro departed Manila February 26, 1935, fully staffed and 
equipped for that extra assignment.

While the survey party was ashore on March 8, Lieuten-
ant Commander Jesse G. Johnson took flight in Nitro’s two-

A U.S. Pacific Ocean Possession

Figure 2. A cover canceled aboard the Navy transport ship USS Chaumont on 
August 2, 1933, with this “Wake Island Mid Pacific” slogan representing the earliest 
recorded postal activity at that remote location.
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seated open-cockpit Loening amphibian biplane with a Navy 
photographer named Carroll to photograph Wake Island 
from the air. Johnson carried along 335 covers decorated with 
a “First Flight Wake Island” woodcut cachet created by Ho-
nolulu artist Linwood Erickson. After completing the Wake 
Island mission, Nitro proceeded to Honolulu, arriving there 
March 15.

One of Johnson’s covers [Figure 3], was struck at Manila 
with a USS Nitro February 26 departure date cancel and a 
March 15 “Fleet Air Mail Pearl Harbor Hawaii” arrival date 
cancel.

Building the Air Base and 
Landing the First Flight at Wake Island

Robert J. Cressman wrote in “A Magnificent Fight” — The 
Battle for Wake Island (1995):

At that juncture, naval and commercial aviation joined 
hands in a significant, yet clandestine, partnership. On 
12 March 1935, soon after Lieutenant Johnson and the 
Nitro had wrapped up their work, Secretary of the Navy 
Claude A. Swanson gave Pan American Airways [PanAir] 

permission to construct a facility at Wake 
from which its Clippers could operate on the 
projected mail and passenger service to the 
Orient. A little more than two weeks later, a 
PanAir expedition left the west coast of the 
United States to start the necessary work.

On May 5, the merchant ship North Haven 
arrived at Wake, but it took a week to locate 
suitable anchorage before she was able to dis-
embark 44 technicians, 74 construction work-
ers, materials, and supplies. Nevertheless, by 
August they had readied the base to accom-
modate a test flight arrival.

The first aircraft that actually landed at 
Wake Island was Pan Am’s Sikorsky S-42 fly-
ing boat Pan American Clipper on an August 

13-22, 1935, survey flight from Hawaii to Wake 
and back with fueling stops at Midway Island. She arrived at 
Wake on August 17 (August 16 in Hawaii, across the inter-
national date line) and departed for the return trip on Au-
gust 20 (August 19 in Hawaii). A cachet on a souvenir cover 
[Figure 4] from that flight, autographed by the pilot, Captain 
R.O.D. Sullivan, shows a map of the route.

Pan Am Clippers Across the Pacific
Trippe’s aim was to provide luxurious transport on Clip-

per seaplanes for travelers to and from the Orient, with com-
fortable hotel accommodations, including stationery and 
mail service, at each stop along the route, but commencing 
Foreign Air Mail route No. 14 service came first. November 
and December 1935 inaugural flights of the Martin M-130 
flying boats China Clipper and Philippine Clipper launched 
the airmail operation. A scarce outbound first flight cover 
endorsed for the San Francisco to Wake Island segments of 
China Clipper’s trip, not an option offered in published an-
nouncements for the service, is shown [Figure 5].

Beginning with the November 22 flight from San Francis-
co to Manila, airmail postage from Wake Island to the United 

States and to the Philippine Islands 
was 50 cents per half ounce; from 
Wake to Guam, Midway Island, and 
Hawaii, 25 cents per half ounce. The 
Post Office Department did not es-
tablish a Wake Island post office nor 
did it publish those rates. Collectors 
deduced them from published rates 
for Hawaii, Guam, and the Philip-
pines, which had divided transpa-
cific rates into three 25-cent zones 
by distance, and verified them by 
observing postage on flown covers.

After the inaugural flights in 
1935, mechanical problems and 
adverse weather conditions forced 
Pan Am to suspend flights until late 

February of the following year. A pair 

Figure 3. One of the 335 souvenir covers carried by Lieutenant Commander Jesse G. 
Johnson aboard his 1935 survey flight over Wake Island. The postage was actually 
insufficient to secure dated postmarks but tolerated for these handback souvenirs.

Figure 4. Captain R.O.D. Sullivan, pilot of Pan American Airways’ August 1935 survey flight 
by the Sikorsky S-42 flying boat Pan American Clipper from Hawaii to Wake Island and back, 
autographed this souvenir cover. No transpacific airmail rates existed at the time.
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of 25-cent Niagara Falls stamps on a cover [Figure 6] 
canceled January 24, 1936, aboard the USS Ramapo 
with the slogan “Wake Island Clippermail” between 
the obliterator bars met the correct but unpublished 
50 cents per half ounce airmail letter rate from Wake 
Island to the continental United States. But the next 
mail flights did not call at Wake until China Clipper’s 
westbound flight on February 29 and her eastbound 
return on March 5, so letters from the Ramapo might 
have gone sooner on a surface ship.

Pilot’s Pouch Courtesy Mail Service
Airmail to and from Wake Island was carried in 

a Clipper pilot’s mail pouch — a service called cour-
tesy mail — to and from Guam to the west or Hono-
lulu to the east.

Outbound mail was deposited in the mail and 
canceled at those post offices; inbound mail 
was accepted from them for the courtesy de-
livery to Wake.

Sometimes appearances can deceive. A pre-
vious owner inscribed a cover [Figure 7] from 
Wake Island to Champaign, Illinois, in pencil, 
“(no P.O.) Carried by Clipper to” with an ar-
row pointing to the Guam postmark. But no 
Clipper flight from Wake arrived at Guam on 
July 2, 1936. Besides Guam being in the wrong 
direction, the 6-cent airmail stamp would have 
been insufficient for that service. The cover 
really was carried by ship to Guam, entered 
the mail there, and was probably also carried 
by ship to the U.S. mainland. The stamp cor-
rectly paid domestic airmail postage from the 
West Coast to Illinois, a splendid example of 
a seldom seen surface-air combination over a 

Figure 5. This November 22, 1935, inaugural flight cover of Pan Am’s China Clipper from San Francisco to Wake Island also is a first-day cover of 
the blue 25-cent China Clipper airmail stamp (Scott C20). After arriving at Honolulu on November 23, the flight to Wake Island was by pilot’s 
pouch courtesy mail. Considering that the Post Office Department had not included Wake in the menu of choices for collectors who submitted 
envelopes to be carried on the first flight, servicer John C. Sidenius was evidently forgiven for not having known that the unpublished single 
airmail letter rate between the United States mainland and Wake Island was 50 cents. The official light green cachet was applied before 
departure; Sidenius added his private cachet in red ink when FAM 14 service was extended to Hong Kong and Macao in April 1937.

Figure 6. A pair of 25-cent Niagara Falls stamps (Scott 568) paid the 
unpublished 50 cents per half ounce rate from Wake Island to the U.S. on this 
January 24, 1936, cover that was canceled aboard the USS Ramapo, a tanker 
that transported fuel for the Navy.

Figure 7. Despite the penciled inscription by a former owner, this is not a Clipper 
cover. The 6-cent stamp paid only surface mail postage to the U.S. mainland and 
airmail postage from the West Coast onward to Champaign, Illinois, a seldom seen 
ship-plus-air combination from that remote origin.
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roundabout ocean route.
Another cover [Figure 8], this one to India, is a 

proper example of westbound Clipper service from 
Wake Island, carried in the pilot’s pouch on a Sep-
tember 1, 1936, flight from Wake to Guam, where it 
was canceled and entered the mail. Two 25-cent air-
mail stamps correctly paid 50 cents per half ounce 
airmail letter postage to the Philippines and onward 
by surface transport to its destination, another un-
published rate.

Passenger Service to the Orient
Trippe’s ambition to provide a means of fast 

luxurious air travel across the Pacific was real-
ized in the fall of 1936, promoted by character-
istic fanfare and a publicity blitz.

In August, Warner Brothers had released 
the motion picture China Clipper starring Pat 
O’Brien, Beverly Roberts, Ross Alexander, 
Humphrey Bogart, and Marie Wilson. A New 
York Times review called the movie “a fascinat-
ing and surprisingly literal dramatization of 
the China Clipper’s transpacific flight of last 
November.” It was a perfect prelude for the 
main event, which involved all three of Pan 
Am’s Martin M-130 flying boats in quick suc-
cession.

Outbound from California to the Philip-
pines, each one stopped en route at Wake Is-

land a week apart. China Clipper arrived at the atoll 
with 10 news reporters aboard on October 11. On 
October 18, Trippe himself passed through on Philip-
pine Clipper’s so-called “inspection tour” with an elite 
group of friends and business associates. On October 
25, Hawaii Clipper landed the first group of paying 

airline passengers at Wake.
Airmail collectors are especially fond of cov-

ers carried on the publicity flight, the VIP flight, 
and the first commercial passenger flight — me-
mentos of a major advance in global air travel 
comparable in convenience and opulence to the 
transatlantic service of the Zeppelin Hindenburg. 
Examples flown to and from Wake Island are 
among the scarcest and the most coveted; two are 
illustrated here.

Clara Adams mailed a letter [Figure 9] in 
New York City on October 19, 1936, addressed to 
herself at Wake Island. The Honolulu backstamp 
of October 22 recorded the Hawaii transit date, 
where it passed to the pilot’s pouch for the rest of 
the trip. Pan Am’s airport manager at Wake dated 
and autographed the envelope upon its October 
25 arrival.

Over the course of her career, the wealthy 
widow from Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, claimed 

Figure 8. Two 25-cent airmail stamps paid the unpublished rate from Wake Island 
to the Philippines and more distant locations to the west. This Pan Am employee’s 
letter was carried in the pilot’s pouch on the China Clipper September 1, 1936 flight.

Figure 9. Clara Adams, an inveterate passenger on inaugural international flights, 
mailed this cover from New York City on October 19, 1936, to herself at Wake 
Island. Both she and her letter flew on Hawaii Clipper, which transited Honolulu on 
October 22, date of the backstamp, and arrived at Wake on October 25, where it 
was dated and was autographed by Pan Am airport manager Stewart A. Saunders.
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to have logged more than 200,000 miles on 
maiden flights in the 1920s, 1930s, and early 
1940s, including inaugural trips of the Graf 
Zeppelin and Hindenburg airships. Newspapers 
promoted Adams as “the world’s champion first 
flighter,” but she was also a Nazi sympathizer 
who called Adolf Hitler “a man sent from God 
to help the German people to great heights.” 
Not surprisingly, World War II grounded her.

Pan Am executive committee member Gra-
ham Grosvenor mailed a cover [Figure 10] dec-
orated with a Crosby photo cachet to a neph-
ew in Altamont, New York, during the China 
Clipper’s October 29-30 overnight fueling and 
service call at Wake Island on her eastbound 

return flight.
It was carried in the pilot’s pouch to Hono-

lulu, where it entered the mail on October 31. 
Postage on both covers met the correct but un-

published 50 cents per half ounce airmail letter 
rate between Wake and the U.S. mainland.

Reduced Wake Island 
Unpublished Airmail Rates

Simultaneously with the extension of FAM 
14 service beyond the Philippines to Macao and 
Hong Kong on April 21, 1937, all U.S. transpa-
cific airmail rates were reduced, including the 
unpublished Wake Island rates. For the first time, 
all-air service was available not only to those two 
foreign enclaves, but also to China, Japan, Indo-
china, Siam, Dutch East Indies, Australia, and 

New Zealand.
An inaugural flight cover [Figure 11] from Wake 

Island to Shanghai, China, is an example. The 40-cent 
airmail postage appears to reflect the correct unpub-
lished rate.

It is intuitively plausible because Wake is located 
between Hawaii (50 cents per half ounce published 
airmail rate to China) and Guam (30 cents per half 
ounce published airmail rate to China). The same 
rates applied to the other listed Pacific island and 
Asian destinations, but the March 10, 1937, Postal 
Bulletin announcement added, “There is no provi-
sion for air-mail dispatch onward from Hong Kong 

to countries west of India.”
Unpublished domestic Wake Island airmail rates 

also were reduced at the same time, to 40 cents per 
half ounce to the U.S. mainland, 20 cents per half ounce to 
Hawaii.

The same rates probably applied to the Philippines and 
Guam, respectively, in the opposite direction, but I have not 
yet examined covers that confirm them, nor the rate for pilot’s 
pouch courtesy airmail letters between Wake and Midway.

Covers from Wake Island to California and from Califor-

APS SPECIALITY SOCIETIES

STAMPS.ORG/SPECIALTY-SOCIETIES

Those interested in learning more philately in this topic 
might consider joining the Military Postal History Society 
(APS #UN0019). The group collects and analyzes worldwide 
material. The group produces a quarterly journal, conducts 
auctions, and produces handbooks. 
Website: MilitaryPHS.org. E-mail: dubine@comcast.net.

Figure 10. While Pan Am’s first commercial passengers were traveling westward 
on Hawaii Clipper’s journey from San Francisco to Manila, Philippine Clipper was 
on her eastbound return flight, carrying home an elite group of passengers. Pan 
Am executive committee member Graham Grosvenor mailed this cover from Wake 
Island to a nephew in New York.

Figure 11. The April 21–28, 1937, flight of China Clipper from San Francisco 
to the Far East extended the transpacific route beyond the Philippine Islands 
to Macao and Hong Kong on the Asian mainland. This cover was mailed 
at Wake Island on April 25 and entered the mail at Guam two days later. It 
transited Hong Kong on April 28 and arrived at Shanghai on April 30.
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nia to Wake Island [Figure 12 and 13] 
show that the unpublished 40-cent rate 
remained in effect for more than two 
years.

Figure 14 is an example of the 20 
cents per half ounce airmail rate be-
tween Wake and Hawaii, but the let-
ter was overweight, so an additional 
20 cents postage due was collected 
from the addressee at Honolulu.

Final Unpublished Rate 
Reduction Before Pearl Harbor

In mid-June of 1939, the airmail 
rate between Wake Island and the 
United States was reduced from 40 

STAMP LIBRARY RESOURCES

HTTP://CATALOG.STAMPLIBRARY.ORG

Hundreds of references on the topics of airmail and mili-
tary mail exist in the American Philatelic Research Library, 
though there are far fewer specific references to Wake Island. 
The author’s source list is probably one of the best a research-
er could assemble.

One interesting source on hand in the APRL, however, is 
the book Skyway to Asia (1936), by William Stephen Grooch, 
published by Longmans, Green and Co. Grooch was not a phi-
latelist, a pilot, or a postal executive. He was a former Navy 
officer (1917–1929) who became an operations manager 
for a new airline, Rio and Buenos Aires Line. He wound up 
as a supervisor with the North Haven Expedition, which was 
dispatched to build commercial air bases across the Pacific 
Ocean — including the one at Wake Island — which would 
become the stepping stones for the China Clipper. His book 
offers a first-hand look at the challenges of building airstrips 
in remote locations, such as Wake Island.

Figure 12. The Philippine Clipper’s pilot collected this letter at Wake 
on December 19, 1938, and deposited it in the mail at Honolulu 
on December 20 for the rest of its flight to California. The enclosed 
letter, on colorful stationery headed by a pictorial map of the 
transpacific airline route, describes the sender’s extraordinary 
adventure: “Last Sunday I took a walk around the Island and found 
a note in a bottle. It was from an English salor [sic] and was thrown 
over board in April 1937.” 

Figure 13. This May 14, 1939, cover from Riverside, California, to Wake 
Island illustrates the unpublished 40 cents per half ounce rate on a 
westbound letter carried on a Honolulu Clipper flight.

Figure 14. Two Theodore Roosevelt stamps and a single orange James Monroe paid the seldom 
seen unpublished 20-cent airmail letter rate from Wake Island to Hawaii on this 1938 cover.
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cents per half ounce to 35 cents, but many letters mailed from 
Wake during the next several months continued to be franked 
with 40 cents postage (typically pairs of 20-cent airmail or or-
dinary stamps), probably for lack of lower denominations.

A cover mailed August 7 at Riverside, California [Figure 

15], offers unusual evidence of the unpublished 35-cent rate. It 
had been correctly franked at the 20 cents per half ounce air-
mail rate to Hawaii, but Pan Am had relocated the addressee 
to Wake Island, so an additional 15 cents was rated and col-
lected as postage due, the additional charge for forwarding the 

letter to Wake by air.
The motley but correct franking on a cover 

postmarked September 1 [Figure 16], going in 
the opposite direction, is an indication of the 
difficulty of assembling exact postage for mail 
posted from Wake at the new rate. Within a 
few days, the Pan Am employee’s wife had 
learned that her husband had been sent to 
Wake Island. A cover postmarked September 
4 [Figure 17] shows that either she or a clerk 
at her post office had been informed of the un-
published 35-cent rate.

Although never published in the Postal 
Bulletin or in a monthly supplement to the Of-
ficial Postal Guide, the Post Office Department 
had other ways of notifying postal employees 
of these rates. In 1996, Stanley Jersey found 

an undated circa December 1941 
mimeographed memorandum 
from the Washington, D.C., post-
master that informed his clerks, 
“The air-mail rate each half ounce 
for articles dispatched over this 
[transpacific] route to Hawaii is 
20 cents, Midway Island 30 cents, 
Wake Island 35 cents, Guam 40 
cents, Philippine Islands 50 cents, 
[countries beyond the Philip-
pines], 70 cents.”

War Clouds Over 
the Pacific Ocean

As American and Japanese 
interests clashed and tensions es-

calated in the Pacific, President Franklin 
Roosevelt ordered the Navy to fortify U.S. 
island possessions. A consortium of build-
ing construction and dredging companies 
called Contractors Pacific Naval Air Bases 
(CPNAB) was organized in August of 1939 
to build the military infrastructures.

Naval defense construction at Wake Is-
land began in January 1941. The CPNAB 
cover from Wake to Pearl Harbor shown 
[Figure 18] is an example of the very scarce 
unpublished 15 cents per half ounce airmail 
rate between Wake Island and Hawaii in ef-
fect from June 1939 until December 1941.

As tension between the United States 
and Japan mounted in 1941, Marine Corps 

Figure 15. The 20-cent stamp on this cover mailed at Riverside, California, paid airmail 
postage only as far as Hawaii. The additional 15 cents shortpaid postage needed to 
pay for the forwarding flight to Wake Island was probably paid by the Pan Am office 
at Honolulu.

Figure 16. On this 1939 cover, 35 cents paid the unpublished half ounce airmail rate between Wake 
Island and the U.S. mainland. This cover was sent to Riverside, California.

Figure 17. A September 4, 1939, cover from the same correspondence went in the 
opposite direction to the previous one — from California to Wake Island.
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defense units were deployed to U.S. Pacific island possessions. 
Major James Patrick Sinnott Devereaux commanded 450 of-
ficers and enlisted men of the First Defense Battalion, which 
arrived at Wake Island on August 19. Navy Commander 
Winfield Scott Cunningham arrived a little more than three 
months later on the Navy auxiliary ship USS Wright, a sea-
plane tender, along with six other Army, Navy, and Marine 
officers, 114 enlisted men, and four civilian contractors.

Cunningham became the officer in charge of all U.S. 
forces at Wake Island. Wright had left Pearl Harbor on No-
vember 20 and disembarked the men at Wake on November 
29 (which was still November 28 in Hawaii, east of the Inter-
national Date Line). Departing Wake on November 30 and 
Midway on December 4, the Wright was one day out from 
Hawaii on December 7 when her crew received word of the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. With all her fighting men at 

their battle stations she steamed home without encountering 
enemy forces.

The Wright had brought the last surface mail letters from 
Wake Island before the American defenders surrendered to 
the enemy. Wake had no U.S. civilian or shore-based military 
post office until after the war; mail from Wake was canceled 
on the morning of December 8 upon arrival at Pearl Harbor 
as illustrated [Figure 19]. The sender, civilian contractor Ju-
lius L. Larson of Hailey, Idaho, died February 17, 1943, in 
captivity as a slave laborer at Fukuoka No. 18-B camp near 
Sasebo, Japan. His remains are buried at the National Memo-
rial Cemetery of the Pacific at Honolulu.

On December 3, while the Wright was still at sea between 
Midway Island and Hawaii, Pan American Airways’ China 
Clipper called at Wake Island on her final pre-war inbound 
trip from Singapore to San Francisco. A distinguished pas-

senger on that airliner was Soviet diplomat Maxim 
Litvinov, traveling to Washington to take up resi-
dence as his country’s ambassador.

China Clipper picked up the last civilian airmail 
from Wake and delivered it to the Honolulu post of-
fice on December 4 (December 5 at Wake) for can-
cellation and onward transport. Among the airmail 
letters of military origin was Devereaux’s December 
5 letter to his wife Mary Welch Devereaux at Gover-
nor’s Island, New York, in which he wrote, “We are 
ready for anything.” Theirs had been a Marine mili-
tary marriage from the start; they had wed at Peking, 
China, in 1932.

World War II Comes to Wake Island
On the morning of December 8, 1941, which 

was still December 7 at Hawaii, war came to Wake 
Island. The Pan American Airways flying boat Phil-
ippine Clipper had stopped the night before to refuel 
at Wake on her scheduled outbound flight from San 
Francisco to Singapore while her passengers and 
crew lodged at the island’s Pan Am hotel.

About 20 minutes after the clipper had taken off 

Figure 18. The pilot of 
California Clipper collected 
this cover when he made 
his March 24, 1941, call 
at Wake Island. It entered 
the mail for delivery at 
Honolulu on March 25. 
The Map and Mail Biplanes 
airmail stamp (Scott C8) 
exactly paid the seldom 
seen unpublished airmail 
rate between Wake and 
Hawaii.

Figure 19. Deposited in the mail at Pearl Harbor on December 8, 1941, 
the morning after Japan’s surprise attack had ravaged the U.S. Navy fleet 
stationed there, this cover had been brought to Hawaii from Wake Island 
aboard the USS Wright, the last American surface ship from Wake before 
Japanese forces captured the atoll on December 23. The sender, civilian 
contractor Julius L. Larson, died in captivity.
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on a westward course toward Guam, the plane was called 
back to Wake on news of the surprise attack at Pearl Har-
bor. After dumping 3,000 pounds of fuel for safety’s sake, the 
Pan Am pilot, Captain John H. Hamilton, brought the plane 
back to the lagoon at Wake. Passengers, cargo and mail were 
unloaded and it was refueled for the flight back to Midway 
Island and Hawaii.

A few hours later, Japanese aircraft attacked Wake Island 
and strafed the flying boat docked below. In “A Magnificent 
Flight,” Cressman wrote:

Almost miraculously, the twenty-six-ton Philippine 
Clipper, empty of both passengers and cargo but fully 
refueled, rode easily at her moorings. A bomb had splashed 
one hundred feet ahead of her, and bullets had holed her in 
twenty-three places, but none had hit her large fuel tanks. . . .

Willing hands had stripped the Martin 130 of all 
superfluous equipment (and ejected two Guamians who 
attempted to stow away in the tail of the plane) and, soon 
thereafter, the five passengers (Herman Phillip Hevenor, 
an examiner from the Executive Office of the President, 
Bureau of the Budget, for some reason not among them) 
and the twenty-six Caucasian PanAir employees joined 
the eight-man crew on board the Philippine Clipper. After 
two anxious tries, Hamilton finally coaxed the fully loaded 
ship off the turquoise waters of the lagoon at 1330 and flew 
toward Midway.

Japanese air raids resumed on December 9 and 10, followed 
by a massive seaborne attack on December 11 with the aim of 
capturing Wake Island. As the fleet approached, three direct 
hits of the Marines’ 5-inch coastal artillery on the Japanese de-
stroyer Hayate sank it as the fleet approached the island, the 
first Japanese surface warship to be sunk in World War II.

Other attack ships were damaged by the big guns, includ-
ing the light cruiser flagship Yubari. Captain Henry Talmadge 
Elrod, pilot of a Grumman F4F-3 Wildcat fighter plane, hit 
the destroyer Kisaragi with a 100-pound bomb; shortly after-
ward that warship exploded and sank with her entire crew. 
The attackers withdrew without attempting to draw close 
enough to land an invasion force.

Last American Mail from Wake Island
On December 20, a Navy PBY-5 Catalina piloted by En-

sign James J. Murphy arrived from Midway, the first friendly 
aircraft from the outside since the war began, with secret or-
ders for the Navy and Marine defenders and a plan to evacu-
ate civilians. Several of the men stranded on Wake, including 
Hevenor and Cunningham, wrote letters that Murphy car-
ried out on his return flight.

The February 20, 1942, New York Times quoted from a 
letter that Lieutenant Commander Elmer Bloomfield Greey, 
construction representative for the Navy’s air base, wrote to 
his wife Mary Acuff Greey at Princeton, New Jersey: 

We were badly hit on the first raid, but now have things 
under control. Casualties have been high on the first two 
or three days. The food is adequate. All is now proceeding 
in an orderly manner. Heroes have been made hourly, and 

many will go unsung; but the Stars and Stripes are still at 
the top of the mast.

Too much praise cannot be given to the Marines, and 
those damn Japs know what our steel feels like. Bombing 
is not the worst thing in the world, though it is decidedly 
unpleasant.

Greey was later a prisoner of war at Hokkaido, Japan. To-
day some letters brought home on that Catalina flight are in 
archives and others are quoted in memoirs; I’m not aware of 
any in private collections, but one or more might be. Mur-
phy’s December 21 departure was the last American flight 
out of Wake Island before it was overrun. The opportunity to 
evacuate civilians had passed.

Japanese Forces Capture Wake Island
The second Japanese invasion attempt began on Decem-

ber 23, this time accompanied by two aircraft carriers. After a 
full night and morning of tough fighting, the defenders were 
defeated by the vastly superior arms and numbers of their at-
tackers. Among the Americans killed was the gallant Marine 
pilot Elrod, who had sunk an enemy destroyer and downed 
two enemy planes during the earlier assault.

Bereft of their aircraft, Elrod’s VMF-211 fighter unit put 
up a spirited ground defense in the morning darkness. Cress-
man described his heroic final acts: 

Each time he heard Japanese troops massing for a 
probe at 211’s position, Elrod interposed himself between 
the enemy and his own men and provided covering fire 
to enable his detachment to keep supplied with guns and 
ammunition. Shortly before dawn, however . . . a Japanese 
soldier who had hidden himself among the heaps of 
casualties in the vicinity of the three-incher shot and killed 
the gallant captain who, ironically, had once written of a 
romantic notion of death “upon the jagged spears of some 
rocky shore, by the angry waves of a turbulent sea.” 

After the battle ended, Elrod’s remains were buried at the 
airfield he had fought to defend. For conspicuous gallantry 
and intrepidity at the risk of his life above and beyond the 
call of duty, Elrod was posthumously awarded the Medal of 
Honor, presented to his widow Elizabeth Elrod (who was 
also a commissioned Marine officer) on November 8, 1946. 
In October 1947 his body was disinterred and reburied at Ar-
lington National Cemetery.

Wake Island Heroes
Outnumbered and outgunned, U.S. Army, Navy, Marine, 

and civilian defenders had put up a valiant fight, had sunk 
two enemy destroyers, and had shot down an estimated 21 
warplanes. Reinforcements never arrived. Overwhelmed by 
superior force, the American survivors surrendered.

The fierce fight against impossible odds had provided 
Americans at home with the first positive news from the 
warfront after the Pearl Harbor disaster and the surrender of 
Guam without a fight. Although the Wake Island defenders 
were eventually defeated, American dead numbered 49 Ma-
rines, three Navy men, and about 70 civilians (including 10 
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Chamorros, the indigenous people of the Mariana Is-
lands), while Japanese losses counted between 700 and 
900 killed and at least 1,000 more wounded.

Our men had sustained their resistance to Japanese 
advances across the Pacific for two weeks — the first, 
if temporary, American military success in World War 
II. (But part of the morale boost on the home front was 
based on exaggerated reports of the Marines’ military 
prowess. The New York Times reported that “they had 
sunk seven enemy warships, a cruiser, a destroyer, four 
submarines and a gunboat.”)

In early 1942 the 7th Marine Defense Battalion 
post office at Tutuila, American Samoa, saluted the 
Wake warriors’ valor by adding the slogan “Remem-
ber Wake Island” to a cancellation device. When the 
battalion was transferred to Upolu, Western Samoa, a 
New Zealand mandate, on March 28, 1942, the slogan 
canceler stayed with the unit. It can be seen on a cover 
from that location [Figure 20]. The April 8 date represents 
an early example of the free mail privilege that Congress had 
granted to active-duty members of the U.S. armed forces ef-
fective April 1.

Captured Wake Island Defenders and Civilians
Among the 1,621 men captured by the Japanese at Wake 

Island were 1,150 civilian contractors. Three weeks later, all 
but 360 civilians and 21 seriously wounded Marines were 
taken by ship to Japan, and from there most were sent to 
prisoner-of-war camps in China. 

For almost two months, the American captives’ friends 
and loved ones had no word of their fates except for a hand-
ful who were named in radio propaganda broadcasts from 
Tokyo. A February 6 shortwave transmission heard in San 
Francisco quoted a message from Greey to his wife: “I am 
being treated well. I have met several Japanese who were my 

schoolmates when I attended Princeton University.” A Febru-
ary 9 message named five enlisted men; in that way, prison-
ers’ identities trickled out.

To relieve families’ anguish, in mid-February 1942 the 
Navy made public a list of 1,009 Navy and Marine Corps offi-
cers and men who had been stationed at Guam, Wake Island, 
and in China, and 1,200 civilians who had been building de-
fense works at Guam and Wake, who were presumed to be 
prisoners of war, after first notifying their next of kin. The day 
after the Navy’s list appeared in newspapers, the Japanese le-
gation in Switzerland announced that Japan would apply the 
Articles of the 1929 Geneva Convention on Prisoners of War, 
including non-combatant civilian internees, even though Ja-
pan was not a signatory.

Despite that pledge, Japan continued to flout the con-
vention. Although Japan had captured more than 1,000 
U.S. military men in China, Guam, and Wake Island during 

the first month of the war, and about 75,000 
more when the Philippines fell, the first offi-
cial notice from Japanese authorities passed 
to the War Department by the International 
Red Cross in late April 1942 included only 
120 prisoners’ names, while Tokyo radio an-
nounced that American captives were being 
put to work at hard labor seven hours per day.

That first list, which included Navy com-
manding officer Cunningham but not Ma-
rine commanding officer Devereaux, formally 
commenced mail opportunities for American 
prisoners of war and internees. The April 28 
New York Times published instructions:

Only mail addressed to prisoners or 
interned civilians listed by the Provost Marshal 

General can be forwarded. Mail to prisoners 
requires no postage, under a 1929 Geneva 
convention, with which Japan has agreed to 
comply, but arrangements have not yet been 
completed for free postage for internees’ mail.

Figure 20. The “Remember Wake Island” slogan cancel on this April 8, 1942, cover 
from a member of the 7th Marine Defense Battalion saluted the valor of the Wake 
Island defenders. The authorization for members of the U.S. armed forces to send 
domestic surface letters and postcards free of postage had just gone into effect on 
April 1. Regulations required the sender to write the word “Free” at the upper right 
corner, and his name, rank, and service unit at the upper left, but the April 1 Postal 
Bulletin that announced those rules probably had not yet reached South Pacific 
outposts by the time Marine Private O.R. Strong mailed this letter.

Figure 21. This May 2, 1942, cover from Washington, to Melvin A. Austin, 
a Wake Island civilian held captive in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp at 
Shanghai, China, was sent before civilian internees had been granted the 
privilege of free mail. It was examined by censors in the U.S. and Japan.
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The form of address for a prisoner’s mail should be: 
Name, military title and branch of service, “Formerly of 
Wake Island” or his former station, “American prisoner of 
War in Japan, care of International Red Cross Committee, 
Geneva, Switzerland.”

In the space usually reserved for the stamp should be 
written “Prisoner of war mail, postage free.”

Similar procedure should be followed for mail 
addressed to interned civilians, but postage must be paid.

Captive Civilian Contract Employee
On the previous page [Figure 21] is a May 2, 1942 cover 

to Melvin A. Austin, a 43-year-old civilian employee of the 
Navy’s Wake Island construction consortium held captive in 
a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp at Shanghai, China, from 
his sister Ruth King at Longview, Washington. Austin was a 
resident of Portland, Oregon. The February 20 Oregonian had 
included his name in the Navy’s list of prisoners held by Japan.

Although the United States had been at war for nearly six 
months, this is an early example of mail to an American cap-
tive. The letter went first to the Office of Censorship at Chi-
cago for examination by a special POW mail censor before 
being dispatched to the International Committee of the Red 
Cross at Geneva, Switzerland, and from there eventually to 
the camp where Austin was held prisoner at Shanghai, China. 
Postage was required because civilian internees had not yet 
been granted the privilege of free mail.

Four days later, postage was no longer necessary. The May 
6, 1942, Postal Bulletin announced that instructions in Part II 
of the Postal Guide for sending mail to prisoners of war

... are changed and supplemented so as to extend the 
privilege of free postage to civilians detained or interned 
by the civil or military authorities (unless held on criminal 
charges), whether detained in the United States or in other 
belligerent countries, to be effective during the continuance 
of the present war or until otherwise ordered, such 

privileges however not to apply to members of 
former official missions of enemy belligerent 
countries awaiting repatriation or to persons 
whose residence, for reasons of national 
security, is merely changed from one section of 
the country to another.

The notice reiterated that mail should not 
be sent to POWs or internees held by Japan un-
til their names had been reported by the Red 
Cross.

Austin died at his home in Portland in 1954.

Captive Civilian Employees of 
the United States Navy

Howard Clarke Wilder and Harold G. Field, 
[addressees of the covers in Figures 22 and 23, 

respectively], were both civilian employees of the 
U.S. Navy Bureau of Yards and Docks at Wake 
Island. This might have been too subtle a dis-

tinction for the Red 
Cross or Japanese 
authorities to grasp. 
Although Ameri-
cans classified them 
as civilian internees, 
to most foreigners 
Navy men were ob-
viously military.

Either way, by the 
time the two letters 
were mailed, both 
POWs and civilian 
internees qualified 
for the free postage 
privilege. Neverthe-
less, the sender’s 
“Interned Civilian” 
endorsement on the 

Figure 22. Howard Clarke Wilder had been a civilian employee, so the sender 
endorsed the letter “Interned Civilian.” Somewhere en route it was struck with 
the countermanding designation “Prisoner of War Held by Japan,” evidently 
reclassifying him as a military captive. The sender had addressed the letter to 
Wilder at a Shanghai, China, POW camp, but it was forwarded to Osaka, Japan, 
where he had been transferred. It was examined by censors in Chicago and Japan.

Figure 23. This POW envelope carried a letter from Los Angeles to Harold G. Field at Woosung camp near 
Shanghai, China. After examination by a Japanese censor it was delivered to Field. The versatile Red Cross 
envelope was designed to carry the POW’s return letter to his correspondent at home but Japan allowed most 
prisoners to write only three cards per year (officers were allowed to send home three letters and three cards).
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cover addressed to Wilder was countermanded by a hand-
stamped “Prisoner of War Held by Japan” endorsement, prob-
ably struck by the censor at Chicago to comply with the inter-
national convention. The sender had located him at Shanghai, 
but by the time the letter reached him he had been relocated 
to Osaka Main Camp in Japan.

After he returned home from the war Wilder married 
Nancy Bentley Phelps. He died at Gold Beach, California, in 
May 2000. 

The second cover, addressed to Field at Woosung pris-
oner-of-war camp near Shanghai, is docketed November 17, 
1942. The Red Cross envelope that enclosed the letter to Field 
provided the prisoner a convenient receptacle for sending a 
reply to his correspondent at home. According to govern-
ment records, Field was repatriated when the war ended in 
1945, but that is the last record I have for him.

On September 12 the Associated Press had distributed 
photographs of six American POWs that had been provided 
by the Japanese government. Three of the six had been cap-
tured at Wake Island — John R. Pace, a civilian; Devereaux, 
the Marine commander; and Field. Identified in the caption 
as a journalist, Field was pictured with a wide smile and a 
cigarette in his hand, dressed in an overcoat and a fedora.

Woosung camp, where both Field and Devereaux were 
held, was one of the few Japanese POW camps visited by Red 
Cross representatives during the war. Their August 1943 re-
port states:

As far as is known, conditions in this camp are 
tolerable. The prisoners suffered severely from cold last 
winter, but the activities of the International Red Cross 
Committee delegate in Shanghai in providing stoves and 
fuel has improved the situation. Parcels, medicine, warm 
clothes and other necessities are sent into the camp under 
his direction twice a month.

Work is mainly agricultural and not heavy. Medical 
attention was not satisfactory at first but some improvements 

have been effected. Prisoners do their own cooking. With the 
help of parcels sent into the camp and the rations provided 
they are able to produce satisfactory results.

After the war, some men who had been imprisoned at 
Woosung accused the Red Cross reporters of having been 
“extremely biased in favor of the Japanese,” but conditions 
were worse at other locations. Robert E. Winslow, a Marine 
private at Wake Island who died in 2008, wrote in his mem-
oir that after being transferred to other POW camps he had 
looked back on his Woosung captivity as “the good old days.”

Captive Member of 
the United States Marine Corps

An Associated Press dispatch of February 19, 1942, re-
ported the Navy’s list of presumed prisoners of war from 
Oklahoma held by Japan. “Jack R. Williamson, Lawton” was 
named in the roster of “Marine Corps personnel serving at 
Wake Island.” A family member mailed him a letter on Octo-
ber 23, 1942 [Figure 24].

A notice in the September 2 Postal Bulletin advised post-
masters that effective September 7, mail to and from prison-
ers of war and internees of war “are to be forwarded to New 
York, N.Y., for censorship instead of Chicago, Ill.”

By the time the cover was for-
warded to Japanese authorities for 
censorship and delivery, William-
son had been moved from a POW 
camp at Shanghai to the Tsumori 
POW camp at Osaka, Japan. That 
transfer had occurred in late Au-
gust of 1943, so the letter evidently 
took at least 10 months to reach 
him.

The October 15, 1945, issue 
of Marine Corps’ Chevron news-
paper announced that “the troop 
transport USS Ozark glided into 
its berth here [San Francisco] with 
its precious cargo of 1,000 recently 
liberated POWs, including 373 
Marine veterans from Wake Is-
land, China and the Philippines.” 
Williamson’s name was on the list.

In the February 1994 issue of The Quan, a publication for 
veterans of the war’s early battles, Williamson recalled his de-
parture from Wake as a prisoner:

In January 1942, the Nitta Maru transported Wake 
Island civilian workers and Wake Marine, Navy and 6 
Army personnel to Yokohama and on to Shanghai (Woo 
Sung). The Nitta Maru was overcrowded with beatings even 
5 Marines were beheaded aboard to Japan. Very poor food 
with only two bowls of rice gruel per day. Cold weather 
conditions. Complete lack of adequate winter clothing, this 
truly was a “Hell Ship”! 

Williamson died in 1996. Even before the illustrated letter 

Figure 24. A family member at Marine Private First Class Jack Russell Williamson’s home town 
mailed this postage-free letter to him on October 23, 1942. By the time it was forwarded to 
Japanese authorities, Williamson had been moved from a POW camp at Shanghai to the Tsumori 
POW camp at Osaka, Japan.
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was in the mail to him, U.S. Marines had begun exacting 
revenge against Japanese soldiers who had seized Wake 
Island the previous December. From the bodies of dead 
enemy fighters killed at Guadalcanal in August they re-
covered personal effects that belonged to Americans who 
had been killed or captured at Wake.

Captive American Government 
Civilian Internee

As the war progressed, diplomats negotiated an ar-
rangement for the direct transfer of POW and internee 
mail at Moscow instead of through the Red Cross at Ge-
neva, made possible because the Soviet Union was not a 
belligerent against Japan until the very end of the war.

On March 13, 1944, the airmail rate for letters and 
postcards to American prisoners of war and civilians de-
tained or interned in enemy or enemy-occupied countries 
became 6 cents per half ounce, the same concessionary 
rate that had existed for active-duty members of the armed 
forces since Christmas Day of 1941.

The May 9, 1944, Postal Bulletin announced, “For exclu-
sive use in sending letters by airmail to prisoners of war and 
detained or interned civilians in enemy and enemy-occupied 
countries, there will be made available shortly a special, stan-
dard, uniform, and distinctive airmail letter card, which is 
a combination letter and envelope.” Effective June 23, Japan 
required the letters to be typed or printed by hand in block 
letters and not more than 24 words in length.

A cover from Washington, D.C., to civilian internee Her-
man Hevenor at the Zentsuji POW camp near Hiroshima, 
Japan, shows the reduced airmail rate on a POW lettercard 
sent August 10, 1944 [Figure 25]. On December 14, 1944, the 
postmaster general announced that effective at once, POW 
lettercards would be dispatched by air postage free. Examples 
of that usage addressed to Hevenor also have been recorded. 

Hevenor was the Bureau of the Budget representative who 
had missed the flight that should have brought him home 
from Wake Island before the Japanese invasion. The Zentsuji 
camp was the first to receive American POWs and internees, 
and the last to release them. Hevenor was held there for the 
duration; he was finally freed on September 8, 1945.

By missing the December 8, 1941, Philippine Clipper de-
parture from Wake, he had cut short a promising career that 
probably would have propelled him to a high office in the 
government. Hevenor had been chief engineer for construc-
tion of the Southern Railway station at Greensboro, North 
Carolina, in the late 1920s and had served on the engineering 
commission that oversaw construction of Washington Na-
tional Airport in the late 1930s.

As a New Deal administrator he had been chief engineer 
of the Public Works Administration in Washington before 
moving up to the executive office. His experience managing 
large and complex construction projects had qualified him 
as an examiner to evaluate financial records at Pacific island 
naval bases, the duty that had brought him to Wake Island at 

the worst possible moment.
Hevenor died at age 84 in January 1971.

Member of the Japanese Navy 
Occupying Wake Island

Mail that originated from Wake Island (called Ōtoro-jima 
by Japan) during the Japanese occupation is scarce. A Dove 
on Helmet military postal card from Shintaro Okubo, a mem-
ber of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s 65th Guard Force that oc-
cupied the atoll, to his family at home in Japan is shown [Fig-
ure 26]. The APS Translation Service provided the message 
text on the back 
as well as the 
information on 
the front:

“It’s been a 
year since I left 
my home town 
for service but 
I’m doing fine at 
the base. I hope 
and believe 
mother and all 
family mem-
bers are doing 
well also. It is 
most important 
to stay healthy 
and strong.”

The United 
States made no 
attempt to re-
capture Wake 
Island, but 
heavily bombed 
Japanese po-
sitions from 
carr ier-based 

Figure 25. Herman P. Hevenor’s wife sent him this prisoner-of-war 
lettercard from Washington, D.C. The letter was examined and passed 
by the Office of Censorship at New York and by a Japanese censor on 
arrival at the Zentsuji POW camp.

Figure 26. Shintaro Okubo, a member of the 
Imperial Japanese Navy’s 65th Guard Force 
that occupied Wake Island, sent this undated 
Dove on Helmet military postal card to his 
family at Ohara village, Sakata District, Shiga 
Prefecture. An orange censor mark appears 
below the printed inscription.
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aircraft and prevented reinforcements and 
supplies from being delivered to the occupying 
force by blockading the atoll with submarine 
patrols.

On October 7, 1943, Japanese command-
er Admiral Shigematsu Sakaibara ordered 
his men to execute the 98 American civilians 
who had been kept as laborers at Wake Island 
to operate heavy construction equipment for 
the occupiers. The prisoners were blindfolded 
with their hands and feet bound, seated next 
to a ditch that had been bulldozed as a mass 
grave for them, shot to death by machine gun 
and rifle fire, and their bodies dumped into the 
ditch and covered.

One American escaped the massacre. When 
he was recaptured, Sakaibara himself beheaded 
the man. After the war Sakaibara was tried as a war criminal, 
convicted, and hanged. By the time the war ended in Septem-
ber 1945 about 600 members of the Japanese occupying force 
had been killed by bombs, about 1,300 had died from disease 
and starvation, and approximately 2,200 remained alive.

On September 2, 1945, the date of Japan’s formal surren-
der to the United States at Tokyo Bay, the USS Marvin H. 
McIntyre was passing near Wake Island en route to Guam. A 
patriotic cover canceled aboard that ship commemorated the 
occasion [Figure 27].

Liberation of Wake Island and 
Restoration of American Services

On September 4, 1945, Sakaibara formally surrendered 
the Japanese garrison at Wake Island to U.S. Marine Briga-
dier General Lawson H. M. Sanderson aboard the destroyer 
escort USS Levy. After parties had signed the instrument of 
surrender, Americans set foot on the island for the first time 

since the last prisoners had been executed two years earlier.
A Marine color guard raised the Stars and Stripes shortly 

after 1:30 in the afternoon as a bugle sounded “To the Col-
ors.” As the flag reached the top of the pole, the Levy fired a 
21-gun salute. For the first time in almost four years, Ameri-
cans had free access to the forlorn island possession in the 
central Pacific Ocean.

During those years of enemy occupation, the Army’s Air 
Transport Command (ATC) and the Navy’s Naval Air Trans-
port Service (NATS) had established transpacific airmail 
routes mostly operated by land-based aircraft that were faster, 
more reliable, and more efficient than the pre-war commer-
cial FAM 14 flying boat route. In the January 1947 issue of 
Airpost Journal, Dr. Max Kronstein reported, “On Sept. 18, 
1945 long range flights were inaugurated including non-stop 
flight experiments by ATC as follows: . . . Regular ATC Pacific 
routes were operated between San Francisco and Honolulu-
Johnston-Kwajalein-Guam-Manila-Tokyo.”

A U.S. Navy photo of the flag-
raising at Wake Island when 
American forces reclaimed 
the atoll after the Japanese 
surrender in September 1945. 
Defeated Japanese survivors 
are in the foreground.

Figure 27. On September 2, 1945, the date of Japan’s formal surrender to the United 
States at Tokyo Bay, the Navy attack transport ship USS Marvin H. McIntyre was off 
Wake Island, where this souvenir patriotic cover was postmarked, en route to Guam.
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In theory, prewar unpublished civilian airmail rates to 
and from Wake Island remained in force in the event ser-
vice was restored, but to my knowledge all the senders and 
recipients stationed there or passing through were qualified 
to use the military concessionary airmail rate of 6 cents per 
half ounce.

Nevertheless, in the Fourth Quarter 1980 and Second 
Quarter 2002 issues of Possessions, Geoffrey Brewster report-
ed covers flown by a four-engine Douglas DC-4 Skymaster 
landplane transport over the original FAM 14 route from 
“what apparently was the first Pan Am postwar Trans-Pacific 
flight . . . canceled December 18, 1945, [including] Manila-
Wake  with 40 cents postage and backstamped U.S. Navy, 
13764 Br.”

To my knowledge no one has compiled unpublished air-
mail rates from the Philippines to Wake Island or Midway 
Island but anecdotal evidence suggests they were the same as 
for Guam. For that Pan Am flight, Brewster reported 40-cen-
tavos frankings on covers to Guam and Midway also, and 
60-centavos to Hawaii, so the Wake franking is consistent 
and plausible.

A January 26, 1947, surface mail cover to England from 
Navy 13764 Branch at Wake Island is illustrated [Figure 28].

Postwar Commercial Transpacific Airmail
Pan Am eventually resumed transpacific Clipper 

flights after World War II ended, flying Lockheed L-749 
Constellation landplanes, but Pan Am’s days as the ex-
clusive carrier of mail from the United States to destina-
tions in the Orient ended in August 1946.

Northwest Airlines won a Civil Aeronautics Board 
certificate to fly passengers, cargo, and mail by the great-
circle route from New York via Chicago, Seattle, and 
Anchorage to Tokyo, Japan, from there branching into 
two routes to Shanghai — one via major cities in North 
China, the other via Korea — and onward to Manila.

Northwest’s route to the Philippines was 650 miles 
shorter than Pan Am’s route from Los An-
geles and San Francisco via Hawaii, Midway, 
Wake, and Guam to Manila. Meanwhile, 
United Air Lines was awarded the certificate 
to fly from San Francisco to Hawaii, ending 
Pan Am’s monopoly on the most lucrative 
leg of transpacific aviation.

On October 1, 1946, domestic airmail 
letter rates were reduced to 5 cents per 
ounce and made uniform to and from any 
United States mainland, territory, posses-
sion, Navy ship, and overseas military ad-
dress no matter how distant, bringing an 
end to special unpublished Midway and 
Wake Island rates. A new 4-cent domestic 
airmail post card rate began on January 1, 
1949, when the airmail letter rate increased 
to 6 cents per ounce.

In April 1949, Pan Am introduced Boe-
ing B-377 Stratocruiser landplanes on the FAM 14 route. 
Compared to prewar flying boats, which could carry up to 
eight passengers on the longest leg of the transpacific route 
at a normal cruising speed of 155 miles per hour, the Strato-
cruiser was virtually a mass-transit vehicle.

Over its normal flying range of 4,600 nonstop miles at a 
cruising speed of 300 to 375 miles per hour, a Stratocruiser 
could accommodate between 55 and 100 passengers and at-
tendants. Travel time from Manila to San Francisco was 52 
hours, with fueling stops at Guam, Wake, and Honolulu — 
less than half the time of prewar Clipper transpacific flights.

The First Civilian Post Office at Wake Island
On May 1, 1951, a civilian post office was established for 

the first time at Wake Island, an event recorded by a souvenir 
cover [Figure 29]. Wake remained a fueling stop for FAM 14 
flights when the route was extended to Rangoon, Burma, on 
December 4, 1952, to Saigon, Indochina, on May 22, 1953, 
and to Djakarta, Indonesia, on June 1, 1959. Souvenir covers 
from Wake are available for those inaugural flights.

With increased travel through Wake Island and an 
ordinary post office to accept mail, it became much easier to 
collect domestic covers and cards that originated there. An 

Figure 28. A shore-based U.S. Navy post office assigned to Wake Island 
after World War II was 13764 Branch, recorded by the datestamp dial on 
this January 26, 1947, cover to England.

Figure 29. This orange 6-cent Monoplane embossed airmail stamped envelope (Scott 
UC3) was cacheted and canceled on May 1, 1951, as a souvenir of the date that a civilian 
post office was established at Wake Island for the first time.
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airmail cover mailed by a U.S. Coast Guard officer while call-
ing at Wake to an address on the American mainland is a nice 
example [Figure 30].

Postal history collectors can still be challenged by the 

hunt for covers to foreign destinations, such as the 5-cent rate 
December 31, 1959, surface mail radio amateur’s QSL card 
from Wake Island to Montevideo, Uruguay [Figure 31], and 
the 11-cent rate surface mail envelope from Wake to England 

shown [Figure 32], both franked 
with stamps that would gratify any 
Liberty Series specialist.

In May 1973, the last regularly 
scheduled commercial passenger 
flights ceased calling at Wake Is-
land, marking the end of an era. 
Since 2009, the atoll has been part 
of the Pacific Remote Islands Ma-
rine National Monument. It is an 
unincorporated unorganized U.S. 
territory, administered by the Inte-
rior Department Office of Insular 
Affairs. Access is restricted, and all 
activities there are managed by the 
U.S. Air Force.
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Figure 30. Lieutenant Commander J.E. Forrester of the U.S. Coast Guard cutter Kukui mailed this 
March 7, 1958, airmail cover from Wake Island to Newton, Kansas, while the crew of his ship was 
installing long-range navigation low-frequency radio guidance equipment across the Pacific.

Figure 31. The 5-cent James Monroe stamp on this December 31, 1959, 
Wake Island amateur radio hobbyist’s QSL card to Montevideo, Uruguay, 
paid the international surface postcard postage rate.

Figure 32. An 11-cent Statue of Liberty stamp paid the foreign 
surface single letter rate from Wake Island to England.

ADDITIONAL BONUS CONTENT
Additional images of Wake Island postal history are on the 

The American Philatelist website, stamps.org/ap-album.
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Besides newspaper reports cited above, arti-
cles by and about Clara Adams appeared in Airpost 
Journal and Jack Knight Air Log from 1932 to 2006. 
The July–September 2000 issue of the Log repro-
duced her letter that praised Adolf Hitler. 

World War II military records of individual 
armed forces members and civilian contractors 
are most easily obtained through fold3.com. Other 
biographical information, death notices, and obitu-
aries can be found by using genealogybank.com, 
ancestry.com, and newspaperarchive.com. These 
are all subscription services that supplement and 
amplify the results of google.com and similar In-
ternet searches.
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