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About ten years ago, Bob shared with me a story he’d written. I was super enthusiastic reading it, mostly because of the brutally honest self-portrayal and subtle humor that poked fun at others but usually at himself. I asked to read more and gradually they trickled in – some recently written, others drafted way before.
Six months ago, I told Bob I’d like to assemble the stories into a book for him, his family and friends. As expected, he was a bit embarrassed but pleased and honored, somewhat reticent about the idea, passively permissive, and less than cooperative in providing more tales. Sadly, I dragged my feet getting it together and he didn’t wait around to receive the gift. Bob died in February 2020 at 96 years old. So, this collection is now a commemorative volume.
Bob was totally involved in the present and the hot issues of the day, marching in support of causes, advocating with local organizations, producing monthly newsletters for various groups. But at the same time, in writing the tales, he apparently wanted to capture accountings of the past and give others the opportunity to reflect on history.
The stories are a mix of vignettes, often powerful in their brevity, and a few lengthier stories – especially the one about his early, year-long stay at a TB sanatorium, rambunctiously playing with other kids while nurses unsuccessfully encouraged his getting lots of bed rest.
All the stories are coming-of-age tales seen through wide-open eyes filled with wonderment as Bob had one new experience after another. In their simplicity, they reflect Bob’s Buddhist/Quaker spirituality and asceticism, as well as his modest and shy approach to life. His values surface transparently – he’s never angry nor self-righteous nor judgmental. Some stories deal with racism, sexual molestation, violent behavior, and dangerous adventures. Simply descriptive, no sermonizing – conclusions left to the reader.
Hopefully, people reading these stories will both enjoy how the tales are so artfully told as well as walk away with renewed memories of an endearing man.
John Riess – one of Bob’s many admiring friends – spring, 2020
On a warm, sunny day in Port Townsend, Washington just after the 4th of July, my grandmother arrived from Seattle. I was twelve years old and my sister Ruthie was nine. My mother had been ill for a long time and now was very sick and bedridden. We knew she had tuberculosis. Her younger brother Charley had died of it a year or so earlier. He was my favorite uncle among my mother’s six brothers, and I worried that my mother might die, too.
But for the moment I was glad to see Grandma. She loved me and my sister and always gave us a lot of attention. She was a tiny little woman and seemed incredibly old to me. Actually, she was only in her 60’s, but a hard life raising eight children by a husband afflicted with the wanderlust and seldom home had aged her beyond her years. Whenever she had money for the ferry, she made the long trip to Port Townsend to see us.
A couple days after she arrived, a car pulled up in front of our house, and my dad and two other men carried my mother to the car. She was crying. They made her as comfortable as they could, closed the car door, and drove off. Grandma stayed on a few days after this. She and my dad carried on some long, intense conversations.
In 1929 we had moved to Port Townsend from Santa Monica, California. My dad’s mother had died a year earlier, and he wanted to spend a little time with his father who had recently suffered a stroke. This was a tremendous change for us. Life in warm, sunny Santa Monica had been cheerful and happy for us. Dad had a series of good jobs, one of them being a milk delivery man. He had his own horse–drawn milk wagon, and when he delivered on our street, I got to ride in the wagon a little way. The horse knew the stops and went from one house to the next as Dad ran back and forth putting the milk bottles on people’s porches and picking up the empties.
My kindergarten in Santa Monica was a lively and cheerful place, and I loved the teacher. We did little craft projects, sang songs, and had fun playing the games she taught us. When I moved on to first grade, I again had a wonderful teacher. She knew very well how to get the most out of her pupils and made every effort to bring out the best in us. My mother was young and content to be living near Grandma and her brothers and sister – all living in Los Angeles. Life was very good to us, but Dad insisted that we go to Port Townsend.
We had a Dodge roadster and made the long trip north with all our belongings stowed in the rumble seat. We stayed with my granddad for several months, and my dad worked as a stevedore at the Crown Zellerbach paper mill. Then the effects of the Depression came down on us, and, except for occasional work at the paper mill, Dad could not find work in the area. There was no unemployment insurance, and as the Depression dragged on, no welfare of any kind reached our area. Once in a while Dad got a job signwriting for local businesses, and once a month we ate as much we could hold at our Baptist Church potluck supper. Otherwise we never seemed to have enough to eat in the house.
Winters were very hard to take after life in California. Our gardens never seemed to produce much in the cold climate, and the wood stove never seemed to warm the house. My mother hated Port Townsend, and she and Dad always seemed to be angry with each other. Often those heated arguments would end with my dad storming into his workroom and my mother bitterly crying. We were increasingly malnourished, and before long Mom became ill with TB. I was skinny and energy-less, and for some time I suffered from impetigo. My teacher would not let me come to class because of the condition of my hands. She knew that the illness was contagious and was trying to protect her other students. My sister was malnourished too, but she seemed to hold up better than I did. A family catastrophe was inevitable, and so it happened.
Dad’s discussions with Grandma finally ended, so Grandma packed our clothes and we boarded the ferry to Seattle. As the ferry pulled out, Dad stood on the dock, resigned and helpless. We did not see my mother again before we left, and we would not see her or my dad again for the next year.
Grandma lived in a second story apartment at the top of the Queen Anne counterbalance – the cable car line running up Queen Anne Hill in Seattle. Her apartment was small and crowded. Ruthie slept on the couch and I slept on a makeshift pad on the floor. Our playground was a narrow strip between the apartment building and the big house next door. Sometimes I would be sent on an errand to the store around the corner. There was a Chinese laundry on the way, and I was always sent out with the warning “Stay away from that Chinaman. He might kidnap you and sell you to be a slave!” Actually, I enjoyed talking with “that Chinaman.” He was friendly, and we had fun.
Once I found a penny and bought a piece of chewing gum. When grandma saw me chewing it, she came down on me hard. First – where did I get the money? Second, “Don’t you know what happens to children that chew gum?! They get sick and die. Once they cut open a dead little boy and found wads of chewing gum inside him.” Even if I ever found another penny, I sure wasn’t going to buy chewing gum – or let Grandma know if I did.
Grandma was from the South and was very superstitious: “Rock an empty rocking-chair and someone will die.” “Never spill salt and not throw a pinch over your left shoulder.” “Don’t open that umbrella in the house, Bobby! It’s very bad luck.” “Walking under a ladder is seven years bad luck. Put that stepladder back where you found it.” Since we had been playing “Ring around the Rosie” by walking under the ladder about fifty times, I figured I’d have nothing but bad luck forever!
She was, of course, grieving for the death of Uncle Charley, who had recently died of tuberculosis at home at age 22. She would sometimes take his clothes out and look at them, one by one. Sometimes she would say with a sigh: “Oh, Bobby, you look just like Charley did at your age.” She had a rather snappy hat that Uncle Charley had worn, and when she looked at it she would say: “Bobby, I am going to save Charley’s hat for you for when you grow up.” I didn’t want to tell her, but I thought “It’s a nice hat, but there’s no way I’m ever going to wear it even if I live that long.”
Almost immediately after we arrived in Seattle, Grandma began taking us to the King County TB clinic on Yesler Way. It was a long streetcar ride from Queen Anne Hill to the clinic, and then a long wait on the hard benches in the clinic until we were called in for testing, x-rays, and examinations. We were pleased when our tests came up positive for TB. From then on, we received special attention and were treated very kindly by the staff. We made the trip to the clinic every week for three weeks as our evaluation continued. I seemed to have lost a pound or two every time we went.
It was exciting to go to the city and make a stop at the Pike Place Market on our way home. Grandma always bought vegetables there. It was a thriving place in those days with wonderful food from the Japanese truck gardens, which were then located where Boeing is now. Fresh food came in daily from these truck gardens. (Incidentally, the cardboard and tarpaper shacks of Seattle’s Hooverville were not far from this area.) There were large crowds of people shopping, and Grandma was always worried about thieves. One day she set her grocery bag on the ground while she turned around to pay for a purchase, and when she turned back the bag was gone. It was a little tragedy for her with her meager funds. Food was never in good supply, and I remember the frequent appearance at meals of boiled cabbage, black-eyed peas, and potatoes. Day by day I seemed to have less energy and to be more inclined to lie around the apartment, rather than go out and play.
On our last visit to the Clinic, Grandma spent extra time with the doctor. It seems I had a spot on my lung and continued losing weight. My sister also had a spot on her lung and was not doing well either. Considering our situation, with our mother in a Catholic charity hospital in Port Townsend, my dad unemployed, and Grandma obviously unable to care for us, the Clinic decided to waive the rules and admit us to Firland Sanatorium even though we were not residents of King County.
A few days later, Grandma packed our things, and we made our last long streetcar trip to the Clinic. This time we were greeted by a cheerful man in a business suit and tie, and we said goodbye to Grandma. The man took us downstairs to his car. We weren’t quite sure what this was all about, but we enjoyed the ride to Richmond Highlands and then up the drive lined with big old chestnut trees to the impressive entrance of Firland Sanatorium. The man opened the car doors and escorted us through the grand entrance into the reception area. It was overwhelming and looked to us like a huge church. Since I was the big brother, I was making a brave front of it. Ruthie was tremulous and looked to me for reassurance. She said, “Grandma said we were not to be separated.” I tried to be tolerant of my little sister.
The lady at the desk was very friendly and asked me a few questions. Then she said, “Alright, Bobbie, you and Ruthie sit on the bench over there by the door.” So, we sat and fidgeted nervously, wondering what was going to happen. The wait was over when a nurse appeared with a wheelchair and very sweetly told us to get in. We protested that we weren’t sick, and she said “Oh, yes, I know. We’re just going for a little ride.” We both got into the wheelchair and she wheeled us through a maze of corridors and into a long tunnel. We finally came into daylight again in Josef House – the children’s building – where we were to live for the next year.
Then we were wheeled into a corner room with three hospital beds with big wheels. The nurse took our clothes and bathed us and gave us some light pajamas to put on. During this process, our nurse called in another nurse and said, “I want you to see this boy. Have you ever seen a child this skinny? He’s twelve years old and weighs only 54 pounds!” The other nurse said, “Poor little fellow! My goodness! Just look at him!” I felt surprised and very proud to have all this attention. After our baths the nurses assigned us to our beds and explained that we were quarantined and would be in this room for three weeks. After quarantine was over, we would join the other kids; Ruthie would go upstairs to the girls’ floor, and I would stay where we were, on the first floor, with the other boys. The nurses told us that after our move we would soon be allowed up for meals and be allowed to go to the dining room to eat. As we got better, we’d be allowed up out of bed for two hours a day and later, as we improved even more, we’d be allowed out of bed for two more hours each day, then for six hours, and eight hours up, and finally to a full day up. For the time being we were to stay in bed except to go to the bathroom.
The next day we were joined by a little Japanese girl named Katsuko Ogahara, about nine years old. Katsuko had tuberculosis of the bone, and her left arm from her elbow to her wrist was severely bowed. It was sad to see, but we quickly forgot about it when we discovered how much fun she was. She and Ruthie became great friends and remained so for our next year. For the present we all set about following the bed-rest rules by staying on the beds and never touching the floor except to go to the bathroom. But otherwise we were anything but restful when the nurses were not around. We played and jumped from one bed to the other and joked and laughed, and I teased them, as expected from an older brother. It was late summer, and the kids were playing outside in the beautiful wading pool, which we could see from our window. We thought how much fun it would be when our isolation was over. Once in a while we would be visited by the other kids who were patients. They could not enter our room, but they would cluster in the doorway until the nurses shooed them away.
We were in pajamas, but we noticed that all the kids we saw were wearing little shorts (binders) and shoes and socks and floppy sun hats. This seemed pretty funny to us, until we realized that that’s what we were soon going to wear too, though we continued to wear pajamas at night for sleeping. It didn’t seem so bad at that moment, in the warm summer weather. It didn’t occur to us that little shorts and shoes and socks and hats were all that we were going to wear in all seasons – including a very cold and snowy winter. Sweaters were permitted on movie and entertainment nights – but other times – nothing. We might complain about being cold, but the nurses, bundled in warm sweaters, had no sympathy for us. We often had colds but got over them despite our semi-nakedness. Only flu symptoms could get us a reprieve. When we were sick, our beds would be moved indoors, and we’d be put into pajamas and tucked into bed until we were better. This was a real luxury, and we became “sick” at odd times but never managed to fool the nurses.
We did not know, either, that we would sleep out of doors year-round on a large porch that lined two sides of the building. In bad weather our beds were placed next to the wall and would be moved inside only in case of a major storm. Rain was not considered anything to worry about (this being Seattle) unless there was wind. During one storm the nurses could not get the beds inside fast enough and one of the girl’s mattresses blew over the side of the building. In the summer, the beds had sunshades that were attached to the head of the bed. The beds became a large part of our life; we slept on them, we played on them and “rested” on them for much of the day.
Our isolation was finally over when a nurse came in and said, “All right, Bobby, you’re moving to the porch here on the boys’ floor. Ruthie, you and Katsuko are moving upstairs to the girls’ floor.” We had survived our solitude quite nicely, and I had even put on a pound or two. I stayed on my bed as the nurse wheeled it out into the hall and out onto the porch. Then I heard her moving Ruthie and Katsuko down the hall to the elevator. This time Ruthie accepted our separation without a murmur. A few minutes later a nurse came to get me settled. First, she made it clear that I only had “meals up,” which meant that I was to stay resting on my bed between meals; that meant on the bed, not jumping around or jumping from one bed to the next. She said that we had school starting soon and maybe I could go if I had been given my first two hours up by then. She told me where the bathroom was, and said she’d check on me from time to time.
So, there I was with only meals up, confined to “bed rest.” But now I had plenty of help “resting,” with three or four new friends on the bed, jumping around, tussling, and laughing – until a nurse came by and calmed us down. There was quite a mix of ages for the twenty or so boys on our floor; the youngest was a little black boy about three or four years old. The rest ranged from about six to twelve years old. My new friends were Elvi Sloan, Tomasu Kikuchi, and a few closer to my age. We formed a gang with Elvi the leader and Tomasu and I in subordinate roles. We enacted comic book scenarios, worked out places to hide, and came up with many other activities to make the nurses’ lives interesting. The rules were actually an incentive for us to come up with new ways to break them. We were not to jockey the beds around, but when the nurses weren’t looking that rule was easy to ignore. We couldn’t get off the beds during “bed-rest,” but as far as we were concerned – if our feet didn’t touch the floor, we were OK. Leaping from one bed to another and wheeling them around the floor to be next to a friend, or just for the fun of it, was close enough to compliance for us as long as our feet didn’t touch the floor.
Once in a while accidents happened. One day in the middle of a dramatic Flash Gordon leap across a chasm between beds, the beds rolled apart, and I landed on my back between them. The beds rolled back together with me underneath loudly groaning and gasping for breath until I was rescued by my followers (Flash Gordon style). “Boy! That was great! You sounded like you were dying!” said Elvi, and all of the others agreed that it couldn’t have been better. Of course, the nurses had a different view, and hearing the noise of a little too much fun they descended on the porch and quickly straightened us up.
Most of my new friends had from two to four hours up and made good use of them. On sunny days they played outside, but when it rained they rough-and-tumbled on the porch, jumping from bed to bed, wrestling and dueling just like Flash Gordon and his loyal friend, Baron – fighting the minions oaf Ming of Mungo. Being confined to bed was never boring.
One day a young man who was mopping the floor stopped to talk to me. He was an adult patient with full eight hours up and was doing light work in preparation for being released. His name was Ed Baranoff and he was from a Russian émigré family. Ed became my friend and mentor. I could talk to him about anything and everything. When I had problems, he listened and reassured me, and often helped me resolve them. When he found that I liked to read, he began bringing me half a dozen or more books from the Public Library when he went to Seattle for a day on his monthly leave. They were great books for boys, and Tomasu, Elvi, and others our age read them too. I was completely hooked. I read during the long rest periods, and during playtime. At night I read by the powerful light on the side of the building – hiding the book under the covers when the nurse made her rounds. I went through the novels of Robert Louis Stevenson, James Oliver Curwood, James Fenimore Cooper, Edgar Rice Burroughs, G.A. Henty, Howard Pease, and many, many others. They opened new worlds for all of us boys. I am deeply indebted to Ed.
I’m also indebted to Ed for making me think a little about what I read. My mother and father were Baptists and regular churchgoers. Every Sunday we were dressed in our best clothes, and when we arrived at the church door my mother would smooth out my unruly “cowlick” and straighten up Ruthie’s dress before we entered. My dad was Sunday School Superintendent and every Sunday gave chalk-talks on Biblical stories. Before we left for church, he would be busy checking over the Biblical text he was going to present that Sunday. As he told the story of the Good Samaritan, or some other exemplary text, he would sketch the action, drawing the scene and the characters in the story using inch-thick sticks of colored chalk on a pad of large newsprint on an easel. When he finished the story with a flourish of his chalk stick, everyone would ooh! and aah! and after class they rushed up to see who would get this masterpiece to take home.
My grandmother, also a dedicated Baptist, was quite concerned that Ruthie and I and the other children were not getting proper religious instruction. So, Ruthie and I decided to remedy this problem by starting a Sunday School class for our friends. We met on Sunday morning in a vacant room to sing “Jesus loves me, this I know...” – the only hymn we knew – and to read the Bible. I was the leader, and at our Sunday School meeting I labored manfully to read some difficult passage from the King James version of the Bible. We attracted five or six of our friends to attend our Sunday “Service.”
At our second or third “Service” my friend Ed happened to pass by, and he stopped for a moment as I tussled with the obscurity of a Biblical passage. He listened for a few minutes, looked a little bemused and went on. I was proud that he had seen me promoting the faith – and carrying out Grandma’s wishes. A little while later I saw him as he was mopping the floors, and he stopped to talk for a minute. He said, “I saw you at your Sunday School. How did you think of doing that?” I proudly told him that it was Grandma’s idea. She didn’t want us to grow up being little heathens. He thought for a minute or two and said, “Do you understand what you were reading?” I was a bit taken aback and said, “Well, yes, ... I think so.” Ed didn’t pursue the issue. He just smiled and said, “That’s good,” and went back to his mopping. But I was left thinking... and finally decided to drop Sunday School for the time being.
Life for us was pretty well scheduled. We were awake about 7 AM; washed up and went down to the spacious dining hall on the lower floor around 8 AM for breakfast. Apart from the classroom, the dining hall was the only lightly warmed room in the building. There were tables for us, each of them seating four children. I sat with my sister and her two friends, Katsuko and Lillian Wong. Boys and girls were separated only in their living quarters on the separate porches. Otherwise we played together and ate together. The food was attractive and tasty, and we usually cleaned our plates. Typically, we had dry cereal, scrambled eggs, toast, fruit, and Ovaltine. Lunch at about noon was light – with sandwiches, soup and pudding or canned fruit and a fruit drink. Supper was the main meal and always good and plentiful with mashed potatoes, vegetables and meat, and a dessert. Before breakfast we had to swallow a little square piece of bread with a drop of bad-tasting vitamin D fish oil concentrate on it. The nurses made sure that we took it and didn’t hide it under the table. I had never experienced so much tasty food, and I put on weight rapidly and was soon transformed by this diet and routine.
A great side benefit of our breakfasts was the large number of cereal boxes used in feeding so many kids. The boxes meant box tops, and we constantly pestered the serving ladies to save box tops for us. Somehow they managed to distribute them to us equitably and keep us all at bay. At the time we were passionate about sending in one kind of box top or another to the companies for a Dick Tracy code ring, or Little Orphan Annie Ovaltine mug, or a cowboy Tom Mix badge, or any number of other cereal bonuses. I was very keen on getting a Dick Tracy code ring and finally managed to accumulate enough package tops to send off for one. But, alas, the offer was over, and I had to settle for a pin with a profile of a baseball player I’d never heard of. I did not take this stroke of bad luck gracefully and made sure that everyone knew how disappointed I was. My unhappiness was pretty much ignored by my friends, delighted with the treasures the cereal companies bestowed on them.
After breakfast those of us with no hours up went back to bed rest. The others went to school. The classroom was on the lower floor of the building and had the usual pupil desks and chairs, with the teacher’s desk at the front of the room. Classes lasted two or three hours. The “teacher” was a pleasant, fortyish woman who made a stab at teaching us math, history, geography, penmanship, etc. Her teaching method was quite painless, and we wandered in and out of subject matter pretty much at random. History was her real interest, and we were frequently treated to vivid and emotional accounts of the Civil War, which was to her the most fascinating tragedy imaginable. She would often become emotional when describing the horrors of the war. She did this so well that she would break down in tears as we sat mesmerized. When math or some other subject began to wear on us, we could always escape by asking a question about the Civil War and sitting back to enjoy the ride. Of course, I couldn’t go to school until I had my first two-hours-up, and missing school for a couple of months was an additional benefit to having TB. I was very pleased with this arrangement.
During the winter months with endless days of overcast skies we were given sunlamp treatments daily. Every morning we would be rounded up and herded into the sunlamp room. There we would be placed three or four at a time (depending upon our size) on a bed, given sun goggles to protect our eyes, told to lie still, and given the lamp treatment – first on one side and then on the other. This was only a minute or two at first and was gradually increased a little at a time to the point where it became boring to us, and the nurses had to keep a close watch as we became more and more wiggly.
We had “Nurshment” (nourishment) twice a day – once about mid-morning and again about mid-afternoon. As soon as we heard the nurse call out “Nourishment Time” we’d all run to the “Dumble-ater” (Dumbwaiter) closet which was next to the sunlamp room. When we had all gathered, the nurse would call the dumbwaiter up and would hand each of us a large aluminum cup filled with hot chocolate or malted milk. We all loved this drink and “Nourishment Time” was a high point in our day. The Dumble-ater room also had another attraction – it was dark inside. Out on the playground we could find flint stones and take them to the dark room where we had a great time cracking them together and making the sparks fly in the dark.
Another daily event (almost – depending upon the weather) was a group walk through the sanatorium grounds. Firland was a fairly large complex with an administration building; a building for adult patients; the children’s building with its large playground and wading pool; a greenhouse; and a real farm with pigs and chickens and vegetable gardens. Surrounding all this was a wooded area of pine, hemlock, and fir trees. After the nurses had called us together and herded us into a rather disorderly line, we would walk down the road waving to the adult patients out on their balconies, and on down the road to the pigpens and then to the chicken coops and through the vegetable garden. On nice days, our trip to the farm was followed by a walk on a trail through the woods. The trail was not long, but it wound through large old fir and hemlock trees and underbrush, and gigantic ferns. We loved this part of the walk. The woods were exciting and mysterious to us. One day a young naturalist came with us. He gave us the names of all the trees and ferns and flowers as we walked, and we tried to memorize what he told us. Afterward we were proud of all this knowledge, and the walk was even more enjoyable to us. The trail ended at the edge of our playground. We always disbanded there and played until suppertime.
Some walks followed a different route up past the grandiose Administration Building and down the splendid avenue of big, old chestnut trees. It passed the upper side of the adult building, and patients here waved at us as we went by. At the end of the avenue we could sometimes see other, fully dressed kids in the distance. Clad only in our binders, we felt very superior to them and their reliance on clothing to keep warm. We never wanted to be any nearer to them. They seemed completely alien to us – like beings from another planet. To them, we were probably pariahs, and they didn’t dare come too close.
Once, on a very cold and snowy day, we took our usual walk to the farm and back. We were dressed or undressed as always – shoes and socks, binder, and sun hat – but since it was so cold we were allowed to wear woolen mittens. As we walked along waving to a throng of incredulous adult patients out on their balconies, we passed a greenhouse with long icicles hanging from the edge of the roof. This seemed like real fun, so we broke ranks and ran up to snap them off and use them as swords, Flash Gordon style. The nurses quickly took charge, but not before a cheer went up from our audience on the balconies.
This snowstorm was a happy event to us. The snow was deep, up to our waists (of course our waists we not very high at our age). We were thrilled as we lay in our beds on the big porch as the snow began and we followed the snowflakes drifting down as we went to sleep. We boys woke up early and decided we had to build a snow fort and have a snowball fight. The nurses were not around, and the prospect of being able to build our fort in the comfort of our bathrobes was irresistible. So we very quietly sneaked down to the locker room, put on our robes, went outside, and waded through the snow to the playground. We had a very nice start on our snow fort before the nurses discovered us and marched us back in for breakfast – without robes. We finished the snow fort later and had some very satisfying and vigorous snowball fights – but we missed the luxury of our bathrobes and argued with the nurses that if they were all bundled up why couldn’t we at least have our robes. We did not win.
Every Sunday without fail, our little grandmother took the streetcar and bus from Queen Anne in Seattle to Firland in Richland Highlands to see us. Ruthie and I looked forward to her visits because she never forgot to bring us some little surprise. There is one I especially remember – a splendid rubber Bowie Knife. At that time I was immersed in the adventures of Tom Mix so the Bowie Knife was just the thing for hand-to-hand combat. An added benefit was that the knife was also useful in Flash Gordon’s world. It fit nicely into our violent battles with the minions of the evil Ming of Mungo – adventures from the comics. Grandma had no idea of the storm she unleashed. My cohorts also had to have Bowie Knifes and asked their parents for them. Two or three of them were successful. The rest eventually gave up.
Another attraction for Sundays was the visit from the families of my Japanese friend, Tomasu, and Ruthie’s friend, Katsuko, the little girl with TB of the bone. Their families always brought some sort of Japanese delicacy or candy, which Tomasu and Katsuko shared with all of us. I especially liked the bean-paste aspic delicacy.
Friday nights were special to us, and I’m sure to many adult patients as well. Friday was entertainment night, and doubly important to us since we got to wear our sweaters! The adult patients were bundled up as usual. The entertainment might be a movie, or a live performance, like the cast of the Al Pearce Gang – a very popular radio show at that time. It was wonderful to see all the actors, including the bashful door-to-door salesman. His knock on the door was followed by “Nobody home, I hope, I hope, I hope.” There always was someone at home, of course, and the confusion and fun followed. The cast of the Fibber McGee and Molly show also did a live program for us.
Several times during the year the Japanese community gave programs and we loved them. There was a kendo exhibition, with two warriors wielding bamboo swords slashing against the metal armor they wore – and a program for the girls, Doll Festival, and another for the boys, Kite Festival. Their judo exhibition match kept us boys occupied, and the nurses worried, for a long time after as we tried out on each other all of the judo moves we had seen. The movies were popular with the adult patients and us kids. Musicals with Nelson Eddy and Jessica Dragonette, like Blossom Time, and The Chocolate Soldier. Shirley Temple in the Little Colonel and Heidi were favorites. Sometimes there were films that bored us such as, As the Earth Turns, a drama involving the stock market, which meant nothing at all to us.
We were not allowed in the program room except for an event, but this big empty room full of stacked chairs and a stage to play around on, and under, was irresistible. When the nurses were struck by a prolonged quiet spell, they knew where to look for us but sometimes they couldn’t find us. We became very good at disappearing in some odd place among the stacked chairs or under the stage. Sometimes – after taking a quick look around and calling for us a few times – they’d give up. After they’d left we’d make our escape and put the nurses at ease by our noisy roughhousing again.
The locker room was a popular place for us. We were each assigned a locker for us to keep our bathrobes, sweaters, comic books, games, and other personal items. We would congregate there when we did not want to be overheard planning new ventures that might be outside the rules, or for an exchange of comics or games. On rare occasions when one our friends was being released from Firland, we would gather in the locker room to distribute the lucky departing comrade’s excess belongings. This was accomplished by a simple game of chance. “Alright, I’m thinking of a number between ten and twenty. What is it?” the owner would sing out. Then we would all call out a number, and he would tell us who won. A squabble would usually follow, and accusations of favoritism were often leveled – especially if the donor’s friends kept winning.
The nurses were really remarkable, taking care of us day after day with all of our noisy, endless activity. We may have had TB but that never slowed us down, and we were a constant challenge to their good humor – and possibly to their sanity. Once a new nurse named Miss Kane was added to the staff. She was young and made a sincere effort to get us to follow the rules and keep the mayhem manageable. We quickly judged that she just didn’t like kids. Thanks again to Flash Gordon, we quickly re-named her Killer Kane, after a very nasty character from the Kingdom of Mungo. But, as time went on and she got to know us, she mellowed considerably. However the name stuck – at least with us boys.
A nurse we all loved was Mrs. Morse, probably because she unaccountably loved us. She was older than the other nurses – at least 40! – and very motherly. We always felt that she was the one we should go to for sympathy. Whenever we were upset about something or not feeling well, Mrs. Morse was the one who could make us feel better. She never had to threaten us or scold us to make us behave. A few words from her straightened us up quickly. Considering our perpetual activity and childish craziness, she deserved a medal for patience. The other nurses were kind and never mean, but they were understandably a little short on patience at times.
The several buildings at Firland were connected by tunnels. Considering the prevalence of rain and nasty weather throughout the many months of winter in the Northwest, they were an excellent idea. We were always excited on the few times we got to go through the tunnels to an appointment. A double treat was a tunnel trip to the radiology area. We not only enjoyed our excursion through the mysterious tunnels, we got to watch as first one of us and then another, and another, took our turns behind the fluoroscope screen. We were amazed to see right through our bodies to our skeletons appearing on the screen. It was an awe-inspiring sight, and we were absolutely delighted. The show continued until we had all been done, and it was time to make our way back through the tunnels. No one seemed concerned about the effects of radiation in those days.
A trip to the dentist was a different matter. A chance to go in the tunnel was always exciting, but joy turned to fear at the thought of a trip to the dentist. The dentist was a kindly man, but his torture machine was the drill. It was a low-speed affair and made a horrible grinding noise accompanied with frequent, stabbing pain. It seems that anesthetics either hadn’t been invented, or were in short supply, or not needed for kids – who really didn’t feel things like adults did. But we were always praised after the ordeal, and the trip back home through the tunnels was twice as much fun.
Christmas came before we knew it, and we weren’t looking forward to very much happiness. We were a long way from our families, in all respects. I don’t remember missing my mother and dad. Grandma would occasionally tell us that Mom was a little better and not to worry. But Christmas looked pretty bleak for anything like a Christmas tree, and especially for Christmas presents. Imagine our happiness and delight when a few days before the big day, a wonderful Christmas tree appeared in the Dining Hall, and we had a decorating party with enthusiastic assistance from the nurses. It was one of the nicest, most beautiful trees I can remember. Another miracle happened on Christmas Eve when we found a present for each of us under the tree.
Opening the presents was a happy, wild time for us all as each one of us opened our gift. To us macho boys, the little girls’ presents seemed long on trivia such as dolls, baby buggies and kitchen ware – while the boys’ gifts ran more to practical items like carpentry kits, toy automobiles, farm tractors, etc. For a long time I had wanted a train set with a locomotive and tracks, but on our non-budget at home I knew it was never going to happen. I was dumbfounded when I spotted a large package under the tree for me. I couldn’t believe what it might be. When my turn came, I scrambled to get the big box and open it. Yes! It was a miniature railroad set – not electric but a solid, cast-iron, wind-up engine with four coaches and a large circle of railroad track for it to run on – with a tunnel for it to pass through. It even had a light on the front of the engine (battery and bulb included). My friends and I spent Christmas Day in a darkened room with the train traveling round and round the track with its headlight shining brightly, never stopping until it jumped track or the engine spring ran down. We couldn’t have been happier. Nothing like a toy railroad to mesmerize most boys.
With Christmas past, life settled down and our routine daily life was restored. We went back to our vigorous playtimes depending on the time we were allowed up. As time passed I went from two hours up to four hours up and by Spring I was given six hours up. Eight hours up was considered a full day for kids and that was granted only when you were considered to be in very good health. We would always carry the tuberculosis in our bodies, but as long as it was inactive we were no longer considered ill and could lead a normal life. We were, of course, unaware of this theory and continued on our rough and tumble ways.
There was an exception, though. He was a boy about my age and seemed to have a more advanced TB. He never had any hours up and was sometimes ill and in isolation. There was no rough and tumble for him, though he was always friendly. Finally, he told us that he was being sent home, and that he was looking forward to being able to sleep in his own bed and to lie around and read and listen to the radio all day. We were kind of envious, but personally I did not want to go back to my home. He left Firland a few days later. We soon forgot him.
Aside from the not infrequent winter storms, which we boys enjoyed greatly, memorable events were the dreaded “needle-shots.” “Needle-shots” could strike without warning and were considered by us as on a par with the tortures inflicted on Baron by the evil Ming of Mungo. There was no escape, and I found out at first hand that resistance was futile. “All right, children, line up in the hall and wait your turn. The doctor is ready” the nurse would say. Usually the shots were quick and easy, but one time the shot was truly major, and I caught a glimpse of the very large needle that was going to be driven into my tender buttock. I was also aware of the parade of whimpering and crying victims returning from their encounter with this hideous syringe. Finally it was my turn, and I was not going submit to this horror. As soon as I passed through the door to the office where the needle-shots were given, I began my struggle. I was determined. I was not going to submit no matter what! I kicked and squirmed and screamed and only after reinforcements were called in did the doctor and three nurses overwhelm me. As I limped out of the door my waiting comrades regarded me with awe, but none of them put up any resistance when their turn came. If my heroic struggle was in vain, they knew that there was no hope for them.
As summer gradually arrived and the weather became sunny and warmer, we began to play games outside. Baseball was a favorite – but not for me. When I was at bat, I never seemed to hit the ball; and when I was in the field, my catching was abysmal. Any vestiges of my interest in the game were shattered when a line drive went through my mitt and crashed into my mouth. No teeth lost, but fatal damage to my ego. The end of baseball for me.
Through the year we had heard little from Grandma about my mother and dad. We did know that Mother was still alive and that my dad was batching with a friend and still looking for work. Then suddenly in July my mother and dad appeared at the office of Josef House. We were amazed and happy to see them, and Mother looked quite well and was in good spirits. Actually, I had come to think of them as distant figures and really had stopped thinking about ever seeing them again. Things moved rapidly from their arrival on, and in two or three weeks they had arranged for us to go home. My mother was in reasonably good health, and my dad was back at work at the Crown Zellerbach paper mill. They had rented a nice house and wanted us with them.
I was excited about leaving, but Ruthie was concerned. She said, “Bobbie, we have only six hours up. We’re not supposed to be ready to go until we have eight hours up!” I pooh poohed this argument. I was eager to leave. I hated to lose my friends, but Elvi and Tomasu were close to being discharged too. Now it was my turn to have an auction in the locker-room for the things I was leaving behind. And soon the day came when we put on clothes for the first time in a year! We left Firland for a new life in a very different world.
HistoryLink.org: Children at Firland: ‘‘TB in children was usually an infection of the lymph nodes rather than the lungs, and was considered easier to cure… Josef House, the 50-bed juvenile tuberculosis facility at Firland, took patients from birth to age 15. Some patients had TB, while some were treated prophylactically as they came from homes (often low-income) where a family member had TB. Some of the children’s mothers were undergoing treatment … and therefore unable to care for their children. For these women, Josef House was a godsend. Children underwent a period of complete bed rest similar to that of adult patients, although usually of a shorter duration.
The children wore minimal clothing year-round, indoors and out: light cotton shorts/trunks, hat, socks, and shoes….Josef House had a schoolroom, where the children were instructed in health and hygiene….Supervised play, celebrations, picnics, and a wading pool offered diversions from the business of resting, child-style.
Port Townsend: Dressed in real clothes for the first time in a year was a strange experience. I felt like I was overloaded with clothing. Even with a light shirt I was uncomfortably warm. I wondered how people could stand to be dressed like that. Whenever we were indoors, we wanted to get out of those clothes. That most people lived in warm houses even though they were fully dressed was hard to understand. The ride from Seattle to Port Townsend on the ferry S/S Iroquois was some relief. At least it was cool on deck with the refreshing breeze.
My dad was now the proud owner of an aging Hudson family car, and he drove us happily to our new home near the public elementary school. It was a two-bedroom, single story house with a large attic. Across the street was a large house with a big yard. The Wise family, a mother and three very wild boys – seven, nine and fourteen – lived there. Next door to them lived my dad’s sister, Betty, and her family; husband George, daughters Orfa and Alice and son Marvin. Orfa had a spinal problem and Marvin was somewhat mentally retarded. They were Seventh Day Adventists, except for George, who made it clear he was not of that persuasion by lighting up a cigar and heading uptown when Sabbath began Friday at sundown.
But they were good neighbors and greeted us home with large bowls of rich homemade ice cream. The Wise boys greeted us with catcalls, and a variety of insults and expletives. This made quite an impression on me, but we gradually became friends. They were innovative playmates, much to my mother’s dismay. Things were going well. Ruthie and I were adjusting to living “normal” lives again and preparing to attend school again. Then, suddenly I experienced a severe pain in the left side of my chest.
My mother and dad were very upset and took me to a local doctor. We did not yet have enough money to take the ferry to Seattle and stay over a day or so for me to be examined. After much consultation, the doctor decided that I should get plenty of bed rest. School started without me, and I was back where I’d started in Firland – only this time I was at home, and it was by no means easy to spend my days lying on a daybed in the living room. I did the best I could.
My day was passed something like this. I got up for breakfast, and after I’d eaten I’d go into the dining room where a small bed had been set up for me. In the beginning I stayed in my pajamas, but after a few days my mother relented and let me get dressed in my daytime clothes. I then lay on the bed until noon. To pass the time I’d listen to the daily roster of soaps. There were Pretty Kitty Kelly, Ma Perkins, Five Star Jones, One Man’s Family, and others. In the late afternoon there were Buck Rogers in the Twenty-fifth Century, Little Orphan Annie, Dick Tracy and others. In between those there were the news updates every hour or so. Reception was good enough, but stations were few. I had few books to read, and I had not yet struck gold with Street and Smith’s Westerns, Astounding Tales, or Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine.
In desperation, I came up with the idea of making little darts using match sticks with needles for points. I split the end and inserted little fins made from newspapers. I put a target at the foot of the bed and spent a lot of time throwing my dart at the target. Since I was getting up and down to retrieve my darts and throw them again, I’m not sure that was truly the bed-rest situation as the doctor saw it.
Fortunately, my bed-rest regimen didn’t last more than a couple of months. About Thanksgiving time my grandmother announced that she would be coming to Port Townsend to visit us. My mother was in a panic to think that I was sick enough to be in bed all the time. She and Dad talked it over and decided that I should get up and about fully dressed and live normally while Grandma was with us. It was vacation time so it wouldn’t be unusual that I was at home every day. Grandma’s visit went very well, and she did not suspect anything wrong. I was immensely relieved to be off that daybed and moving about freely.
Once I was up, that was it. I had no further chest pains, and gradually my life became more normal. I was still not in school, though. The prevailing attitude toward TB (the White Plague) in those days was very negative, and I was not welcome in school for that year. This prejudice also cost me a friend or two whose parents would not allow their boys to come to my house or to play with me. But kids across the street and in our neighborhood were in and out and around about all the time. I went to the library and always had a few books to read. And every day after school was out, the three Wise brothers were there to run wild with me around my yard and through the vacant lots nearby. It was a good year from my standpoint. But I paid a price for missing the better part of two years of school.
When I went back to school, I was put in the class I would normally belong to, and I realized there was much that I had missed. I was hard put to keep up with class discussions and assignments, which often seemed to involve things I knew nothing about. The problem was made worse by my bad eyesight. I was seated near the back of the room and simply could not read the blackboard. I was too embarrassed to explain my problem to the teacher or to my mom and dad. It was unimaginable to me that I might have to wear glasses. That would make a sissy of me, and I’d be made fun of by my friends. But I was able to stay afloat somehow, except for math, in which I went down in miserable defeat. I did manage to finish the year, but just barely.
But times were changing in my family. Mom had developed a bad bursitis in her left wrist, so bad that she was hospitalized in the Catholic hospital again. There was talk of amputation! Fortunately, the bursitis subsided in time to drop that dreadful idea, and after a week or so she was able to come home – but that led to another disaster.
During Mom’s absence Dad hired a girl to clean up a little each day and keep an eye on us kids. Unfortunately, Dad kept a close eye on the girl. One thing led to another, as they say, and the girl was soon providing personal services to Dad. Nothing escaped the local rumor mill, and my mother quickly got the message. She was furious.
Some time earlier, the paper makers union held their annual ball. It was a happy, festive affair, with many guests from the community at large. Some of the guests were soldiers from Fort Worden – the Coast Artillery post near town. Sgt. Walt Reeves was one of the guests. He was a rough-hewn man but charming and a truly fine dancer. My mother was quite smitten by him and danced with him most of the evening. My mother invited him to dinner. Thereafter, the Sgt. was a frequent visitor to our house. He’d take Mom and us kids to the Post Exchange to shop for groceries and other things at low prices. When a good movie came to the fine little post theater, he would take us all to see it. Once a movie spectacular called The Hurricane arrived, and we all went to see it. It was a humdinger – with the terminally handsome islander hero, the drop-dead beautiful heroine, and, of course, the devastating hurricane. It was a romance to end all. I was obsessed with the South Pacific ever after.
Meanwhile, back home, a romance was underway too. Disgusted with her feckless husband (my father), my mother turned more and more to the company of the Sgt. Dad knew better than to say anything, given his moral lapse, so he accepted the situation – and watched his marriage slip away. Ruthie and I accepted Walt’s presence, and he became very fond of Ruthie. He had a daughter of his own but seldom saw her. Things were less rosy between Walt and me. He was a Master Sargent in the army and a man’s man. He had no sympathy for a sickly teenager who sat around reading books. With me he was kind but distant. That was fine with me.
Actually, life was much better with this arrangement. We had plenty to eat, Mom was cheerful, and her bursitis had diminished. I was finally back in school – not doing very well since I’d missed two years of classes. After school I joined the Wise brothers in escapades that annoyed the neighborhood, much to our satisfaction. I had my own room in the attic and set up a string and tin can telephone between my house and Henry Wise’s across the street. It actually worked a little bit sometimes. I was disappointed that Mom forbid me to join the Wise brothers in shooting rats at the city dump. Henry did supply me with a Winchester 22 rifle, but I had to content myself with shooting at a stump in our backyard. I never asked Henry where he got the several rifles he had.
Now that Dad was working at the paper mill again, he decided that a better car was in order. He found a nice, used Chrysler family-style car and shortly thereafter – without warning – we were on our way to Seattle.
Seattle: By now the economy had improved somewhat and Dad expected to find work. He pounded the pavement for weeks, but finally had to admit there was nothing to be had. He was a passable sign writer and did get small jobs now and then, but we relied on food stamps and relief programs to get by. Ruthie and I enrolled in school – she in elementary school and I in Franklin High School. I excelled in English Lit. but flunked algebra and barely squeaked by the rest of my courses. High school seemed like such a waste of time. I knew I’d never get a job except maybe pumping gas in some filling station. But there were a few causes for pessimism at home.
A couple of months after we landed in Seattle, Mom had divorce papers served on my dad. He was utterly shattered. He should have known that would happen. Sgt. Walt was present all though our move to Seattle, and even fronted the money to make a down payment for the house we moved into. But Dad had mastered the art of turning a blind eye on his problems. Still, I never felt so sorry for anyone as I did for him when he stood with the divorce papers in his hand, crying uncontrollably.
But there was more to come. Shortly after this Mom was found to need further treatment for her TB and was admitted to Firland Sanatorium – the same place where Ruthie and I had spent a year not long before. Dad remained living in the house we now owned and was to care for Ruthie and me. Actually, we cared for ourselves while Dad continued to look for work and frequent the Social Services office. The household chores fell on Ruthie, who was now about twelve years old. She fixed our meals, cleaned the house, went shopping on occasion, did the laundry, etc. I was about fifteen – a boy and absolutely irresponsible. At school, a teacher helped me make a few cents cleaning some of the faculty’s cars and later a job drying serving trays in the lunchroom in exchange for a lunch. That was a great help since I had been eating only a peanut butter and jelly sandwich at noon and had little energy for the afternoon.
Finally, I met Calvin – an older student who managed deliveries of the daily Seattle Times. When he had a delivery route open up, he turned it over to me. The route gave me the grand sum of $9 a month! Well, part of the time, at least. The paperboy system the Times used was to treat us as little businessmen. We “bought” the papers for our route. We delivered the papers for a month (about an hour and a half a day, seven days a week.) Then, starting the first of the month, we went to each house to collect. But times were hard, and it was a rare month when I collected all that was due me. By the tenth of the month we had to make a trip downtown to the Times to pay for the papers for our route. As little businessmen we paid our full bill for the papers we delivered and took the loss when customers failed to pay. Good for The Times, and the only work around for a high school kid. Every Sunday Walt would come to Seattle from Fort Worden in Port Townsend. We’d all drive out to Firland to see Mom.
I was in the Civilian Conservation Corps recruiting office in Port Townsend in September 1939. The man behind the desk shuffling papers looked at my application, then looked at me – my baby face and slight build. He asked doubtfully, “OK, kid, you want to sign up for the CCC?” I answered nervously, “Yes, I want to do that.” I was not the robust football playing type, and I could see on his face some serious doubt about my physical prowess.
“How old are you?”
“Well, I’ll be 16 in October.”
“You know that you have to be 16 years old to join the CCC?”
Then he thought for a moment…and made his decision, “I guess we could manage that. There’s a stake truck leaving for Camp Elwha day after tomorrow. I can sign you up now so you can make the truck. It’ll be about a month before you’re 16, and your pay won’t start until your birthday. Do you want to do that?”
I thought, “Wow! I’m in,” and I said, “I’m sure I can.” The thought of $30 a month was appealing, even after I learned that half of that amount would be held until I completed my enlistment time. I’d never seen that much money! Privates in the army only got $21 a month! But that wasn’t my main reason for wanting to go. The main reason was to put distance between my new stepfather and me. He was an Army Staff Sergeant, a real he-man and an avid baseball fan (and player!). He was wonderful for my mother, but there seemed to be no way I could relate to him. My mother had just been released from Firland Sanatorium, married Walt (the Sergeant) and moved back to Port Townsend. Walt was stationed at Fort Worden, the Coast Artillery fort there.
Life was actually better than I had ever known it. Walt had an income and we had access to the Post Exchange with its low-priced food. There was even a movie house at the Fort with prices we could afford. We had a great place to live – the second floor of historic Starett House, near uptown. I was back in high school, enjoying hanging out with boys I knew from years before. I even took up the trumpet and was part of an enthusiastic – but awful – trumpet trio.
Despite all this, things were not going well for me at home. Walt simply could not accept me. He wanted a manly, rough and tough son – not one who laid around the house reading books and playing the trumpet up in his attic room. I felt his disapproval whenever we were together. I’d read about the CCC and I liked the idea of living in the woods – away from Walt – and making a fabulous $30 every month. My mother didn’t want me to quit school, but Walt did all he could to encourage me to join. It would make a man of me.
So, there I was enlisting in the CCC and moving out of the house. Three days after signing up I was in an Army truck on my way to Camp Elwha on the Elwha River up in the Olympic National Park. The camp was about five miles into the forest from the state highway on a narrow dirt road. The Olympic Hot Springs Resort was two or three miles on up the road beyond the camp.
We arrived at the camp in mid-afternoon. It was a complex of buildings on a slope with the mountains on one side and a creek on the other. “OK, kid, here we are. Go to the office over there.” He pointed to a small house. “They’ll fix you up.” “Thanks,” I said and jumped down from the truck. I walked over to the office. The rest of the day was sort of a blur. I was issued my new uniform, including loggers’ boots, which were way too wide for me. Shoes were always too wide for my narrow feet, but these were ridiculous. Once I was togged out, a fellow my age showed me around the camp, told me what a day was like, and showed me my bed in bunkhouse number one. Then he showed me the latrine/shower-house. The work crews were coming in from their job sites by then. As soon as they had cleaned up, it was time for supper and Retreat sounded and we all gathered in the parade ground, stood at attention as the flag was lowered, and we broke ranks and headed into the dining hall. We sat down to a great supper with meat and potatoes and canned vegetables and dessert – berry pie in this case. After supper we were on our own until taps at nine o’clock. I learned later that our camp had the best food of any camp in the area.
I was very busy the first few days learning the daily rituals. I was shown how to make my bed: the Army blanket had to be spread tight enough to bounce a quarter on. All the clothes in my footlocker at the end of the bed had to be neatly folded and organized. If things were not exactly right at the morning inspection, “They’ll put you on report.” A rather vague threat, but I was sure it would be bad. Actually, the next morning my bed and footlocker were almost acceptable. One of the officers making the inspection stopped, looked at my footlocker and then at me and said, “How do you happen to have Sergeant Reeves footlocker?” I was relieved he wasn’t putting me on the dreaded report, and I replied, “Sergeant Reeves is my stepfather.” He took another look at my spindly self and said, “I see.” And walked on. I thought, “Well, it can’t do me any harm to be connected with Sergeant Reeves.”
Another daily ritual that was rather a shock to me – especially at five o’clock in the morning – was a vigorous set of calisthenics lasting for an endless thirty minutes. There we were, stumbling back from the latrine, hair uncombed, boots with shoestrings untied and tripping us up as we stumbled into long lines on the parade ground. The drillmaster, looking vigorous and healthy, pushed us through a series of exercises that – if I survived – would certainly make a man of me. After a few weeks (or months?) of this, it actually did move me along the path to manhood.
I didn’t know that the job assignment I would be given was to be another contributor to my transformation. From – as the Charles Atlas ad said – a “97-pound weakling” (actually a 119-pound weakling) and a habitual reader of books, I was guaranteed to become a steel-muscled action figure, if I survived! The galley, the bunkhouses, showers and more were all heated by wood stoves fired by cordwood. Cordwood was made by cutting split rails into short lengths to fit into the oil drum stoves used in most of the camp’s buildings. So, on my first morning I was introduced to Jim, a short, stocky young man, a permanent member of the camp’s staff. He looked resigned to my presence but was nice about it and was friendly.
We slogged on down across the road and found the split rails awaiting us in a rain-soaked clearing not far from the road. Jim located the big table saw and yanked the cover off. He started the gasoline engine with no problem, and indicated to me by shouts and gestures that he would put a log on the saw table, push the log forward to saw a piece off and that I was to catch it and stack it. The pieces were big and not light. By the time I had finished our eight-hour shift I was sadly depleted. The next day was not much better. Jim was stoic and simply went about his business. By the third day I was still there, stacking the cut wood as it came, His attitude toward me seemed slightly more positive. On our way back up the hill to camp, I tentatively asked him – just as a point of interest – how much longer we would be doing this job. He replied with patient indifference: “Oh, I dunno. I guess we can finish it up in a week or two.” My heart sank. That was like saying “never.” Then I thought as we trudged along: “I guess I can do that, after all two weeks isn’t forever – though it might seem like it.”
So, day after day I manfully stood in the muck catching the firewood chunks as Jim sawed them off the split rails. I no longer heard the scream of the saw as it cut through the wood. Slipping around in the mud couldn’t be ignored as easily. A misstep and I’d be on my butt on the mucky ground. But all good things come to an end, and at last we had worked our way through all of the rails, and we were done. The job may not have made a man of me, but it did nudge me in that direction.
Every morning as I was leaving for my work site, the rest of the “boys” were clambering onto the Army trucks to go to the Forestry Service construction site in Port Angeles to work on the foundation of a new headquarters building. I didn’t envy them. Digging the foundation was hard, dirty work involving picks and shovels. I wasn’t unhappy when I was told that I would be working as assistant to the camp carpenter, a man named McGoff, an older guy, in his early thirties, I guess. He was a very fine man and well liked by everyone. I was happy to be working with him. I was also happy to be out of that mucky hole stacking logs for the campfires.
McGoff met me after breakfast and told me to come down to the carpenter shop below the third bunkhouse. We were going to begin building racks for the camps’ garbage cans. I said I didn’t really know much about carpentry, but McGoff said, “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you as we go along.” And he did. I learned how to use the band saw and the table saw, the handsaw and other tools. By the time we had finished all those garbage can racks I fancied myself quite a carpenter. But alas – not good enough to work on small camp projects by myself. So, after a couple of months I found myself designated “Bull Cook” and still not assigned to the Port Angeles work crew.
“Bull Cook” sounded very important to me, and it was. It meant that I was up early every morning to start the fires in the bunkhouses and the shower house. Then I spent the day hauling wood to keep the fires going. It would seem that there was not much to the job. However, all those fires kept me busy feeding them firewood, using the logs we had cut up down in the muddy place with the buzz saw. I also cleaned up the shower/latrine house. When I was feeding the galley stoves, I found time to hang around and talk to the cooks. They always had something on the stove and I always managed to eat a little of this and that while we were talking.
Part of my job in the showers was to prepare the footbath. Built into the floor in the entrance to the showers, there was a pool about two feet wide by the width of the door and about four inches deep. Every day I would empty the pool, mix up a new batch of disinfectant and refill the pool. The mix was pretty cloudy. The idea was that each user as he entered the shower room would walk through this brew and thereby avoid transmitting athlete’s foot disease. Unfortunately one time someone dropped a shampoo bottle in the pool, and it shattered. The broken glass could not be seen in the cloudy water. I had seen the bottle break, and no one was hurt. I assured everyone that I cleaned and refilled the pool every day without fail. But no use. No one would set foot in that disinfectant pool forever after. That was the end of the pool’s usefulness.
The shower was a very interesting contraption. In government literature it was called a “Niagara Falls Shower.” Overhead in the shower room there was a series of pipes and shower pipes. At one end of the room, high up, there was half of an oil drum balanced on a swivel. Water poured from a pipe into the oil drum and then it slowly filled. When the water in the swivel tank reached a certain level, the unbalanced drum turned over and spilled off the water into the shower system. For the guys who were using the showers, there was a short time between floods to soap up before the next rush of water was dumped on their soapy bodies.
For the next several months I did my work as Bull Cook. Things rolled along quite smoothly. I kept all of my fires burning and my shower-house spanking clean. One day I found a nice little photo darkroom complete with an enlarger! I had a little Brownie camera, and, with a couple friends, spent evenings developing film and making prints and enlargements. At times we interrupted our photo work when we ran out of supplies and had to wait to put money together and get to a store in Port Angeles.
Every Friday evening, we jumped into the stake truck and went into Port Angeles where we’d walk around looking at store windows and staring at passing girls. The more daring guys would sometimes get a reaction and head off down the street to the roller rink. Others would find a way to get some cheap Loganberry wine and get dramatically drunk – and sick. I never dreamed of drinking. My dad and mom, as true Baptists, had long ago, when I was about nine years old, got me to sign a temperance pledge. That pledge lay heavily upon me. For those of us who didn’t drink and were too shy to pick up girls, and couldn’t roller skate, the alternative was the YMCA and ping-pong. I spent many a happy Friday evening at the Y playing ping-pong. (I couldn’t foresee how important my ping-pongery would be years later when I was courting my wife, Millie, during a snowy winter at Central Washington College in Ellensburg.) About nine o’clock the truck would load up for the trip back to the camp replete with the drunk, the sick and the ping-pongers. Sometimes the older men in our group would regale us innocents with richly detailed stories of their encounters with the ladies at the only whorehouse in town.
Every month or so I would get a pass to spend the weekend at home. Since we had almost no money, this meant hitchhiking to Port Townsend Friday evening and back to camp on Sunday evening. It was usually pretty easy to get a ride dressed in our CCC uniforms. Usually I’d get a ride to the intersection with the highway and the dirt road to the camp. This meant a five-mile walk up this road through the wilderness in the pitch dark. I seldom remembered to bring a flashlight with me. I tried singing loudly to give the cougars, bears and other fearsome animals warning – of what? I had no weapon and really no way to defend myself. Of course, nothing ever happened, but my paranoia left me exhausted by the time I reached the camp.
Once, toward the end of the month, four of us decided to go to our homes for the weekend. Between us we had about $1.25, so we were totally unprepared when we got a ride as far as Sequim, about halfway to Port Townsend and could not get a ride any further. There was very little traffic in Sequim, and no one would stop to pick us up. Finally, after about two hours of trying and darkness coming down, a chubby, middle-aged man came up to us and introduced himself as the local Sheriff. This didn’t look good. We quickly tried to explain our predicament. Then the Sheriff said, “I been watchin’ you boys for awhile, and I don’t think you’re gonna get a ride tonight.” We nodded sadly in agreement. Then he said, “You got any money?” We said, “No. We got a buck and change between us.” He looked us over for a couple of minutes. “I tell you what. You really ain’t goin’ to get out of here now that it’s getting dark. The best I can do for you is let you sleep in the jail. We got bunks for four. They ain't got mattresses but it’s warm in there. Sorry I can’t do better for ya.” We were cold, and hungry, and the offer sounded pretty good to us.
We followed the Sheriff down the street and into a square brick building. It was warm inside and there were two iron-barred cells, each with two metal bed frames covered with corrugated cardboard for mattresses. No blankets or anything else. The toilet was down the hall. The sheriff asked, “You boys hungry?” We agreed that we sure were, and he said, “I don’t think the missus has much, but I’ll see.” And he disappeared. A few minutes later he reappeared carrying a very large bowl with a dishtowel over it. We were anticipating something delicious. He uncovered the bowl apologetically, disclosing a bowl of trembling cherry Jell-O. I guess our disappointment was easy to see, and he said, “Sorry, boys. This is the best she could do.” We thanked him and he handed each of us a spoon. A couple of minutes later, he collected our spoons and the empty bowl, wished us a good night and went out into the dark again. We were tired and still hungry, and the cardboard mattresses were not the best, but standing on the street all night was not a good alternative. Early the next morning, the Sheriff knocked on the door before entering. He wished us a good morning, and added a cheery question, Had we slept well? We all agreed we’d had a good night and thanked him. Back on the street again rides came quickly, and I was soon home asleep in my own bed – with a real mattress. The Sheriff is still very high on my list of decent human beings.
Life was pretty good as the camp Bull Cook. But it did get a little tiresome. I began to wonder if I should consider another career with more opportunity for advancement. I did not consider joining the work crew in Port Angeles. Standing in a ditch with a shovel did not seem to be the sort of advancement I had in mind. I was pondering my next move while relaxing in the galley when I overheard the cooks saying that it was too bad that so-and-so had quit his job as Dog Robber. After all it was a pretty good deal and the extra money was nice. For those not among the cognoscenti l should explain that a Dog Robber was the officers’ Man Friday. The Dog Robber set up and waited on the officers’ table in the dining hall morning, noon and night. He cleaned the officers’ rooms every day and made their beds. He was, in short, the officers’ waiter, room steward, valet, etc. seven days a week. I thought “I can handle this. It’s light work, and I would double my cash income. So I spoke to the Captain and agreed to give it a try.
I quickly learned that each of the officers was an individual with different likes and dislikes. To one, neatness was everything. Others might live in varying degrees of sloth. A new lieutenant appeared one day, and I spent the better part of a week cleaning the floor of his room. Then the others agreed that the stinging nettles around their doors had to be cleared out. Then there was the matter of doing the laundry and folding the clothes and putting them away and changing the beds. At each meal, the officers’ table had to be set and cleared after the meal. I waited the table at all meals. I had to look my best at all times with clean pressed shirt and pants and clean shoes.
The first month went pretty well, although I didn’t like being confined to my duties in camp seven days a week. By the second month, my service began to decline as my enthusiasm waned. By the third month I snapped. I decided I could not do this any longer. I mustered my courage and told the Captain that I had to quit and asked him to get a replacement. He was annoyed at my decision but more understanding than I expected. A few days later I was assigned to the crew working in Port Angeles.
The work crew was a different world. First there was the long trip to the building site. Then we went to work digging the foundation of the Forestry Service headquarters. Since rain was a way of life in the Pacific Northwest, our digging meant throwing shovels full of mud out of the hole. I was at a serious disadvantage here. I did not smoke, and all the rest of the crew did. So about every 45 minutes the whole gang took a smoke break. This involved not only smoking a cigarette but hand rolling the miserable things. No one had money to buy “tailor-mades.” While I watched this ritual, I stood doing nothing, which did not sit well with the crew boss. Smoking was one thing. Just not working that was a whole different matter. The result was that I never got a decent break from the mud hole. I thought, “There’s got to be a better way….” Taking up smoking was out of the question. Having had TB, I could not bring myself to deliberately inhale tobacco smoke into my lungs. So, no smoking breaks.
It was now spring, fire season was about to begin, and the fire lookout stations were being reopened. Those stations connected by radio through the main station in the temporary Forest Service headquarters next to our work site. I had always been fascinated by radio and thought, “Maybe they could use someone to receive the calls from the fire look-out stations.” This seemed like a good chance to get some experience with radio and get me out of the mud. During the lunch break, I ate my baloney sandwich and hurried over to the radio station. I met a nice young man there and explained that I would like to help man the radio station. He was somewhat startled at my offer, especially when he realized that I knew next to nothing about radio. He seemed quite harried with many things to do besides sit at a desk and listen for an occasional call from a fire lookout station. The phone rang and he told me to come back at lunchtime the next day. So the next day I downed my peanut-butter sandwich quickly and ran over to the radio station. The young man was there and remembered me. “You’re the kid who wants to be a radio operator! Well, OK, I’ll explain what you do.” After about fifteen minutes of explaining the radio controls and who to call if a fire was reported, he said, “OK, think you can remember that?” I frowned seriously and assured him “Yes, sure.” He said, “Good. Come on over here when you come to work tomorrow. I’ll call the camp and let ‘em know you’re going to work here.”
So I became an instant radio operator. I was decidedly elated! The job was easy in the beginning, but as time went on we started getting more and more fire calls. Finally one day we got the word that the Port Angeles crew was pulled from the site and would be assigned putting out the spot fires ignited by lightning strikes. Thus ended my brief career as radioman. For the rest of the summer I was a firefighter.
S/S Cape Lambert, 1943
San Francisco to Calcutta, India
We’d been at sea for six weeks – from San Francisco to Perth, Australia. A long enough time for all the crew to feel in need of feminine company. “Let’s go, Sparky. We’re goin’ into town and get us some nooky.” I could understand the Bosun’s eagerness. But I, being virginal and afraid of girls, blushed and became tongue-tied, “Well, I….” I was about to refuse, but I was 19 years old, and my hormones were stronger than my fears. The 3rd Mate cut me short, “Come on Sparky, a fine little Aussie girl is just what you need. You got five minutes.”
A few minutes later he was back with the Purser, and two or three others in the crew. So it was down to the gangway and into a taxi with no time wasted. The 3rd Mate had a hasty discussion with the driver, who smiled and seemed to know exactly where we wanted to go. A short time later he pulled up in an ordinary looking neighborhood, and with a cheery “Have fun, boys” he drove off.
Several porch lights were on but we were a little unsure, and we hesitated. What if we knocked on the wrong door? Then we saw a light in an open door and looking in we saw it was an army prophylactic station. That seemed like a good sign, so we went in and talked to one of the medics. Yes, we were in the right area; he’d been busy all evening with guys who’d had their “fun.” He knew all the houses and suggested a couple close by, adding “When you’re through, be sure to get back in here and be treated. You don’t want any problems.”
That settled, we left and walked a block or so to a house the medic had mentioned. It looked just like any of the other nice little houses in the neighborhood, but we felt pretty sure we were on the right track. We walked up the porch steps and gave a discrete knock on the door. I thought “I wonder what they’ll be like. Probably youngish and sexy, maybe in black negligees….” I was getting very nervous now that the chips were down, but was determined to keep up a manly front, standing up straight and acting as nonchalant as I could.
Then the door opened, and a very pleasant middle-aged woman greeted us and invited us in. She was dressed in plain white blouse, pleated wool skirt, and wearing fur-trimmed slippers. She was about 5’2”, of sturdy build – and reminded me very much of my mother. We all politely filed into the living room and introduced ourselves. She said her name was Ginger. Her friend was Margie, a lady about the same age and build. Margie was dressed casually too and greeted us warmly. She was comfortably seated in a rocking-chair with a shawl around her shoulders, knitting. We all sat down, and the ladies offered us tea or sherry.
There followed a pleasant interlude. “So you lads are on a merchant ship. Where did you come from? Where are you going? Six weeks at sea! Oh, my, what a long trip! We can understand your need for companionship, can’t we, Ginger?” said Margie. “Perhaps we can help? We are really quite reasonable, not like some of the “girls” around here. We are so grateful to you Yanks for helping us. We just want to do our part.”
The whole situation seemed so … strange. Not really what I had expected at all. Could these sweet, congenial little ladies be, er, whores? The banter continued and at last became more explicit – who was going to the bedroom with which, and who was going first? My friends agreed that I should go first, because “You’re the youngest, Sparky, and it’s your first time.” I accepted their urging while striving to maintain my manly nonchalance. Margie, smiled at me, set her knitting aside and got up. She took me by the hand and led me to the bedroom, next to the living room.
“Come along now, Sparky. We’re going to have a very nice time. You’ll see.” This sounded a little patronizing to me, but I accepted it graciously. She shut the door behind us, and I suddenly became aware of the baroque music coming from a small table radio. I said that I really enjoyed classical music, and we stood for a few minutes enjoying the piece being played. I was, of course, stalling the big moment. But finally Margie casually removed her skirt and panties (not lacy and black and sexy, but much like the ordinary pink cotton underpants my mother wore) and said, “All right, lovey, you can take off your shoes and lay your trousers on the chair. Come to me when you’re ready.” Then she stretched out on the bed completely relaxed and inviting.
I managed to get my shoes and trousers off but was not quite sure how to proceed. I hoped she’d also shed her blouse and brassiere, but this was not to be. Just then her friend called from the living room. “What’s taking so long, Margie?” To which my lady replied, “It’s all right dear. We’ve been listening to the music.” And then to me: “Come, sweetie, you just get on top of me now.” I did as I was told, and from that point on things progressed rather rapidly. I was aware of her warm, receptive state, and nature took its course – all too rapidly, it seemed to me.
But wow! I had done it! Not as exciting as I would have liked, but quite pleasant, actually, and I felt very pleased with myself. As for my fantasies, I would just have to wait and do it again later with some “girl” who came closer to my heated imaginings.
S/S Cape Lambert, 1943
San Francisco to Calcutta, India
“Hey, Sparky! There’s going to be a dance tonight at the school gym. Good band and lots of cute chicks.” I was still drifting about feeling rather smug about my escapade with Margie the night before and wasn’t sure I wanted to push my luck. For one thing, I had never danced in my life. For another, despite Margie’s vindication of my manliness, I was still very afraid of girls – especially if they were pretty. Still, what was there to do onboard the ship? Everyone would be at the dance, and after three weeks at sea, I wasn’t in a mood to sit around by myself and read a book. Tomorrow we’d be back at sea for another two or three weeks. So I said, “Yeah, I guess so.” A short time later, after a speedy run through the streets of Perth, the taxi dropped us off at the gym.
Things were going full blast when we arrived. The woman at the door said, “No charge, boys. Just go on in and find a partner.” We could hear the big band playing loudly and the happy laughter of girls and lads as they danced and chatted away. This was like a magnet for my buddies. They could hardly wait to get through the door and join the festivities. I – to the contrary – was on the verge of a panic attack. In spite of Margie’s pleasant ministrations, my fear of “girls” was as strong as ever. The thought of going into that room and perhaps having to dance with a pretty young lady was beyond me. But duty called, and I responded. With great trepidation, I followed my gang through the door and into the midst of the happy revelry.
At one end of the gym the band was playing, and the center of the gym was full of gyrating dancers, thoroughly enjoying themselves. There were chairs placed along the walls for people to sit in during intermissions. Many of the chairs were draped with coats and hats while people were dancing – and it seemed that everyone was dancing. What was I to do? I sat down in one of the chairs.
Then the Second Mate said, “What’s the matter, Sparks? You’re not gonna dance?”
“Naw,” I said. “I don’t dance.”
“Great,” he said. “How about taking care of my hat?” He handed me his officer’s hat*and set out to find a partner. In a flash he found one and disappeared into the fray.
Soon another friend came up to me and said, “Hey, Sparks. You mind holding my hat for me?” He was followed by two or three others. I began to breathe a little more easily; I obviously couldn’t dance since I was holding all those hats.
But, the evening wore on, and there I was, sitting alone – like a sore thumb, I thought. By now I was holding a stack of five or six hats as my buddies hit the dance floor with one or another pretty girl. As time wore on I began to feel rather conspicuous – even a bit clownish. The hats seemed determined to fall on the floor. As soon as one had fallen another went tumbling down. I couldn’t put them on an empty chair, since hats were the best excuse I had for not being on the dance floor. At last, as things were getting out of hand, a very sweet young lady saw me sitting alone with my hats and, smiling brightly, said,
“Why aren’t you dancing? Would you like to dance with me?”
I was tongue-tied and mumbled apologetically, “I don’t know how to dance.…”
She was insistent: “Oh, come on, that’s alright. Put those hats down, and I’ll teach you.” The hats went tumbling as she took my hand and pulled me out onto the dance floor. She did her best to guide me along, as I stumbled this way and that and became more confused. She was doing her best to meet the challenge I posed to her and was quite amazed at how nervous I was.
“Why, you’re trembling,” she said! “Don’t be nervous. You’re doing very well.”
I appreciated her encouragement, and she was charming. So I tried my best to get through the number the band was playing. Then I relaxed enough to try the next one. Through it all my partner kept reassuring me, though I fear my technique did not improve much. Actually, I enjoyed her attention and was beginning to enjoy dancing. But then a scruffy-looking deckhand from another ship came over and claimed her for the next dance. She happily obliged. He was a good dancer, and they danced gracefully off into the crowd. They never appeared again.
The evening was very long – and those damn hats kept falling on the floor.
S/S Junipero Serra, 1943
Colón, Panamá to Key West
It was late evening by the time we were moored somewhere in Colón, Panamá. The “somewhere” was in the boondocks. A trip to nightlife in the town meant a long walk, a water taxi across a hundred yards of water, and finally a taxi to the action. The action was in a bar where crews from several other merchant ships were already enjoying the local beer and making merry with the incredibly charming local ladies – or so they seemed to us after weeks at sea. I – being a shy, innocent lad of 19 – devoted myself to the bar, and after three potent Panamanian beers and a fat cigar (I never smoked!) soon found the world around me slipping away.
Later, I vaguely recalled making the acquaintance of a fellow mariner from another ship at the bar. He showed me the large bowie knife he toted. “My protection from these Panamanian gooks,” I heard him say as I dropped into oblivion. From that point on things became very sketchy.... I was briefly aware of being supported by one of our mess men, dragged into a taxi, finally carried onto a water taxi, and somehow ending up in my bunk aboard ship. The rest of my night of revelry involved dragging myself to the bathroom to vomit. The Panamanian beer and a single cigar had won the day, hands down.
The next morning found me in very sad shape with a ghastly, brain-splitting headache and a sense of residual nausea. In short, I had a humungous hangover. None of this was helped by the Chief Mate banging on my door and shouting, “Up and at ‘em, Sparky (which was me). We’re due at Naval Intelligence NOW!” There was nothing for it but to bite the bullet and struggle to pull myself together. With as much energy as I could muster, I joined the Chief Mate for a surrealistic trip to Naval Intelligence.
These Intelligence “debriefings” of the ship’s officers, including the Radio Officer, were standard procedure at the end of a voyage. I never could see what the interrogators expected to get from me, but these interludes were usually pleasant. Not so this time, however. We got off to a bad start when I could not say what kind of radio-telegraph equipment (Mackay or RCA) I had aboard ship. Then, when I could not bring up my radio call letters, the Chief Mate gently explained to my interrogator that I had been ashore rather late the night before. The Intelligence Officer gave an understanding smile, and said, “So I see. That’ll be all, Sparks,” and left me free to go –to enjoy my agonizing headache.
Out in the blazing sunlight again, I thought that a little “hair-of-the-dog” was required. As I trudged manfully along in search of a comforting cantina, a lovely young lady approached me, smiling expectantly. As we passed each other she took my arm in a friendly fashion, smiled sweetly, and said something in Spanish. I assumed she wanted to join me. Unhappily, in my present condition I was in no shape for the stresses of feminine company. So I gently, but firmly, removed her hand and – sad to say – I left the poor disappointed and puzzled maiden standing on the sidewalk. I continued on my quest for a nice, cool bar. My search was soon ended. There was a plenitude of bars in Colón, and all had their doors invitingly wide open offering a cool, shady retreat from the blazing sun.
As I entered I saw Kai, one of my shipmates. He was sitting on a stool at the bar nursing a beer. I sat down on the stool next to him. He was a Hawaiian deckhand – stocky, handsome and popular aboard ship. He was aware of his good looks. He would often climb a mast and, high above the deck, stretch out to sunbathe on the cross-trees to improve his already golden tan. I greeted Kai and ordered my beer and nursed it along. We talked about one thing and another. I was glad to stick to trivia since I wasn’t fit for much else. Then White came into the bar.
White was a member of the engine room “black gang” – an Oiler. He was an extremely testy and contentious guy, always complaining and arguing with anyone who was near. The consensus was that he was just plain mean. His name was White, and he actually was white, spending much of his time in the engine room and very little of his off-watch time on deck in the sun. Wiry – but no muscleman.
The minute he walked into the bar he zeroed in on Kai. White had obviously had a few drinks, and there had long been bad blood between them. He wasted no time. “What are you doing here, you son of a bitch?” he snarled. Kai kept his cool and looked at him calmly. He did not seem surprised or shocked at this. “Minding my own business,” he said and turned back to his beer. White then flew into a rage and shouted, “Turn around, you bastard!”
He grabbed Kai by the back of his shirt and pulled him off his bar stool. Kai nearly fell to the floor as White swung at him and they struggled wildly, knocking over tables, chairs, and bar stools. By now Kai was furious and very fast. He whirled around and hit White hard and followed with a few more blows. White angrily fought back, and the two of them grappled and went down. White’s head hit the tiled floor. He went limp, knocked out by the fall. Kai couldn’t stop. He had put up with White’s harassment for months, and his rage was too great. He began kicking the unconscious White in the body, in the head, wherever he could. The bartender jumped in to keep Kai from killing White. A Panamanian policeman, hearing the ruckus, rushed in to help. The two of them held Kai back, and the policeman handcuffed him. More police stormed in. White was still out cold, so the police called an ambulance. It quickly arrived.
Very efficiently, the ambulance driver and his assistant laid White on a stretcher and slid the stretcher into the ambulance. The assistant closed the door, got into the front seat, and the ambulance started to pull away. It had only gone a few yards when suddenly the back door flew open and White fell out onto the pavement. The police rushed forward, and White was quickly strapped onto the stretcher and shoved back into the ambulance. In the meantime, a police car had driven up and Kai was pushed into the back seat with a policeman next to him. The driver and another officer were in front, and the car drove off. No one spoke much English, but we did understand that Kai was in great trouble, especially given White’s rather dubious physical condition. We wondered whether White could survive the beating Kai had given him – and the fall from the ambulance.
While all this was happening, thanks to my head-splitting hangover, I remained at the bar in a pretty detached state. To me it all seemed like an action movie – interesting but something that did not really concern me. As things progressed, three or four more of our shipmates appeared on the scene from nearby bars. No one was particularly concerned about White except as his condition affected Kai’s chances with the law. It was obvious that if White should die, Kai would be in some real trouble.
Our ship was leaving for Key West later that afternoon, and none of us would be around to testify on his behalf. We reached the shipping agent and the U.S. Consul by phone, but both said there was nothing they could do. Left to our own devices, we decided to write a letter giving the causes of the fight and emphasizing that Kai was first attacked by White and was defending himself. We urged that he be released and not be punished. We delivered our letter to the U.S. Consul, who was not encouraging. We hated to leave Kai to his fate in Panama, but there was nothing more we could do.
That afternoon we left Colón and joined a small convoy heading up to Key West. A couple of weeks later, in New York, I signed on another ship, and we joined a convoy bound for England. I never knew what happened to Kai.
S/S Stanley Matthews, September 16 - December 4, 1943
New York City to Swansea, Wales
A few days in New York City and the novelty began to wear thin, and it was time to ship out once more. Not that I had a choice; I was on the edge of overstaying my two-week leave. And, gee whiz, who could fail to live up to those posters everywhere – the brave, determined seaman with his duffel bag slung over his shoulder declaring “You bet I’m going back to sea!” So I began hanging about the Radio Operators’ Union hall trying to decide what was next. Destinations of the ships were secret – “Loose lips sink ships” you know. Still, the grapevine worked well, and we knew almost certainly where a ship was bound. Heroics aside, I was certain of one thing – I was not going to take any ship bound for Murmansk. We all knew the Murmansk run had a very grim casualty rate. At that time only about fifty percent of the ships in a convoy were making it all the way around Nazi-controlled Norway to Murmansk in Russia’s frozen north. The voyage back was no better, and Arctic waters seemed unacceptably frigid. The Union used a rotation hiring list system. Radio operators signed in by date when they were ready to ship out, and as each position was filled the next man on the list could accept or refuse the ship that came up next. In 1943 there was almost no waiting period until a ship was available.
After a day or so of judicious lounging about with other guys waiting for the right ship, I settled for the S/S Stanley Matthews, which the grapevine had bound for England. This seemed like as good a choice as any, so I packed a few clothes and books in my duffel bag and headed over to Staten Island to join the ship. It was a Liberty, of course, just like all the others – grey and dumpy. It was a bit more complicated for me than my previous ships. Always before I had been the only Sparks on the ship, but this time there were two of us – myself and a Navy man. There was an excellent reason for having the second radio telegrapher – in a convoy a 24-hour radio watch was required. The large number of ships in a convoy, often around 40 or more – in lines four abreast – was directed and managed by radio telegraph. We did not have voice-radio communication. In case of a submarine attack, an immediate change of course or other instructions for the whole convoy were by radio. The Navy man and I talked this over and decided that our best bet was to stand watches of six hours on and six hours off. This shortened our time on duty, but it also shortened our time to sleep. We became zombie-like within a few days and stayed that way while we were at sea.
My situation was made less than pleasant by the situation of my Navy colleague. I was a Merchant Marine officer. I had my own (miniscule) stateroom near the radio-shack on the same deck opposite the chartroom and captain’s quarters. I had a room steward who cleaned and straightened up my quarters every day. I took my meals in the officers’ saloon at a table with the Purser and the Cadets. The Navy man lived and ate with the Navy gun crew. He received an enlisted sailor’s pay. In civilian life he was an accomplished violinist. He hated the Navy for his time wasted and could not regard me and my mollycoddled way of life without a certain bitterness. I understood how he felt, but there was nothing I could do about it. I tried to be friendly, with moderate success, and we finally were able to accept the fact that we could not change things.
After several days taking on cargo in the New York area, we set out to sea and joined our convoy. There were between 30 and 40 ships, bound for the UK. Once the convoy was properly assembled in several lines about four abreast, we began our voyage – taking a great circle route up past Nova Scotia and Newfoundland, then across to Northern Ireland and on down to our destination in Wales. The seas were relatively calm, and we settled into our watch routine. The speed of the convoy depended on the slowest ship and was averaging about five to six knots. Most of the convoy were Liberty Ships and at best could do nine knots. The Stanley Matthews could barely manage six knots. Within two or three days she refused to do even that, so we were ordered out of the convoy and diverted to Halifax. We didn’t mind at all. We had an escort into the harbor and were laid up for repairs for a week or so. Halifax was a pleasant enough place, although a large part of the city still showed damage from the devastating munitions ship explosion in 1917, during World War I. We relaxed and enjoyed ourselves wandering around town, taking in a movie, or having a few beers or just looking around. The ship’s engine was slowly being resuscitated and fine-tuned for the travels ahead. We had no reason to be impatient.
Finally, the work was completed, and we were ordered to join another convoy bound for the UK. The day before we departed, the ships’ officers – including the radio-telegraphers – were ordered to attend a meeting outlining convoy procedures. So I, uncharacteristically, set out for the meeting with plenty of time to arrive at the appointed hour. But luck was not with me. The tram I took ran into a truck – resulting in a few bloody noses, an exchange of harsh words between the truck driver and the tram conductor, with a gathering crowd of onlookers, I was delayed so long that I arrived just as the meeting was ending. I was not received in a friendly fashion. I tried to explain that I had nearly perished in a “serious” (I dramatized a little) streetcar accident – an event beyond my control. However, my excuse was not well received. I was persona non-grata with the Captain for some time after this.
We found our place in the new convoy and began our sluggish voyage, and the Stanley Matthews did her best. Unfortunately, she was not up to the task. Several days later, after we were well past Newfoundland, she began to give up once more, and we were again ejected from the convoy. That time we were ordered to St. John, Newfoundland. German subs sometimes followed a convoy picking off stragglers like us, so we spent an anxious two or three days until we were safe in St. John’s wonderfully enclosed and secure harbor.
Our time in St. John was sunny and pleasant but colder than we would have liked. The town was small and not a very lively place, but we were happy to be there. Amazing to us were the Newfoundland dogs, still used in those days as work animals. Instead of horses, we saw carts being drawn by those big, shaggy, super dogs.
We lay in St. John’s for about one week for “repairs.” That was a mysterious process and none of us had any idea what was going on down there far below us in the engine room. Judging by the banging and cursing we could hear coming from below, we assumed that progress was being made.
One day about three days after our arrival, several of us sought relief from the boredom of the ship by climbing one of the hills overlooking the harbor. When we reached the top and were admiring the view, we saw a Canadian corvette arriving through the harbor’s entrance with an uncommon number of men dressed in merchant seaman garb standing on deck and looking happy to be coming into port. They were happy with good reason – they were survivors from the convoy we had left a few days earlier. The German subs had struck the convoy two or three days after we had dropped out. Several days later we were ready to resume our voyage to the UK, and we received orders to join our third convoy. It was a little smaller than the others, perhaps 30 ships. The seas were choppy, but with our full cargo the Stanley Matthews’ was fairly comfortable.
That cannot have been true for the Canadian and American escorts. Those were small, rapid vessels and were endlessly racing back and forth along the periphery of the convoy. One moment they were clearly visible on the crest of a wave, and the next they would be diving out of sight in the waves. In bad weather, life aboard those craft must have been hellish. We were in awe of their shenanigans and wondered how the crews on those constantly gyrating little boats could stand it. We were immensely grateful to them and felt a little more secure for their company.
One morning, after coming off watch, I took a turn about the deck. It was pretty foggy, and I could just make out the ship next to us. I could not see the ship off our starboard bow in the fog. As I was standing by the rail straining to see as far forward as I could, I suddenly clearly saw a periscope moving through the water about 20 yards away! It can’t be I thought, and I froze. When I got my voice back, but still inwardly quaking, I called to the Mate on the wing of the bridge as calmly as I could, “I think I see something there, Chief.” “Oh, yeah, Sparky. It’s OK. It’s the vane being towed by the guy ahead of us, so we won’t run him down in this fog.” I was instantly relieved – and glad I stayed calm enough to avoid making a fool of myself.
Day after day we stood our watches, listening to our designated frequency and hoping not to hear the code that would tell us of a submarine attack somewhere in the convoy. Six hours on and six hours off. In our time off, we’d head for the galley to grab a bite to eat, and then fall into our bunks for a few hours of sleep. Then we’d do it again, and again. Sometimes I’d take time to wash a few clothes in the little sink in my room and clean things up a little.
Often, with the earphones clamped to my head or the speaker volume up so I wouldn’t miss a signal, I’d read while I was on watch – unless the weather turned bad and we were being tossed about. In that case I’d devote myself to hanging on to the radio equipment counter to keep from being thrown from my chair. The radio equipment was welded to the deck, so it was secure. The typewriter was a danger until we managed to secure it to the bulkhead. My telegraph key was fixed to the desk, so it stayed where it belonged.
Sleeping presented me with a problem. The bunk was a built-in, aligned fore and aft – that is with the head of the bunk toward the ship’s bow and the foot toward the stern. The result was that, when the ship rolled heavily, I was in danger of being flung off the bunk onto the floor. The heavier the roll, the further I could be flung. As seas became rougher in bad weather that became a real problem. I was already short of sleep and there was the prospect of losing more sleep as I hung onto the mattress to keep from flying off my bunk. So I tried stuffing my pillow along the outside edge of the bunk. That worked pretty well unless the weather became too rough – then it was better to lie on the deck, hard as it was. My Navy colleague was better off than I was. The bunks for the crew were all placed athwart ship, that is lined from the port side to starboard, or vice versa. The ship’s roll was not so dangerous, although the ship pitching in head seas could still be troublesome.
Aside from the weather, our convoy had a peaceful voyage until we reached Northern Ireland. Just as we were off its coast and ready to make our turn down into the Irish Sea, there was frantic activity by our protecting corvettes, and we got the word by signal lights that they had detected a submarine. Soon afterward, the corvettes began circling an area just north of us and depth charges began exploding one after the other. We could see and feel that since we were not far from the action.
As is often the case with depth charge attacks, we had no idea whether a sub had been hit or damaged or the charges were totally ineffective. The action lasted about an hour or more before the all-clear was given and we were free to proceed on down the Irish Sea to our destination in Swansea, Wales.
As we entered the locks into the harbor at Swansea, I wondered why those huge iron doors were closed behind us. An anti-submarine defense maybe? A few hours later I had my answer when I could peer over the locks at the channel on the other side. It had become a massive mudflat. The tides in the Bristol Channel were extreme. Without the locks, Swansea’s harbor would only exist at high tide.
Soon after we arrived, the stevedores were on board and they wasted no time in opening the hatches and discharging our cargo. They were a grim-looking lot, all of them up in years –40 years old or more. To me, at age 20, they seemed pretty worn and ancient. One of our seamen was peeling an orange and eating it while he was watching them work the hatches. Finally, one of the men came over and asked if we could spare him a couple of oranges to take to his family. He said, “We haven’t seen oranges in a long time.” He got his oranges and became our friend for life. When we went ashore, we found out why he was so grateful.
Across the dock from us was a row of houses, each adjoining the other. Toward the middle of the row, there was a house completely destroyed by a bomb blast. The houses on each side of it were badly damaged. There was no other bomb damage to be seen – until we took a walk to town. We saw scattered damage, and as we walked along it increased. When we arrived at the town center there was nothing – just acres of rubble.
The center of the town was gone! It would be hard to describe the thoroughness of the destruction. Around the edges of the rubble, many buildings were intact and in use. As we walked along, we found a little fast food place and decided to have a bite. The menu was simple – Spam and chips and tea. Nothing else – and we never found anything else to eat ashore. Our ship’s “cuisine” suddenly became delicious, and whenever we went to town we took our provisions with us.
One building that was spared in the bombing was a tavern. We were told it was built in the 14th century and had been serving satisfied customers ever since. We were not sure this was true, but we were certainly pleased with the beer. The place did look like it was about six hundred years old, with its smoky, ancient beams, sagging floor, and a hand-hewn look. Nearly everything in its vicinity was destroyed, but the tavern looked like it was there to stay. So we found that beer was available, and we discovered that night life was plentiful and joyous too. After dark, the blackout was very effective, and no glimmer of light could be seen. The world became a really dense black dark, but people seemed to be on the streets everywhere. Nothing could be seen, but there was the sound all around us of people walking and talking and laughing, all in the Stygian darkness. It was an eerie experience.
To find entertainment all we needed to do was loudly ask the darkness “Hey, where can we find a party?” and someone would say “Come on Yanks. Come with us, there’s one close by.” And there always was. Often it was a dance, or sometimes beers and talk. The Welsh were a friendly, fun-loving lot, and the girls were most attractive. Unfortunately, I was still terribly afraid of girls and completely tongue-tied if one spoke to me. I was a baby-faced, skinny lad with a couple of crooked front teeth, and I couldn’t imagine any girl wanting to spend time with me. So they didn’t most of the time, and I stood by and watched my buddies pairing off and having a fine old time. One girl that I thought exceptionally nice tried to strike up a conversation with me, but, alas, I froze and could only respond so formally that she soon gave up and turned to less wooden prospects. After about two weeks of labor, the stevedores had extracted the last of our cargo, and it was time to start taking on mining slag for ballast. When a ship has a full cargo, she will go through the waves like a steamroller with only a minimal roll or pitch. An empty ship is riding high in the water, so the ship will roll and/or pitch miserably. The North Atlantic is a stormy place in the fall and winter months – but with a full cargo aboard not excessively uncomfortable, though it would be a stretch to say it was pleasant. We took on board a few tons of slag that did little to take us anywhere near our Plimsoll mark. We were riding very high in the water, but I didn’t give it much thought – until we rounded Northern Ireland and the frigid, angry North Atlantic hit us with full force. It took time to form our convoy, and as we maneuvered into position we soon realized it was going to be one really dreadful voyage. Not only were we back on our six-on, six-off watch schedule, but the ceaseless pitching and heavy rolling meant the cooks could not keep the pots on the stove. For the next 18 days we ate only what could be baked. It was too dangerous for the cooks to have pots on the stove. Galley stoves had an iron grid designed to keep the pots in place as the ship rolled, but it was a total failure on our light ship in the seas we experienced. We were grateful to get sandwiches the cooks were able to put together for us.
The Navy man and I stood our watches with our office chair tied to the radio installation and ourselves tied into the chair. Off watch, we caught what sleep we could with the violent motion and passed time reading – and hanging on. From time to time the escorting corvettes appeared on the crest of a wave and then disappeared in the trough. What life was like on those little vessels was something we could not imagine. Taking the Great Circle route to New York, we were lucky to be just below the drifting ice coming down from Greenland and the arctic. The days somehow passed as we slowly made our way toward home. On the eighteenth day the weather turned very cold and ice began to form on the ship’s rigging and deck. We had entered the Labrador Current. This was curiously cause for celebration – it meant we were only three days from our destination. By the time we entered New York harbor we had accumulated a nice covering of ice.
In fact New York City was covered in ice, and I could not wait to catch the train to Seattle. The first link was the crack train to Chicago – a streamliner called the Wolverine. I was in sorry shape, beyond fatigue and starvation, but an angel in shape of the Pullman car porter came to my rescue. He was a wonder of compassion and consideration and treated me like the prodigal son. I’m sure he would have killed a fatted calf for me if there had been one around. My Pullman berth was made up in no time, and I was in it as soon as it was ready. The next day I boarded the vintage train running to Seattle – miracle! My Pullman car porter’s clone greeted me as I came aboard. This was wartime and passenger trains gave way to cargo trains whenever necessary, which meant a long, long trip indeed. But my devoted porter was always on hand, providing me with whatever I needed – pillows, blanket, a made-up Pullman berth at night, and snacks from the dining car. I’ll never forget those porters.
S/S Stanley Matthews, September 1943
Swansea to Cardiff
Our long crossing to the UK had been rough, and we were busy resting up. Actually, resting up was all we could do in Swansea. It had been heavily damaged by bombing raids several months before. Bombing was still a threat. At night here was total black-out, and food was strictly rationed. Sightseeing was a grim experience.
One day the Second Mate and I – tired of the monotony – decided to go to Cardiff, nearby. It had not been hit so hard by bombing and sounded like an interesting place. To keep starvation at bay on our journey, the cooks fixed us up with some fine tuna fish sandwiches. Donning our jackets and officer's hats* off we went to what was left of the Swansea train station to catch the next train to Cardiff. After passing through mountains of mining slag on the outskirts of town, it took us about an hour to reach Cardiff. We walked around and stared at the damage of this or that historic building and finally became tired and bored. It was dark by 5 o'clock and a little rain was falling.
When we boarded the train, there was a pretty young woman – 18 years old or so – and a rather scruffy looking young guy already in the compartment. That was OK with us. We were tired. In no mood for company, we began to doze off as soon as the train started to move.
I was half awake when I heard the young lady saying, “Leave me alone" and making other protestations of distress. I opened my eyes and there they were – she huddled into the corner and he leaning over her trying to kiss her. She was looking frantically for help from us comatose lumps, slumped in our seats.
Now, this is embarrassing, I thought. "A damsel in distress!" I was a skinny kid, just turned 20. I was not sure I could physically deal with the "would-be lover" on my own. But my companion was a substantial, no-nonsense-looking ship's officer a few years older than I was. I scowled manfully (I thought) as I pondered the situation for a moment or two. I waited for my scowl to register. Alas, neither my hat nor my scowl had any effect. In fact they were hardly noticed by the bum. He went right on with his molestations. Finally, my somnolent buddy came to. He added his manly scowl, cleared his throat, and said in a deep baritone, "It seems that the lady does not wish your attentions." The scruffy Lothario looked startled at this unexpected and unwelcome interruption to his "lovemaking." He hesitated and muttered something about the "lousy Yanks." He considered for a moment … then decided retreat was his best option. He abandoned his conquest and sullenly slid to the far end of the bench. The young lady gave us a heartfelt look of gratitude (focused on my manly buddy, of course). Our would-be Don Juan soon fell fast asleep. He was still asleep when we left the carriage in Swansea.
The only part of an officer’s uniform we ever wore were our hats; mine with the lightning bolt of the Sparks (radio-telegrapher) and my friend’s with the anchor symbol of the deck officer. For the rest of the crew, they simply dressed as they liked, and no hats.
Seattle to Tinian, Mariana Islands and Iwo Jima, Japan - March-July 1945
The S/S Navajo Victory was the first Victory Ship I had sailed on. The “Victorys” – built late in the War – were a vast improvement over the Liberty Ships. Their lines were attractive, and they looked like a ship should – not the fat, stodgy look of the Libertys. With vastly better engines, they were fast – with speeds up to around 18 knots compared to the Liberty ships’ top speed of nine knots. Accommodations were also a little better – but Victorys took of bit of getting used to as I found when we left port – or rather, when we hit the Pacific rollers as we left the Straits of Juan de Fuca. The Victory had a peculiar twisting roll unlike anything I had experienced before. My stomach did not take to this odd motion easily, and I came as close to being seasick as I ever had. But after a day or so, my stomach and my head were back in sync, and I enjoyed our speedy crossing to Tinian Island in the Marianas. There we waited for orders. We had no idea where we would finally deliver our cargo.
Waiting... As was common in cargo ships during the war, a good deal of our time was spent waiting for further orders. So we waited and waited, and gradually settled into a daily routine that could have been terminally boring. In fact, it was for many in the crew. After all, how many hours a day can you smoke, complain, and play poker before that routine begins to get stale? On the other hand, many of the guys were readers, and they were happy to have this chance to read. Other crewmen, who had never thought of reading a book before, became avid readers. I was kept busy dishing out books from the ship’s great paperback library. When I was not busy with my library duties (self-imposed), I did a little reading myself – between six and eight hours a day? In addition to the boxes of “Books in Wartime,” I had stocked up on Modern Library books. This was a marvelous series put together by Bennett Cerf. Regular hardcover titles were 95 cents and the Modern Library Giants were $1.45. I went through the Giants War and Peace and Les Misérables and I don’t know how many others during our long wait.
Tinian was a military base, and we were not allowed to go ashore, but one day we got word that the ship’s officers could go on a tour of the island that same afternoon. Sure enough, a motorboat pulled up to our gangway in the early afternoon, and we all trooped down the gangway to be taken ashore. At the boat landing we were assigned to a couple of Jeeps and began our sightseeing venture. Our trip began on a dirt road. The island was a barren, sandy wasteland where we were. Everything we saw was military but off to one side we could see the jungle, which covered about half the island. We were told there were still hold-out Japanese troops there, but they were no threat and mostly ignored. Destroyed Japanese tanks were scattered along the roadside. They looked like a joke! They seemed like full-sized replicas of the World War I Japanese toy tanks that we’d seen in the five-and-dime stores when I was a kid. I could not believe they were serious fighting machines. It appeared that the area was being cleaned up and made into an airfield.
We wound on up the road and came to the top of a hill. We stopped, and the driver walked us to the edge of a cliff hundreds of feet above the ocean. We looked down and the driver enlightened us, “This is Suicide Hill. The Jap soldiers would rather die than surrender, so they jumped off this cliff. About a thousand of ‘em I guess, counting their women and kids. They all went over.” We looked down at the jagged rocks below and couldn’t imagine something so horrible.... We were still trying to process this story when we were back in the Jeeps and on our way down the hill.
Traveling along the dirt road, the area was still barren and uninteresting, except for the building going on. Lumber and Quonset hut construction materials were scattered about. At one point we passed several Japanese prisoners of war with an armed guard watching over them. Dressed in ragged clothes, they slowly carried boards and other building stuff along the road. They were some of the very few prisoners taken in the invasion. They looked comatose as we went by – their faces without expression and their eyes completely blank. They seemed beyond dispirited. By their code of behavior, surviving as prisoners was the worst thing that could happen to them.
Back at the boat landing we had beers with our drivers. They were friendly guys and loved to impress us with their war stories. They told us of one soldier who became totally deranged and was difficult to be around. He had a maniacal hatred of the Japanese and was determined to kill as many as he could. Every now and then he would disappear into the jungle and stalk the holdouts. He’d kill them and then he’d cut off their ears and add them to his string. The guys telling the story said that he had a long string of dried ears. After this story we didn’t stay talking much longer. The tale of the suicide jump and now the story of the “Jap hunter” left us with enough gruesome images for one afternoon. The sun was setting as we returned to the ship, and we heard the usual evening salvos from big guns. We had heard them every day about this time but considered it was just practice. “No,” the Jeep driver told us – it was not just practice. “There are holdouts on that island,” he said, and nodded toward a small island just beyond our ships. “No trouble,” he said. “We just give ‘em a ‘good night’ salute. Maybe we’ll clean ‘em out some time. No hurry.” Aboard ship once again we went back to waiting....
Iwo Jima...Finally – after about a month – our orders came through, the wait ended, and we were on our way up to Iwo Jima. It was a short run, and we arrived not long after the island had been taken by American forces. Our troops suffered terrible casualties in that battle (26,000 total casualties with 6,800 killed). It was the only battle in the Pacific in which the U.S. suffered more casualties than the Japanese. Iwo Jima’s main value was to serve as an emergency landing field during the massive bombing raids on Japan. Soon after we arrived, I looked down from the wheelhouse at our forward hatches. I could see the Seabees working to get the covers off the hatches to open them up and begin unloading our cargo. It was hot work in the sun, but these guys set to work with a will and soon had the hatches all cleared and the real work began. As I watched I was startled to hear the Chief Mate say, “Look down there. I never seen so many jigaboos! Are we gonna have these bastards on the ship for the duration?” The captain shrugged, “I guess so, Chief. Just make sure none of them goes wandering around the ship. I don’t wanta see any Niggers hanging around the galley.”
Lily white...This was my first voyage on a ship under S.I.U. (Seafarers International Union) contract. The crew was all white with many of them Southerners. The S.I.U was a lily-white union and admitted only whites. Before now, every ship I had sailed on was at least partially integrated, and I had never heard such outspoken racism. But this was not true of all of the crew. Some of them felt as disgusted as I did, and sometimes a few of us would go on deck and talk with the Seabees and get to know them. “This is the most bigoted ship I’ve ever worked on,” one of the men told me. “All these guys are from the South, and the Mates are the worst. They won’t even let us go to the galley to get water!” We agreed that this was pretty crappy, and we made sure that there was enough water for them on deck. The cargo was gradually pulled from the hatches and dropped onto landing craft to be taken ashore. The Seabees worked day after 10-hour day, except for one interruption from a Japanese air raid.
Shots in the dark...That raid tore up the landing field, but the bombers did not go after the ships. However, the merchant ships’ Navy gun crews went after them. At least that’s what they thought they were doing. Every gun on every merchant ship in the harbor was firing. There were no targets to see, but this did not stop the gunners from firing wildly. They were firing blindly into the sky and across other ships, and this lent some excitement to the proceedings – and some danger. Streams of tracers were flying wildly into the night sky, and the noise of the pom-pom guns actually drowned out the sound of the bombs exploding on the airfields. The tracers were getting closer and closer to the masts and rigging of ships. Then suddenly the raiders were gone. The firing gradually stopped, and everything became silent. Some of the gun crews fired a few more shots into the darkness, reluctant to let this opportunity for action slip away. Except for infrequent target practice, the gun crews had nothing to do on the ship, so this interlude was most welcome to them.
Once the firing was over and things quieted down, we heard our night fighters taking off. They were fast and deadly and in hot pursuit of the Japanese bombers. I quickly got into the radio shack and tuned in my radio. It took me only a few minutes to pick up the frequency our fighter pilots were using. Then I heard a fighter pilot report: “Snow at two o’clock.” (“Snow” was the metallic shreds material ejected by the planes to confuse the radar.) Then another pilot came in with “Snow at six o’clock” followed shortly after with “Splash one,” and a short silence, then another pilot reported “Splash two” and so on. Finally, after five or six “Splashes,” there were no more reports for about an hour – until I heard “Got ‘em all. Headin’ home.” Later we heard the fighters straggling in as they passed over us one by one to land on Iwo Jima.
The typhoon...smoke, anyone? There was a second interruption when a typhoon forced us from our wide-open anchorage. Wide-open in the sense that there was no naturally protected harbor on Iwo. The harbor was constructed by Seabees who scuttled several ferro-cement Liberty ships to make a breakwater. These Libertys were built for this purpose. They carried cargo just one way and then were sunk to form a harbor. There was an entrance left open between the sunken ships. This entrance was closed by an anti-submarine net stretched across it. In our small, manufactured harbor we were very secure, except from a typhoon. We were on the windward side of the island and very vulnerable to high winds.
We left our little harbor and took refuge on the lee side of Iwo. We were then very exposed to a sub attack should there be any subs around. The captain and mates mulled our situation over and agreed we should do what we could to protect ourselves on our own. Back on the stern of the ship, there was a strange contraption that none of us could comprehend. Someone ventured that it might be a smoke machine, and the idea seemed plausible. This speculation was confirmed when the captain and the mates, looking very steady and knowledgeable, began clearing it for action. The thinking was that the smoke spewing out of our smoke machine would conceal us from any sub (or subs) in the vicinity – or, if they did notice us in our personal smoke cloud they’d be confused and be unable to make an effective attack (perhaps from their shock at our naiveté?). Thus went the reasoning....
But the smoke machine failed to cooperate. At first the Mate took a couple of men astern where the wonder machine was waiting. A few attempts to get the thing started brought forth a couple of belches of smoke – and quit. Adjustments were then made, the start button pressed again. A few more belches, then nothing. The Chief Engineer was called. Two mechanical wizards from the ‘black gang’ (engine room crewmen) took charge. More attempts. Then suddenly a violent eruption of smoke! Breathtaking smoke! Smoke that enveloped the ship as the wind blew it down on us. Shouts and wild coughing and crewmen running toward the bow to escape. Then a wind shift and the smoke poured away from us and covered one of the ships anchored nearby. Distant shouts and curses could be clearly heard from our neighbor. A few minutes of this and the captain and his consultants called it quits. Better to risk a sub attack than perish from asphyxiation.
“Cancha take a joke?” Our sojourn in the lee of Iwo Jima lasted about three days while the typhoon passed. The seas in our anchorage were choppy and unpleasant. We were glad when the storm moved on and we could move back around the island to our safe, artificial harbor. Once again the Seabees came aboard and the cargo unloading recommenced. And three of the Mates were again on the Bridge looking down at the workers in disgust. Then it occurred to them that they could throw things at the workers from their lofty perch and watch them react when they were hit. To carry out this infantile entertainment, they adjourned to the chartroom to cut up chunks of hard rubber eraser. Those were the ideal implement with which to carry out their scheme. So, eraser chunks in hand, they returned to their post on the bridge. One of the Mates threw the first chunk as hard as he could, and it was a bullseye. The Seabee jumped as if he’d been stung, and the Mates ducked out of view and snickered in great glee.
The Second Mate said, “You see that fucker jump?! Ha! Ha! Ha! Wait a minute and we’ll give ‘em another one.” A few minutes later they were at it again. “Damn! Look at that Nigger! He can’t figger out where it’s coming from. Ha! Ha!” More snickering laughter. Finally, though, the Mates got careless and the Seabees spotted them. They went to the Captain and told him he had to put a stop to this harassment. But the Captain replied, “What’s the matter? Can’t you guys take a little joke?” A Seabee replied: “Ain’t no joke, Captain. Either they quit this shit, or they’ll be sorry. We’re not gonna take it no more!” and he turned and walked off.
Things were quiet for a day or so, and then I saw the Mates back on the bridge. One of them would throw a chunk of eraser, and they’d all duck out of sight snickering. This went on until they were tired. Then, oddly enough the “Nigger” baiting ceased. Two or three days passed, and all was quiet on the Bridge. Then I noticed the Mates wandering around with pale faces and a worried look. I wondered at this unaccountable loss of interest in their favorite pastime, and I mentioned it to a friend in the Stewards Department. He said “Didn’t you know, Sparks? The Mates are scared shitless! The Seabees let the word get out that they’re bringing grenades on board. They said any more of that shit with the erasers and they were gonna throw grenades into the Mates’ quarters and blow the hell out of them. Those guys are REALLY MAD, and they mean business! I don’t think the Mates’ll do that stuff anymore,” and he laughed. The Mates remained quiet and withdrawn for the rest of our time in Iwo Jima.
The Sea Wolf...Discharging our cargo continued peacefully. But now another problem became a crisis. Captain Larsen was a young man – 35 or 40 years old. He may have read Jack London’s Sea Wolf; at least he patterned his behavior very much like that of his namesake, Wolf Larsen, the psychopathic captain in that great but horrendous story. He was an arrogant man, muscular and mean. He swaggered about with his shirt unbuttoned to display a full-rigged sailing ship tattooed on his chest. His word was law, and he made the laws. It did not pay to cross him. If a ship’s officer offended him by disagreeing with him, the officer could find that a crew of deckhands suddenly began chipping rust ten hours a day all around his stateroom. The noise from the chipping hammers was unbearable, and the offender usually caved in and cringed before him just to get a little peace and quiet.
Captain Larsen’s treatment of the crew was not so gentle. Any small infraction of his law was punished – sometimes severely. To stave off boredom, many of the crew went swimming, sometimes diving off the fantail and climbing back aboard by a Jacob’s ladder slung over the side. Then one day Captain Larsen gave the order that no one was to go swimming. No explanation – just the edict. This did not go down well with the crew, and a couple of the younger guys decided to ignore his order.
Charley, a daring and popular young deckhand, was caught. He wasn’t reprimanded – he was immediately sentenced by the Captain to a week on “piss and punk” (bread and water) and locked in a small supply room on the stern. No one dared speak to him if they did not want to get the same treatment themselves. Still, Charley had many friends. They could do nothing about his sweltering days in the lock-up, but at night he received the silent delivery of luscious sandwiches, cake and other delicacies. He may even have put on a pound or two in his detention. How did all this skullduggery escape the captain’s eagle eye? He could only be in one place at a time and the nights were dark, and he was so universally disliked that no one in the crew would think of snitching to him.
A few days after Charley’s case, I heard a loud altercation in the passageway near the radio shack. The Bos’n said, “Captain, you are working the men too hard. Chipping rust all day in the blazing sun with hardly a break is wearing them out. For Christ’s sake let me give ‘em something else to do, out of the sun.” Then I heard the captain say, “Don’t tell me how to run my ship, Bos’n. I give the orders around here, and I’m not coddling a bunch of lazy bastards on my ship. Now, get ‘em back to work. I want that foredeck fish-oiled and chipped starting now!”
The Bos’n was now boiling mad. He exploded, “You give the men a break, God damn it!” Followed by the captain, “You telling me what to do, you son-of-bitch? I’m the captain of this ship. I’ve half a mind to put you in irons!” By now the Bos’n was in a rage. “You’re going to put me in irons? Don’t you lay that shit on me, Captain, or I’ll sink that fuckin’ ship you got tattooed on your chest!” The Captain was a burly, well-muscled man, but he was no match for the Bos’n, who was a head taller and as hard as nails. The Captain stepped back, and his face turned beet-red, but he said nothing as the Bos’n turned and stormed away. The Captain gave no more orders to the deckhands, and he remained in a rather subdued state for the remainder of our Iwo Jima stay.
The Beauty of War...We were near the end of our time on Iwo Jima when the “500 plane raids” on Tokyo began to fly over us. Early every morning the flights of B29s began passing high above us on their way north from airfields on Tinian and Saipan. Each wave of twenty or more B29s passed over us in beautiful, silvery formations. One wave followed another, and they seemed to fill the sky for hours. Finally, the last flight passed over and there was nothing to see but the bright, blue tropical sky. In mid-afternoon, damaged planes came sputtering in over us as they landed on one of the two Iwo Jima emergency airfields.
Many of the aircraft had visible damage. One day we counted ninety damaged planes coming in. Some had engines sputtering that seemed about to quit. One plane had a hole in the fuselage as big as a car but it was still flying. B29s were called “Flying Fortresses.” With their four engines and airframes built to survive even catastrophic damage, they seemed nearly indestructible. The raids continued for the remaining several days of our stay on the island. We didn’t know, and couldn’t imagine, the devastation by those raids in Tokyo and the surrounding area. But, after years of war, we took heavy casualties for granted and such things didn’t seem as important as winning the war. Of course the worst for Japan was yet to come. About two weeks after our return to Seattle the first atomic bomb obliterated Hiroshima and shortly thereafter, we atom-bombed and destroyed Nagasaki. The extent of the damage and the horrendous casualties weren’t fully known until later. All we knew at the time was that the war was over.
“On August 6, 1945, at 8.15 a.m., the uranium atom bomb exploded 2,000 feet above the city of Hiroshima with a blinding flash, creating a giant fireball and sending surface temperatures to 7,000ºF. Fierce heat rays and radiation burst out in every direction, unleashing a high-pressure shockwave, vaporizing tens of thousands of people and animals, melting buildings and streetcars, reducing a 400-year-old city to dust.”
S/S Junipero Serra, 1947
Vancouver, B.C. to Valparaiso, Chile
The Gulf of Tehuantepec on Mexico’s Pacific Coast is a very treacherous body of water, given to sudden winds of hurricane force or better. A ship might enter the Gulf in the morning with weather that couldn’t be finer – sunny, and calm and beautiful – not even a breeze. Then suddenly, out of the east, the wind would strike at full force, and the sea would become wild and choppy and streaked with foam. The ship would labor to keep on course, and her crew could not move without hanging onto the rails along the passageways.
I was the radio-telegraph operator on the S/S Junipero Serra – a ten- thousand-ton Liberty Ship built during WW2. Now, in 1947, three years after the war ended, she carried cargo and occasionally a few passengers. We had loaded wheat in Vancouver, B.C., and then general cargo in Seattle and San Francisco. We were bound for ports in Central America and on down the west coast as far as Valparaiso, Chile. We entered the Gulf in early afternoon. It was calm and lovely – a most benign place.
I was in the wheelhouse talking with the Mate. “Well. So much for the dreaded Tehuantepec,” I said. The Mate replied, “We’re lucky – so far we’re really lucky! At this time of year, you never know.” Then our conversation drifted off, and I returned to the radio shack to stand my watch – and to read my book, Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around the World. I was at the point where Slocum is battling his way around Cape Horn. I sat back with my feet on the desk happy to be cruising along on a sturdy ship, not battling frigid Antarctic gales in a 36-foot sailboat.
Suddenly a blast of wind struck us and shortly after came a deluge of rain. I jumped to my feet and struggled to dog-down the porthole. The wind was growing stronger by the minute and the seas were getting rougher. And there we were in the middle of the Gulf in a typical Tehuantepec blow that could last for a few hours to a few days. Quickly I secured my typewriter to my well-anchored typing table and then tied my chair to the radio transmitter. In those days, the transmitter was a huge affair welded to the deck. There was nothing more to be done but to hang on and ride it out. At the worst, we would eventually be out of the Gulf and beyond the high winds.
I tried to return to my book, but somehow a graphic description of Slocum’s battle with the elements in the Antarctic no longer appealed to me. The pitching and rolling of the ship were very distracting. I found it hard to read and at the same time hang on to keep from being thrown from my chair. This continued for the rest of the afternoon and evening. It seemed that the wind was increasing, and it was obvious this blow was not going to let up.
Finally, early in the evening, the Second Mate rolled into the radio shack with a message for me to send to the home office letting them know of our situation and revising our ETA (Estimated Time of Arrival) in Panama City. I said, “Thanks” as the ship lurched, and the Mate was thrown back into the passageway. I fired up the transmitter and took a look at the message as I positioned myself at the telegraph key. I hit the key to start sending the message – and it sputtered. I hit the key again, but nothing. I checked the transmitter. Everything seemed OK. I shifted to the emergency transmitter, but no response. A bit puzzling. This had never happened before. Could it be the antenna was down? I went out on deck to take a look, but the light was failing, and I couldn’t see. I was soaked and shivering cold, but I grabbed the handrail and hung on tight as I climbed the ladder to the top of the wheelhouse. I made my way to the “tower” where the antenna lead connected and mounted the rail so I could see better. Sure enough, it had come loose and was shifting around on the connector. I needed pliers or a wrench to tighten it down.
So, I made my way, staggering through the wind and rain, back down to the radio shack and located an adjustable wrench. Then I struggled my way back up to the antenna tower. The tower was about six feet high and 18 inches square, set next to the handrail. It was too high for me to see the connection on top. The wind stayed about gale force and the ship was pitching and rolling. To reach the connector on the tower I climbed up on the handrail. I needed to tighten the nut and secure it. I got one turn on the nut. I was hanging on with one hand and reaching up with the wrench in my other hand. Suddenly the ship gave a violent lurch! It was the wrench or me. So the wrench went flying as I dropped it to grab the rail with both hands. I hung on tightly as the ship slowly righted herself.
In the moment of stability before the next gyration, I was off the rail and down the ladder to the radio shack. I grabbed a pair of pliers, waited for the right moment, and was back up to the damnable antenna tower. Timing the ships roll again, I caught the right moment and quickly tightened the connecting nut. I breathed a quick sigh of relief and headed back down to the radio shack. Things were pretty much a shambles there. Everything loose on my desk and shelves was scattered on the deck. I cleaned things up around the telegraph key and fired up the transmitter again. I hung onto the desk with one hand and hit the key with the other. Instantly I knew that my labors had been successful. The antenna was back on the job and the transmission went fine.
A little while later the Mate came by with another message to be sent. As he turned to go he said, “You put on quite a show, Sparky. Every time you hit the key the antenna flashed fire from one end to the other!” I laughed and went back to work. Not long after this the wind began to drop and the seas began to subside. I had changed out of my wet clothes and now – warm and dry – I picked up my book and settled back in comfort to join Josh Slocum on his frigid, stormy, voyage around Cape Horn.
S/S Canada Mail, 1949
Approaching Yokohama, Japan
Looking down on deck from the wheelhouse I could see this oversized boom. It was located between the second and third hatches. The boom was far larger than any of the ship’s regular cargo handling gear. Secured to the mast with heavy cables, the length of the boom rose through a huge block at the base of the mast. The block must have weighed a few tons itself. It was firmly lashed to the foot of the mast. I stood looking out of the windows as the bow rose high and then came crashing down with the seas breaking over the bow and boiling along the deck toward mid-ship. It had been this way ever since we left Cape Flattery a week before.
Nasty weather was common in the Gulf of Alaska and along the Aleutian chain. As a radio-telegraph officer in the Merchant Marine during World War II, I’d made a couple of voyages to Alaska and the Aleutians. I had seen very little good weather on any of those voyages. Finally, I’d had enough, so I escaped to ships bound for warmer climes. It was now 1949, and I had signed on the S/S Canada Mail. She was bound from Seattle to Japan and points south – first to the Philippines and then island-hopping as far as Singapore and from there a run up to Calcutta. Soon we would be out of this endless storm and in Yokohama. I had never been to Japan and looked forward to it. But mostly I looked beyond Japan to the balmy weather ahead of us.
It was evening, and what light there was was fading fast. I’d seen enough of angry seas and flooded decks, so I picked my way back to my radio shack. My chair was well-secured to the transmitter, as usual in stormy weather. I put on my earphones and listened to traffic for something of interest – perhaps something from the home office? The high winds and heavy seas continued in the now pitch-dark night.
Suddenly there was a huge crashing sound of metal colliding with metal. The whole ship shuddered. I had never heard such a thunderous sound before. I panicked. What was happening?! Had we collided with something? Was some of our cargo loose in the hold? I rushed to the wheelhouse to learn what had happened. Just then the ship rolled, and the horrendous sound happened again. It was as bad as the first time. I met the Mate as he rushed out of the wheelhouse and ran down the passageway from the chartroom to get the Captain. The Captain rushed out of his stateroom:
“Jesus Christ, what’s happening, Mate?”
“Captain, the block on the fifty-ton boom broke loose, and the damned thing is swinging around and smashing everything on deck.”
“Where’s the Bos’n? I want him up here now!”
The Mate replied, “Okay, Captain. He’s on his way.”
Then, another thunderous blow.
“Half-ahead, damn it!”, yelled the Captain. “Bring her into the wind! If that boom goes over the side, it could capsize the ship!” Just then the Bos’n arrived. “I checked on deck, Cap’n. From what I can see the fuck’n block’s free and runnin’ wild. It’s smashin’ everything on deck. We got to get it lashed down ‘fore it brings down the mast.”
Another massive clang as the rampant block struck again.
“I can’t send you out there, Bos’n…!” “Captain, it’s our only chance. Let me scout it out… I’ll report back to you as soon as I can.”
The Captain hesitated a moment until there was another shuddering crash.
“Okay, Bos’n. You think you can do something, go to it…. Do the best you can.” The Captain did not seem hopeful.
The Bos’n replied, “Okay, Cap’n. I’ll take two, three men and see what we can do.”
He knew the chances were slim as he turned and left. The Mates, the Captain and I stayed on in the dim light of the wheelhouse trying to see out into the darkness. None of us said anything. In every one of us there was an undercurrent of panic. We waited for the next blow from the massive block. Our only hope lay in the Bos’n and his crew.
The ship rolled in the next surge of the stormy sea – and it struck again! That terrible gut-wrenching crash as the deadly block crashed across the decks demolishing everything in its path. Would the next roll of the ship cause the block, swinging like a pendulum, to take down the mast? And then…? We didn’t know – but we could imagine, and that terrifying image was enough to keep us paralyzed.
Another crash! We waited, then another thunderous crash followed. Each seemed worse than the one before. Not daring to breathe, we waited for what seemed like eternity, fearing the next shattering blow.
Finally we realized that something had changed. The darkness was no less dense, and the beating we were taking from the gale-force winds and high seas was still there. Gradually we became aware that we were no longer hearing that deadly crashing sound as the block slammed across the decks, destroying everything in its path. We didn’t dare think that the demolition on deck had ended. But finally the Bos’n stumbled into the wheelhouse and reported.
“We got her lashed down, Cap’n. She ain’t goin’ nowhere, now.”
“Thank God, Bos’n! You sure it’ll hold?”
“Sure will, Cap’n. She won’t be no more trouble. We’ll get the mess on deck cleaned up in the morning – if the weather lets us.”
He paused for a moment. “I think I’ll go below and put on some dry clothes, if you don’t mind.”
The Captain nodded “OK.”
The ship’s reprieve from quite certain destruction left us almost as speechless as expecting its imminent demise. How in God’s name could two or three men working in the total darkness with seas sweeping the decks bring this massive weight under control? It seemed impossible! The next day the Bos’n described to the Captain his solution to the problem. I was not privy to the conversation.
Later, I was briefed by the Mate. But I still did not understand how it could have been done. I remain grateful to the Bos’n and his crew.
(excerpted from a book Bob published in 2017 of poems by Millie Royce)
I’ve had an eventful 93 years (written in 2017). Early on – as a child in Port Townsend – I lived through the Great Depression of the 1930s. We came to the Puget Sound from California in 1929 – with troubled times ahead. My dad’s work at the local paper mill faded away as the mill shut down. Then my mother was hospitalized with tuberculosis – endemic in those days. Soon my sister and I got infected and spent a year in the TB sanatorium in Seattle, but both came out in good health after that year.
I had always loved the idea of a seafaring life – traveling about seeing foreign places and people. So, when WWII began, I got the chance. At the time I was in radio-telegraphy school. In August 1942 – first year of the war – I became a Radio Officer in the Merchant Marine. Throughout the war, I sailed on over ten Liberty Ships in every war zone but one. For four years after the war ended, I continued sailing. In all, I saw more than 40 countries.
After eight years on ships, I decided to get my B.A. at Central Washington College, then went on to get an M.A. in Librarianship at the University of Denver. While still at Central, I met Millie Castle, a lovely young woman who painted, drew, and also wrote poetry and prose. After a year we were married and had two sons. I worked in several university libraries, including InterAmerican University in Puerto Rico. We moved to San Germán, Puerto Rico in 1960, and lived on the island for 27 years. We enjoyed Puerto Rico’s wonderful climate and its friendly people. I especially enjoyed sailing in the nearby Virgin Islands.
In 1987, we moved back to Seattle, where I worked in the public library system for eight years before retiring. Then Millie and I moved to Bainbridge Island. In 1990, we helped found Sí a la Vida to help street kids in Nicaragua. In early 2007, Millie suffered a recurrence of breast cancer – supposedly cured some 20 years before. She died two months later. We had been married 55 years. She was a talented, wonderful wife and person.
I hate to cook – eat tuna sandwiches standing up, looking out the kitchen window. My ex had groused about my never cooking. After the divorce, at a Quaker meeting, I talked to a widower named Bob Royce, a soft-spoken man who said his late wife cooked well and his only problem was that she’d never allowed him in the kitchen. “Oh, how sad,” I said. “Maybe come over for a visit this afternoon? About 5:30?” Yes, a match made in heaven – and the joy continued every day for the next 12 years.
Together we enjoyed meals Bob prepared. He also dragged me to the gym every day. Every week we went together to Quaker meetings – and sometimes Buddhist meetings as well. He published a newsletter for our trailer park community. Also, we both spent time writing prose and poetry and exchanging thoughts about each other’s writings. And Bob went to my poetry readings. By preference and necessity, we both lived an ascetic lifestyle. Some say Bob was Spartan, but I’ve been a Francophile since my twenties, so it’s quite amazing that we flew to France together three times and once took the Queen Mary to England, then on to France. So – some travelling, and much of the time at home with our creative outlets – but wherever, always a pleasure spending time with someone so intelligent, kind, modest, articulate, and fun – whose writing is so exciting, original, and colorful. And he was always a great cook.
"Bob offers an extraordinary historical record of Seattle's Firland tuberculosis sanitarium, where his life was saved during one joyful childhood year. From then on there was no stopping him, as he plunged into life as a "radioman," sailing the world. Bob's gift for storytelling brings us right along."
–Paul and Kema Larsen, from the Friends’ Meeting
“The voice of an adventuresome but gentle man clearly speaks through each story in this account of an individual experience of very large times.”
-Laura Bernard, neighbor in the Trailer Court
“Growing up, we always found it a little ironic that Dad described his year at the Firland TB sanitorium as one of the happiest times in his life. But his story about that year makes his claim credible: it describes what must have felt like a year-long vacation, spent skylarking with his sister and their pals, reading to his heart’s content—and getting fed nutritious meals! Happy childhood memories, indeed.”
–Jonathan and Carl Royce, Bob’s two sons
“Bob's keen enjoyment of adventure leaps out through these fascinating stories. His vivid, authentic descriptions are full of his wry humor, as well as his warm heart, humility and generosity.”
–Lisa and Norm Down, from the Friends’ Meeting
“These stories come from Bob’s early life and illustrate his experiences without making himself the focus. Starting with a remarkable childhood and extending through his experience in the Merchant Marine during and after World War II, these are stories of an “ordinary man” living an extraordinary life.”
–Nancy and Dana Quitslund, Sí a la Vida, the Nicaragua kids project