VETERANS HISTORY PROJECT
Preserving Stories of Service for Future Generations

Interview with

Francis (Frank) J. Kerrigan
Conducted by Ms. Deb Barrett
October 28, 2006
This project sponsored by the Indian Prairie Public Library
in partnership with the Library of Congress

(Note: Corrections made to original transcript by interviewee are noted in
parentheses.)
This interview is being conducted on October 28, 2006, with Mr. Frank Kerrigan at
the Indian Prairie Public Library in Darien, IL. My name is Deb Barrett. Mr.
Kerrigan was born on May 2, 1934, in Chicago, Illinois. He was a chemical
salesman for Federal International Chemicals and is now retired. Frank learned of
the Veterans History Project through Judy O’Brien, another volunteer on the
project. He has kindly consented to be interviewed for this project, and here is his
story.
When you entered the military, what was your life like just before that?
I was at DePaul University in Chicago.
What were you studying?
I was in the School of Commerce in downtown Chicago, 64 E. Lake Street.
Where you living – on campus?
Not at all. I was living at home. It was a streetcar college. Most people who went to
DePaul at the time went back and forth on a bus or an “el” train or the streetcar. I went
on both streetcar and elevated every morning. My first class was at 8:30; our last class
was over by noontime. Most of us in the School of Commerce had jobs in the afternoon
and that’s how we paid for college.
And you were working?
I was working as a janitor in a building on Michigan Avenue – 600 South Michigan –
which is now Columbia College but at the time it was called the Fairbanks-Morris
Building. It was a corporate company that dealt in scales and things. And I worked in
the summer there as an elevator operator, and in the winter as a janitor. Of course when I
worked in the summer I got big bucks because I had to be in the Union and it was a very
desirable job. But that’s how people did things then.
When you went into the service, were you drafted or did you enlist?
I was drafted. Time was running out and I went into the Reserves.
How old were you at the time?
21.
So your schooling was interrupted.
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It was. I was in my junior year at DePaul.
Were a lot of your classmates being drafted?
Some were, yes. It was a time when the draft was a big deal. It was hard to get around it.
But I did as everybody else did.
And what year was this?
’56. February of 1956.
So you didn’t have a lot of choice in the service branch you joined.
No. Not really.
So you were in the Army.
Yes, I went in the U.S. Army.
Where were you inducted?
It would have been Chicago. And I believe I was sent to Ft. Leonard Wood, Missouri.
And Ft. Leonard Wood was where you had your training?
For what was referred to and still is basic training.
Boot camp.
Yes, boot camp. Well, they didn’t really say that. They said basic training.
What were your first days like?
Well, they were difficult. They were meant to be difficult, I guess. You’re not sleeping
very much and you’re being told to do a lot of things that you don’t really understand.
And you just do it. It’s never any fun. Never any fun. At the time we had some extreme
changes in weather – it was warm and then very cold, and the barracks were cold. They
did try to resolve some of the issues, but they didn’t do a very good job. It wasn’t any
fun.
Why were you embarrassed because you were cold?
I wasn’t embarrassed. I was just cold!
I’m sorry. I misheard you. The barracks were cold. And they tried to fix that.
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Anyway, it was what it was. We were all going through the same thing, but it was not
meant to be a fun time and it wasn’t. (chuckles) But we all survived.
While you were in your basic training, what was your typical day like?
We were up at 5:00 or 5:30 in the morning, then had to fall out for revile as it was called.
I’m sure we got cleaned up then – showered – had breakfast. By 8:00a.m. we were at
some phase of the training – whether outside or inside classes.
Did you have any understanding – any inkling – of what the military would be like
before you went in? Did your relatives or friends say anything?
Well, sure. Everybody has some – certainly at the time they did, because there were so
many in the military. But it’s like a root canal. Everybody tells you about it but once
you go through it, it’s quite different (both chuckle). And that’s the only way to describe
it. You have to live these things. We all survived and everybody has their stories to tell
about. Especially at Ft. Leonard Wood. It was a very difficult spot. Maybe it still is.
The facilities were just wanting for basic conveniences.
So what type of stories do you have from Ft. Leonard Wood?
Well, other than the inconvenience and the cold. Also, I guess I’m a slow eater. We only
had a very short time for eating, most of the time – especially lunch. There certainly was
enough food, it was just that I couldn’t consume it fast enough. And once the lunch
period was over and we were in a dining hall, you just had to go whether you were done
or not.
How long was the lunch period?
I have no idea, but it was very short for me. But some people obviously eat fast. And
even to this day when I’m out with friends I’m the slowest guy at the table. But to me –
not the rest of the world – that certainly was a highlight for me! (both chuckle) But I
obviously survived it all.
What were your living quarters like?
They were the typical open barracks. There must have been I don’t know how many –
maybe 16 or 20 on two floors. In one end they had some kind of a furnace. And that was
the issue, because apparently the furnace wasn’t working real well. But everything was
wide open. We layed next to each other. We slept in reverse, too. One guy had his head
opposite of the other guy next to him. This was for health reasons – so when people
coughed your head was at the opposite end. As much as that meant. People still got sick.
I remember a couple of guys getting pneumonia when I was there, and I remember at
least one of them dying. At the time – it’s so long ago, literally 50 years ago – you just
forget all the circumstances. People get sick. They certainly had medics and a hospital
situation, sick call in the morning and that kind of thing. So how it got so far out of hand,
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they certainly didn’t have the drugs we have today. Today people have pneumonia, they
go to the doctor’s office, he gives you a shot and a prescription, and you go home and get
better. But at the time, pneumonia or appendicitis or something could be fatal. And it
was. And that was sad. It’s always difficult. I didn’t even know the guy hardly – I can’t
even remember what his name was. But I remember that everybody was really upset
about that. But that’s when they really started to try to work on the heat and stuff. But
again, this recollection thing.
And what were your classes like?
Well, you know, all kinds of military kinds of things, obviously. Technical kinds of
things and how to go through – at the time we had M-1’s for rifles which are pretty
obsolete in today’s world, they have M-16’s or something – but we had to learn how to
break it down entirely, and clean and put it back together, and do it very quickly. Those
kinds of things. And we had training out in the field – even sleeping out; bivouac. Also,
training on machine guns and hand grenades. Most of that was outside – in outside areas.
We went into a form of a gas chamber where you were exposed to the gases they thought
we might be exposed to, and what to do and how to stop the gas or something. I can’t
remember using …
Is that where they have you put your mask on?
Exactly. And once you got in there you had to take it off and smell the stuff. You almost
immediately were overcome. I’m sure millions have gone through the basic training
course. And there was a course where there was barbed wire and we had to crawl
underneath and supposedly they were firing live ammo over our heads. Under those
circumstances you didn’t raise your head (chuckles). But we did that in the daytime and
the nighttime. And there were orientation classes and map classes at night. And in the
daytime there were lots of physical things and marches and carrying packs and weapons
and all that kind of stuff. You were carrying your own food so you could eat out in the
field somewhere, hence the little can opener I told you about. I think out in the field, but
still, that’s what we did.
Why don’t you explain that can opener for the people who hear this tape.
Oh. I have a small device that we used to open our k-rations. It’s probably the world’s
smallest can opener, but it worked. And when you opened that food you had to have one
of them.
It’s a sharp, square piece of metal.
It’s a tiny, little device. It has a pointed end that you stick into the can and work it by
hand. It’s only an inch or two long at the most, but it worked. I brought that in today
with my dog tags. Deb and Judy were fascinated. Judy asked me what it was. She must
have been a soldier once. I’m not sure they even have anything like that anymore – this
was fifty years ago.
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What was in the k-rations?
Things that I recall are Spam, whatever Spam is. And I don’t know what’s in Spam (both
chuckle), but that’s the kind of thing we would get. And there was some dry food. There
were crackers and biscuits in other cans. Different cans would have different things.
Again, I’m amazed at how much I’ve forgotten, but I remember eating out of these
things. I just don’t remember what I was eating. And maybe at the time I didn’t know
what I was eating! (both chuckle) But if you’re hungry and that’s what’s available,
that’s what you eat! So that’s what basic training was about. Saturday was always a kind
of inspection day in the barracks – everyday was an inspection day, but that was a special
inspection day. Everything had to be as pristine or sterile as you could get it, with
whatever equipment you had, which was always inadequate. These were very old
structures, wooden, and you could never get them clean enough. We had inspection
inside first on Saturday morning. And then typically there would be some kind of parade
or something outside. And not only with your Company, but you become part of your
battalion, which is the next level up, and from there you might join other battalions in the
field where you’d be in review. That didn’t happen that often, but it took on various
personalities depending on the Saturday. I can remember one Saturday – it wasn’t the
Company Commander, I think it was the assistant, a Second Lieutenant, and had just
recently got his bars. One of the things they used to do was to check rifles and canteens.
This would be all laid out on your bunk for the inspection to make sure they were clean.
This one Saturday, for some reason, I thought I had emptied out everything and cleaned
everything out of my canteen. I think what I had done was shortly prior to the inspection
I had rinsed it out in the sink, and there was some residue. And this Second Lieutenant
came along, the only canteen, picked it up, lifted it up, and what do you think came out
but a drop of water. Well, you could have heard this guy scream all over Ft. Leonard
Wood. Everybody thought he was crazy. Needless to say I spent the rest of the weekend
on some K-P duty. He was just livid. But those sort of things happened to everybody.
As soon as it came out I knew I was in for it. Those are the kind of things they were
looking for. And I’m sure he went back and they all had a good laugh over it, because he
was with the First Sergeant and he said, “Kerrigan, you haven’t been in this much trouble
before.” And I’m sure I hadn’t been! (both chuckle)
So they had you do K-P.
Yes. You would have been on K-P anyway. This was an extra one. This was to help the
guys who were already on K-P! So whatever plans I had for that weekend, they weren’t
going to be what I wanted to do.
And what types of duties did K-P include?
It was washing metal trays and big pots and pans. That started quite early, too. Probably
I had to be over at the mess hall at 5:00am. So you’d get up an hour earlier, and you’d
spend the whole day there – from 5:00am to whenever it was done at night. And of
course, at the time, they had these huge cooking vessels. And they all had to be cleaned.
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And there were a bunch of us doing it, but it was never a fun day. And you were inside
all the time – not that being outside was all that good – but it was very confining. It
wasn’t one of the more desirable jobs. I understand today most of that stuff is contracted
out – food services. And a couple of those weekends, assuming I didn’t have water in my
canteen, we actually got 36 hour passes. We could leave if we had done what we were
supposed to do during the week. And there was some testing at these things to be sure
you had the aptitude to do these things. And if you didn’t, then you weren’t going to be
on the good list. But, assuming that all those things were taken care of, some of would
get these 36 hour passes. And I did get them a couple of times, and actually came all the
way home. And that was really crazy. Most of us just hitch-hiked all the way home –
down Route 66. Ft. Leonard Wood was right by Route 66. My girlfriend at the time,
who is now my wife of almost 50 years, would meet me. She had her Dad’s car, and
would pick me up. It seemed like it was about Joliet Road and LaGrange Road,
somewhere in there. But the time was very limited, because you had to be back by
Midnight, Sunday. I would leave mid-day Saturday and start hitch-hiking. And of
course at that time I’d always wear my uniform. I didn’t have any civilian clothes,
anyway. That was one thing. At basic training you had to send everything home. So all
you had was Army clothes. You had fatigues and dress uniforms, and nothing else. You
couldn’t get caught with anything else. But that was actually desirable. At the time there
were a lot of guys in uniform. And if you were out on Route 66, little old ladies and old
guys, and couples would pick you up – and lots of young folks, too. So it might take
several rides. But there were times it was hard getting a ride. But somehow you lived
through it all. And you finally graduated from basic training after eight weeks.
You said you couldn’t have any civilian clothes even with you. You had to send
them all home.
That’s right. None. Nothing was allowed.
So what Army clothes did they issue when you went to basic training?
Complete sets, as far as I know. There were a couple sets of fatigues. I brought in a
fatigue jacket, here. And the pants. There were two pairs of boots, various forms of
underwear, a fatigue jackets, which is much heavier than the jacket I wore here. Khaki.
Everything khaki!
Right. Exactly. Especially if you were in the Army. Even the vehicles were khaki. And
then a dress uniform. I had an Ike jacket, which is the short one. And those were very
heavy. A tie – couple of ties – and a dress shirt, like a white shirt might be today, but
with a tie, except it was in lighter khaki, and the same with the pants. And instead of the
boots we had what they called low-quarters, which I believe is an oxford, I guess. And
they were all brown. But by the time I got out of the Army, on active duty, they had
actually changed them to black. And I remember dying my shoes – it was allowed to dye
my brown shoes black so I wouldn’t have to buy new ones, because by then they weren’t
issuing things. Each month you’d get a uniform allowance after you were out of basic
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training. So you weren’t issued anything. So if something wore out, you had to buy it.
Based on how long you were in the service you received this stipend every month.
You saved that stipend until you had enough to buy what you needed.
You were supposed to save it. (both chuckle) Nobody saved it. Weren’t making a
hundred dollars a month then. I mean, there wasn’t a lot of walking around money
(chuckles) even though everything was paid for. You had food, you had your billet. But
still, not much extra, but again, people got by – some better than others – as always in
life. I almost forgot about that – having to send all my clothes home. We had military
garb on all the time. We were not allowed, the trainees, to have civilian clothes on once
they were there. Then you’d be in big trouble. The lockers in which we hung everything
– we had two lockers: a foot locker and a clothes locker – were rather small. So there
was no place to put anything, anyway. You could barely put the Army issue clothes in
the locker, much less civilian clothes. I’m sure that was planned, too (chuckles). In the
foot locker you just had personal things like underwear, shaving gear. And even that
locker wasn’t that big. And that locker was at the foot of the bed. The other locker was
up against the wall – next to the wall. And that was an original thing. These were all
very old structures, everything was rudimentary.
Did you communicate with your family when you were in basic?
Oh, yeah. In fact, I wrote very regularly. And in the case of my girlfriend, who is my
wife, she wrote everyday, not only through basic, but all the way through for two years. I
guess I did too, for the most part. Sometimes not very much because there was so little
time and you were so tired. You were really tired all the time. I never slept so little in
my life. But then there would be things that would happen and they would get you up in
the middle of the night, and you wouldn’t even remember why.
And they woke you up gently, right? (chuckles)
Oh! Every light in the place, and they’d come in screaming. It was ugly. But, in fact,
we had a black Staff Sergeant – we really got to like him, he was a little guy. He just got
back, I think from Korea. He was good. He kept trying to keep people out of trouble.
But some guys were simply destined to get in trouble. They just couldn’t get it. I can’t
even think of one good incident. But they got tangled up with this Lieutenant or the First
Sergeant, and it was never good. Anyway, that’s some of my recollections of basic
training at Ft. Leonard Wood, Missouri.
So then you graduated.
Then I graduated! With honors! 10,000 with honors. I think I got two weeks off at the
time, that they called “leave.” All government employees, even today – maybe not at the
library – but at the federal government, they get about month off. And we got a month
off then. But that was our total time. After basic training I think I got two weeks off.
And my new training – my second eight weeks of specialty training – was at Ft. Knox,
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Kentucky. And I went to clerk-typist school. And that was really a very, I though, good
experience. Because most of what we did was not so much like what I had been doing in
college – going to classes everyday. I had some typing and shorthand experience in high
school. So you really didn’t need shorthand in typist school. You needed typing, though.
Typing was one of the issues, and also military administration procedures. And I’ll show
you what I brought – this form DD214 I brought you – had a lot of Army regulations. So
we did a lot of studying about Army regulations.
You had to know what those regulations were for.
Yes. Because you’re going to be a clerk-typist and knowing these things would be very
useful. And we really had very good instructors at Ft. Knox. Most of them were
sergeants, and really quite different from the guys in basic training. They weren’t rough
and tumble guys. They were more intellectual, and they were well qualified for their jobs
which is why I guess they were there. And those of us that were in this school,
apparently based on our aptitude test, were put in these classes. Initially going into basic
training they give you a slug of tests, even then – 50 years ago – trying to figure out what
you should be doing. It didn’t always work out that way, but it’s what they thought they
could work you in. Apparently, based on my test, I ended up at clerk-typist school. Our
instructors were there all the time. They wanted you to be successful. They didn’t want
any wash-outs. They wanted everybody to succeed. But, again, there’s always
somebody that just doesn’t get it. And it wasn’t necessarily his fault. I’m always
referring to men. The Army was all men – I don’t think I even saw a WAC. Maybe I
did, but there were very few in the areas I was in at that point. They were all men. Even
during instruction, at the end of the week there would be a test that you knew about – at
the end of the week, Friday. And that last day was always a test in each of the subjects –
whatever it happened to be. And while they were going through their spiels during the
week they’d say, “You especially want to remember this.” (both chuckle) And, “You
may see this again.” And that was useful. It didn’t take long to figure out, especially in
clerk-typist school, if you did okay, you passed all your tests, you got the whole weekend
off, almost. So as I recall there was a parade or two at Ft. Knox … outside on Saturday
morning. But it was less than it was at Ft. Leonard Wood. We were out of that phase.
So, if you did okay during the week at Ft. Knox, and you didn’t have K-P or something –
they still had those kinds of things – you’d get a couple of days off, almost. And
sometimes you’d be assigned to guard duty at Ft. Leonard Wood as well as at Ft. Knox.
Sometimes you would be tested. … I remember a guy, I think this might have been at
Leonard Wood. I forget – it was at a munitions dump or something – and a bird Colonel
came who was a local commander and tried to take his rifle away saying, “I want to
check your M-1.” And of course you were trained to never give your gun to anybody.
He said, “Colonel, we’re going to have one hell of a fight if you try to touch me.”
(chuckles) And he started to come at him, and he had a bayonet on. Well, that guy, he
became a hero. The next day the Colonel is there and saying this guy did exactly what he
was supposed to do, and he got almost a week off (both chuckle). The colonel said he
could go anywhere he wanted! And those are the kind of things you remember – the
good parts. And that was true at Leonard Wood, too. I can remember on guard duty
once and a Lieutenant came over and tried to get by. But he didn’t get very aggressive at
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the time. But at least I got an “’at a boy” the next day. He said, “Kerrigan, you did
okay.”
It was probably good to hear those things once in a while.
Well, that’s right. Because you’re not hearing those things. And it’s good for everyone
else to hear, too. At Ft. Knox we had nice facilities. The food in most cases was okay.
At Ft. Knox we had more time to eat, too. It wasn’t the same kind of pressure. It was
definitely more from the mess hall, I think, because they wanted to get the people through
there, rather than from the training sessions which always had enough time between.
That went well. I really liked that. Again, on more than one occasion I went home on the
weekends. I think there was a time I got an extra day, too. But at some point I remember
– this is at Ft. Knox – when I got home, my mother had a car! A ’50 Chevy, and it was
new at the time. And nobody was using it, and she said I could take it back with me.
That was even better. Because, one time, on the way coming home from Ft. Knox I got
hung up – I think it was at Indianapolis – I couldn’t get a ride. I got that far, and it was
getting late, and I ended up of all things, taking a plane. Somebody told me about a “G”
flight. And I can’t remember – I think it was one of the early flights to O’Hare. It was
just open then. And again my folks met me at the airport. Coming down Route 66 was
pretty easy – I never realized that – in uniform. Coming from Ft. Knox wasn’t the same
straight shot. And people weren’t sure about you as much as they were on Route 66.
Anyone in uniform, almost, got picked up even if you were walking. People would pull
up and ask – and without any incident, too. You never heard about a problem. In any
event, I remember getting hung up in Indianapolis. And the airport was crazy. I had the
money because things then were a lot cheaper, but I ended up with this ’50 Chevy, which
was a good car at the time. And there was a parking lot outside Ft. Knox ... , run by a
private company but mostly for military people like me. For the most part, I don’t know
if even permanent parties could have their cars on base or not. Some higher ranks, I’m
sure. But I was a trainee so there was no chance I was going to get a chance to drive on
base without getting shot. So I parked there and had to leave the car there for a week or
two. But, again, the fees they were charging were always doable – not $26 a day like it is
now. I’m sure I didn’t spend $26 maybe for two weeks or something! But that made it
more doable to get back and forth. It was a decent car, that Chevy.
So you were obviously able to wear your civilian clothes again (chuckles).
Exactly! Good point. I had forgotten about that. Once we got to the second eight weeks
all these pressures came off. So I could have civilian clothes. I didn’t have to be quite as
nuts about the rules. It was more relaxed. Most of the trainers had families and they
didn’t want to be out at midnight getting us out of bed, etc., etc. We were much more on
our own. Most people who went through clerk-typist school did well. There were only a
few guys who didn’t make it. Right next to us was radio school. I can’t imagine how
many there were who dropped out because they couldn’t handle the morse code and a lot
of other things. Even though they appeared to have the aptitude, I bet you 50% of those
who started radio school would wash out. It was that high. And obviously, I wouldn’t
make the first day. And ironically in my business, when I was in chemical sales, I met a
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guy up on the north side of Chicago – Skokie – who, when we got talking one day about
our military and what we did. And I found out he was a radio operator. I asked him
where he went to school. He said, Ft. Knox. I said, you got through that? He said sure,
it wasn’t so bad. So obviously if you had it … you were successful. He apparently had it
and he made it.
It’s the strange things you remember. And there was a lot to see around through the area.
Indeed my girlfriend and her parents came one time for a weekend or something similar,
and by then the weather – I went in the Army in February, so I was out of basic in April,
and by the time I got to Ft. Knox it was May – the weather was gorgeous. So you could
do a lot of stuff. And compared to Ft. Leonard Wood, too, it was a beautiful setting, the
facilities were better. They were just newer and nicer. And less things to have to worry
about – somebody checking my canteen to see if there was water in it, that kind of
harassment.
Now you said you had room so that you could have civilian clothes.
We had bigger lockers. It wasn’t that much bigger, but enough and you could have it in
there. Where would you put it if you were at Ft. Leonard Wood. You couldn’t hide it –
there was no place. They made it difficult to do it – so of course you couldn’t do it and
we weren’t even trying to get around it. So that was a good eight weeks. And that was
eight weeks, too, and I ended up with my first MOS – military occupational specialty –
710, I think. Eventually I became a crane shovel operator.
That’s a little bit of a shift!
Yes, it really is. And that was so that I could get promoted. It was hard to get promoted
as a clerk-typist because I mean, there were locks on grade level. And they didn’t need
clerk-typists as much as they needed crane shovel operators. To be a crane shovel
operator you had to have a different MOS. So I took the test … [but that’s another story].
Well let’s go back to when you finished clerk-typist school. You finished the eight
weeks and then where did you go?
Initially I was assigned to go to Alaska – I can’t remember where.
Fairbanks?
I’m thinking it was. And actually after those eight weeks I had another week or two off.
So I came home. And then, lo and behold, I guess it was in the mail or something that I
got new orders. I was reassigned to Ft. Knox, and I was to be part of a training company
as a company clerk because I had just graduated from clerk-typist school. There were
new units being set up.
But back at Ft. Knox again.
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Back at Ft. Knox. I was amazed. I was amazed. The reason that they – Congress and the
federal government – had come up with a new program. I can’t remember exactly what
… [the details were], but it was a six month program where people … , just out of high
school, go in the military for six months and then do another six years in the Reserves.
I’m very gray about that – I don’t know why – but it was a brand new program. So we
were going to have a bunch of new kids. And they needed a lot of people, a lot of cadre –
a cadre is a trainer of some kind – and they just needed to set up a lot of this stuff. … Ft.
Knox was one of these training centers if you recall. So that’s how I ended up there.
And they said I would spend at least one cycle there, which would be another eight
weeks, as a company clerk. Now I was a boss! I was checking …
Water in the canteens (both chuckle).
Yeah. It was a big deal! There was something I hadn’t mentioned, though. When I was
at DePaul I was in the ROTC for two years – and that was mandatory.
It was mandatory at DePaul?
For males who were Selective Service eligible. And I had a friend with whom I
graduated from high school who wouldn’t go there because of that. We got all our
uniforms and the whole nine yards. But because of my two years there in the ROTC,
when I went in the Army, instead of as an E1, I went in as an E3 – a PFC. And about all
that meant at the time was that I would get more money. But you had a higher grade all
the way through. And that’s why I wanted to be a crane shovel operator if at all possible.
So I was always making a little more, and that was two grades more than an E1, which
might have been only $20 or $30, but that was a fortune in 1957. And then I could be
promoted to E4 sooner and get an even bigger check. “E” means enlisted. I just thought
of that – one of those things. In any event, I spent another eight weeks at Ft. Knox. I
must have started there, I don’t know, in probably June or late May – it was nice weather.
I remember it being pretty warm, though -- ? Kentucky. But again I was cadre – I was a
boss. People were kissing my ring! We had a First Sergeant who was a pretty nice guy, I
was the company clerk and the old man was either a Captain or Lieutenant. And then we
had all these young kids – and they were really young; they were only 17 or 18. When I
in basic training we had guys who were almost 25 – they had dodged it, but finally got
caught. Most of us were not old, but certainly older than 17 or 18. So that in itself
presented some problems because of the drinking and what not. They would go kind of
crazy sometimes. They got a hold or near beer, it was a wild scene. But it was a good
experience, too. But I wasn’t out in the field – I was in the office all the time. I had no
idea – day to day you don’t know what’s going on. I knew what the training was, but I
didn’t know what was going to happen to me, because I knew this was going to be kind
of temporary. So as my eight weeks wore down – I guess it was in my sixth week or
something – I got new orders again. This time I was going to France!
We were talking about Frank finishing his second term at Ft. Knox and heading
over to France when the tape stopped. Tell us about going to France.
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Right. I guess I had some time off, a short time after my second eight weeks at Ft. Knox.
And then from there went Ft. Dix, New Jersey, which was the embarkation point at the
time.
How did you get there? Train?
I assume. You know, I don’t always remember things. Some things I remember well.
Most of the travel then was by train. I remember when I went into the Army, from
downtown Chicago you were on a train – I thought I’d never get there! But that was how
you traveled. We got to Ft. Dix, but we only spent a short time there. They were
temporary quarters. Everybody was on the same agenda – they were going somewhere.
From Ft. Dix, most went to Europe. I, amazingly so, got my new orders – my travel
orders – to go to Europe on an airplane – something called a MATS plane – Military Air
Transport Service. These planes were flown by Air Force officers. They were Air Force
planes. I want to back-track. As I recall now, I don’t think I did get any time off after
my second eight weeks.
You just went straight?
That’s what I remember now. Again, unusual, I got orders to travel to Ft. Dix by plane –
a chartered DC3 – that left from Louisville, from Ft. Dix. And the day we left it was
raining. Nobody seemed to be concerned about that until we got up in the air. And to
this day I’ll never forget the flight – that we even made it, it was that rough! We were all
over the sky. To appreciate it, let me show you a picture of a plane that I brought. It was
half that size. A DC3 was not that big a plane. It would carry only 30 or 45. We were
just all over the sky. I really thought – and most of us thought – we were dead! We were
never going to see Europe – not Europe, Ft. Dix. Somehow these guys, there was
actually a flight attendant who kept us in the seats with seat belts on. You couldn’t walk.
It was just violent. And the lightning – I don’t know if it hit the plane, I thought it might
have. At 21 years old and you’re not afraid of anything. I thought I was older. Well,
thank heavens for the DC3, which is a Douglas plane, and those two pilots who never
gave up. I’m sure it wasn’t what they preferred, but they didn’t think they weren’t going
to die either. I didn’t have a death wish. And eventually they set the thing down.
And those were civilian pilots who flew the plane.
Exactly. Right. And they were good. They knew what they were doing. And that’s how
I got to Ft. Dix. Then I was there several days, and I got new orders. And one thing
about that plane, I said I didn’t think I would fly anymore. And this was when planes
were falling all over, too – commercial – everybody was having accidents. I didn’t think
I would fly since I wasn’t in the Air Force. My orders come through to go to Europe, and
what do you think – I’m on an airplane; a MATS! And that was very, very unusual.
Very, very few people flew. Most went by troop ships. I’m sure you’ve heard that a
thousand times. I didn’t know of anybody that flew – I didn’t think an enlisted man flew
– and here I had these orders to fly. I thought, Jesus, what are you doing to me! You’re
trying to kill me! But anyway, you do what you’ve got to do. And my orders were to
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show up to go on the airplane. And that in itself was unique. Because it was a military
plane, at the time some great mind came up with the idea that really put you under
pressure, to reverse all the seats. So instead of flying looking forward, you flew looking
back. The theory was that when a plant went down it went down nose first. And this
way your head would be protected. That was the theory. Now I don’t know if it was
right or wrong, but I said if that was true why didn’t they do it on commercial planes.
They said they couldn’t get people on commercial planes to sit that way.
They could order you on the military plane (both chuckle)!
They said, your body belongs to us and that’s what you’re going to do. And this was a
bigger plane. This was, I believe, a DC6 – four engines, and a Major and a Captain in the
Air Force were the pilots. We went up and it was a beautiful day and a beautiful flight.
But again, it was 1956. A plane couldn’t make all the way over to Europe. So we went, I
don’t remember if it was to the Azores or to Newfoundland – one or the other. And we
had to … refuel there. I’m going to say Newfoundland. So we steered to Canada. I
think it was on this flight. The airfield at Newfoundland was relatively short – at least at
the time it was, even for a propeller-driven plane; a little bit like Kennedy in New York
when you’re coming in over the water or National in Washington where you’re looking at
the water and wondering where you’re coming down. And it was the same situation
there. And I knew we were going to be coming in over water because we were on a
military plane. And we actually did have a flight attendant on that flight. They may have
been males, too, because it was military – not that it couldn’t have been female, but I’m
pretty sure they were male. Anyway when we were about a hundred miles out, they said,
since we’re landing over water there’s a military Air Force regulation that everybody has
to be in life jackets (both chuckle). Flying backwards, life jackets, this didn’t look good!
Anyway, everybody – and of course some had flown before and said that was right – so
he pulls them out and we put them on and we go through the drill on what to do if in the
unlikely event. So sure enough we start dropping down. And you’re looking out and
we’re getting lower and lower. And I think they told us that we came in over water right
up to the field, almost. They used every inch for the runway. It looked like we were
almost about to land and he pulls up. I said, Oh, my! I was in that storm again. All we
could see was the water going away and we were banking. I was in the side that was
banking and I thought I was going to fall out the window (both chuckle). I thought, I’m
going to die! I suppose there was a big policy on me so my parents would have been
happy. Come around again and the same deal: come back, drop down and same thing –
pulled back. The guy sitting next to me said, you know, I think I know what’s going on
(Deb interjects: he’s practicing!). He said, I saw those two guys – it was a Major and a
Captain. I’ll bet the Captain is a new guy and he’s being trained. He’s getting practice.
So maybe the third time the Major took over. By then everybody was really nervous.
We didn’t even realize we were on the ground finally because it was to gentle! I’m sure
the Captain was embarrassed. I’m sure he was an experienced pilot, but he’d never
landed at Newfoundland, or maybe not in a big plane. Oh, God. So then we went from
Newfoundland to Frankfort, Germany: Frankfort, Rheinlander was a huge base,
and that was 50 years ago. So then my orders at the time I left New Jersey were complete
– I just continued on. I was on my own, traveling independently as a military person. I
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don’t remember how I did that. I must have had vouchers or something. I don’t know if
I stayed in barracks or if I stayed in hotels, or got a train from Frankfort. I had almost a
week’s time to get where I was supposed to be. But I was by myself. So I went from
Frankfort to Paris by train, because train travel through Europe at that time was pretty
quick. And I went from Paris to Saint Nazaire, France . And this was over a couple of
days, and I stayed in a couple of hotels. I was permanently assigned after 16 months in
France … . I was in the 188th Transportation Company, which was part of something
called ComZ – Communications. And we were the supply line for the troops in
Germany. Our Company supervised the unloading of ships. We couldn’t do the work –
for obvious reasons the French people did the work. We had to make sure things were
ok.
This was during the Cold War.
Exactly. I arrived in Saint Nazaire on September 21, 1956. And today is October 28, so
it was just 50 years ago and one month.
It was 1956 and you were 22.
Yes. I had a birthday someplace along the way.
And your responsibility?
When I got to … the [St. Nazaire] train station – was a huge sign that had been painted
on: “U.S. Go Home.” And I had been told there would be somebody there to meet me,
and of course there wasn’t. I did find a cab driver and spoke whatever French I thought I
knew. I was in uniform so he knew right where I was going, and he took me to our
installation. I think it was called Camp D’Groen. That’s what the French called it. I’m
not sure if it had been a French camp prior to us taking over, but there were about 150 of
us. We supervised the unloading of ships at the dock at Saint Nazaire, which is a shipbuilding town. I think I had arrived on a Sunday, and there was a guard. He had a
preliminary fence up and had a guardhouse, and there was always somebody there on
guard duty – which I never had to serve because I ended up in the Orderly Room. So I
never had to serve any kind of extra duty – I think there was something, but I never had
guard duty. Our Company was the biggest unit there. There was a tiny hospital there and
medic building, there was military police there. We also had a headquarters building.
We had a PX, a chapel – so we had all those kinds of facilities. But everything was kind
of mud. Eventually we worked and got that fixed, but when I arrived they were no great
facilities by any means. We had – the US – three huge generators. I think they were
diesels like caterpillars. At the time we supplied our own electrical because we didn’t
have faith in the French supply. They had power at the houses, but it would be up and
down a lot. But with our generators, we had two going at a time. They were huge – I
don’t think they’d fill this room, but they were quite large. There were always two
working and one in reserve in case something would happen to one of the ones working.
So we never had power outages. Whereas the … French often didn’t have power.
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Now, we talked a little bit before we started this interview about some of the history
of Saint Nazaire and why it might have been mud as you said. Why don’t you tell us
about that.
Hitler had his submarine pens built there for his huge fleet of submarines. And it was
virtually impregnable. I’m sure there have been movies made about it. The walls were
three feet thick. And I think I told you these were built by forced French labor. And …
the French didn’t want to build them, and when anybody particularly resisted, you were
told that many a Frenchman was mixed in with the concrete that day. That’s how they
took care of that. They got the attention of everybody. You were told you might not
even be shot, just thrown in. And I’m sure that’s true – I have no reason to believe it
wasn’t. But because of our geographical location at Saint Nazaire, and because of the
submarines being there during World War II, this was virtually the last area to be freed in
France. At one time we were told that the Navy was sitting out with their battleships, just
laying in their big guns into the town to get them to surrender. And of course the
Marines and the military were on the land. And this went on apparently almost like a
hostage situation – like a Starved Rock situation – where they couldn’t get out.
Eventually, of course, they won. But many, many French people died. The town itself
was almost leveled in some places. Certainly anything around the pens. But they never
really penetrated the pens, believe it or not. You just saw the pictures that I showed you.
And I assume they’re still there today. But chiefly, Saint Nazaire today is a ship-building
port. And for us it was the place for us to receive cargo ships from the United States, and
we would supervise the unloading – the Army would supervise the unloading. The
French would do the physical work. And all that material would be shipped to Germany
along the supply line for Germany. I know the first day I was there – I arrived on a
Sunday – on that Monday morning I reported to the Company Commander who was a
Captain. And he said he’s like me to work in the orderly room, not as a company clerk,
but helping with paper work. And I’d work with the company clerk and the First
Sergeant. And based on my MOS, which was clerk-typist or Clerk 711 – I don’t
remember the number exactly – like I said it wasn’t a bad job so I said, fine with me. I
thought after my last two airline flights I didn’t want to do any flying again! So that’s
what I did.
What was it like living in that camp. Were your barracks comparable to what you
had in the United States?
Probably not. They really were different. They were smaller. They were one level. We
commonly called them “French Quonset huts. They weren’t any warmer. We had two
little stoves – one on each end. But because I was in the orderly room, the one end I was
on actually only had four bunks – all the guys from the orderly room – and we had our
own heater in it. But the other 12 or 14 or 16 guys on the other side of the door only had
one heater for the whole area. Where we were at in France it never gets as cold as it does
in Chicago. We never got snow to the degree we have here by any means. Still, there
were a lot of bleak days, lots of colder weather, freezing rains. It could be darn cold in
there. It wasn’t comfortable, much as we tried to keep them going all the time. But it
was part of being there. On the outside the roads were not paved at all, so as I mentioned
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earlier it was muddy. Eventually we got some sidewalks in, but it was almost a year
before that was done. Every morning we got up. The First Sergeant, I think his name
was Dixon, he was a career soldier. His family lived in New Jersey, I remember, and he
had a retarded child. So he was over there all by himself. A lot of the career officers
would have their families, and lived in St. Nazaire. They’d even have their own vehicles.
He didn’t. He sent most of his money home. He was really a tough guy to get to know.
We have revile every morning. We were out there by probably 7:00 or even 6:00. And
everybody living on the installation had to do this – at least our Company. There were
other units on this installation – the MP’s and the medics – they didn’t have to do this,
but we did – the 188th TC. Then we had breakfast – we had a mess hall. The food wasn’t
all that bad. Much of it was brought in from the States. We had a refrigerator track
outside the unit. We’d have breakfast and start the day by 8:00a.m. We had a snack bar,
a PX that we could go to during the day. And because we were in the office we had a lot
more freedom than the guys out on the dock who were in the French economy. But they,
of course, got to the know the French people very well. So they would establish alliances
and go out to dinner with them, and get invited to their houses, where we didn’t. And
that was an opportunity – good or bad. That part wasn’t so bad. There was a lot more
freedom. And I don’t remember how much stuff I brought with me, but I know I ended
up with, as you saw in the picture, a lot of civilian clothes. Coming over I could only
bring a duffle bag, as I recall, so I could barely get my military gear in. So I’m sure
clothes were sent from home. But when we were off duty we could get into civilian
clothes. Most of us stayed in our fatigues. I went to work in fatigues every day in the
office. We never had to have our dress uniform on except during big inspections. But it
wasn’t that bad, other than the facilities that were okay but still weren’t home.
What did you do for relaxation?
On weekends a group of us who had made friends at various times would travel into
town. LeBeaux was a tourist destination. I guess it still is. And people from Great
Britain would come. There were places to eat there and a lot of things to do. So
somebody, not all the time but often, would have a car and kept it there. That’s how we
got around. GI’s always seem to survive – we may have complained about things. But
again it was a peacetime situation, other than because of what happened during the war
there was a big communist element in LeBeaux and Saint Nazaire, in that whole area.
And they really didn’t like us being there – a lot of them. So if they were working for us
they thought it was a good deal – they had jobs and at that time the economy in France
was not very good. And there were a lot of things going on. If I can remember, one of
my first looks out at the camp – if you remember I came in on a Sunday and this was the
next day, Monday – here’s a guy out plowing the field with oxen in 1956. In the United
States everyone was using tractors, and probably in Great Britain and Ireland, too. But in
France, not only did he use oxen, but most people traveled by bicycle. There weren’t that
many cars. The military were almost always in vehicles. And that was an experience
that, at some point – it was sometime in 1957; maybe you’ve heard about the 1957 Chevy
that became a collector’s item – one of the ships that came in had 200 brand new fourdoor 1957 Chevy’s. Now who do you think would need 200 cars – what department,
think about it. The MP’s. It brought out the whole town. They had never seen 200 brand
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new anything, much less full size Chevy’s being driven off this boat. Of course they had
guys come in from various points. A lot of them came in from Germany. And they were
going to drive the car back.
It must have been quite a site!
It was quite a site for us, but for the French people who were still using bicycles, that they
were going to get 18, 19 and 20 year-old drivers for those cars. It was beyond their
comprehension. It was an unbelievable site to see these things lined up – 200 brand new
Chevy’s – all with the military police OD.
That probably wouldn’t fit into the communist lifestyle.
Well, that’s right. Those are the kinds of things that would happen. I was planning a
leave on May 2, 1957. It was not wise of me to pick that day, because it’s a big
communist day. I think I was going to go to England, Scotland and Ireland on that trip. I
got up that morning and was ready to go, and I was indeed in civilian clothes. I forget
how I was going to get there. I think one of the guys was going to commandeer one of
the military vehicles and drive me down to the train station. But by the time I got to the
orderly room, everything had changed, they said the train was not going to leave today
because there’s a big demonstration in town for May Day. Actually it only lasted a day,
and I was able to rewrite my leave papers and go the next day. But there was no way I
could have gone down there that day. As a matter of fact, none of our men went out on
the dock that day.
It was not safe.
It was not safe for any of us. I had made arrangements with people to do stuff, but you
do what you have to do. But I still made the trip, just a day later. In fact, we had a CIC
guy – the Counter-intelligence Corps. – who was fluent in French. He wasn’t in our unit
at all. He wasn’t in anybody’s unit – just on his own. And he had a family there. But he
was very much American. And nobody exactly knew what his rank was. But one Lt.
Colonel always seemed to talk of him with great respect, so we figured he probably was
at least that or higher. In any event, he wasn’t anybody you asked to do anything. He
had his desk up at headquarters. And I would have occasion to go up there. A very
pleasant man. But that day he was on the phone and of course always talking in French,
and God knows what other languages he spoke. But that was kind of the intrigue part of
what was going on. So that’s kind of what we did and some of the things I remember
happening. For the most part they were all good. In addition to local travel, I and several
buddies would regularly go to Paris and spend the weekend. I brought a brochure from
Mandelin [Hotel], and that became our favorite place to go. I could get around Paris very
well on the underground – even then it was good transportation. You could go down,
punch a button and see how to get from this point to this point. We did the Louvre, the
Eiffel Tower, Promenade du Champs, the Embassy, Versailles, everything. In fact, I’ve
been back a number of times since then – haven’t been there in the past year. I had a lot
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of good times in Paris. Everything you’ve heard is correct (both chuckle). And then I
traveled on to England, Ireland, Scotland, Germany, etc.
You really had a good opportunity.
Yes, I did. I probably didn’t realize it at the time what an opportunity, how cheaply I did
it, too, because things were just much less expensive. You could move around and get to
a lot of places. In fact, even the flying part – in 1956 most people my age had never been
in an airplane. And here I flew across the ocean. It was unheard of. Most of my friends
that were in the military went by troop ship, even if they were going to Tokyo or Korea.
And that was just a horrendous trip. So I really lucked out. And one of my duties in the
office was to keep people rotated in and out. I’d get the orders for guys coming in …
This was in France?
Yes. I would get the allotments each month from headquarters, which was, I think,
Bordeaux, COMZ headquarters. Each month you’d have to report and forward the
information about who was going home and what they were going to do. And based on
that we would get allotments for their travel on a particular month. Like coming up we
would have allotments for November. People were constantly coming and going – which
is true everywhere, but certainly in the military. And they would give me the slots. I
would have five slots on a troop ship – … that would leave from, maybe, Bremen,
Germany. And three slots on an airplane that would leave from Paris. Most of the time
that’s the way it went. So I became, because of what I did and people figured it out, a
good guy to know, especially if you didn’t want to go by troop ship. But I only had
limited numbers. Some guys didn’t care. But some really wanted to go home on a plane.
So that worked out well for me. Obviously when it was time for me to leave, I had the
first slot on the first airplane from Paris. And that was a good part of the job. And there
were other good parts, too – better than doing a lot of things that guys would have to do.
I did pull KP during my time in Saint Nazaire. Everybody had to do that. And I didn’t
have a problem with it. You got to know everybody in the kitchen, the cooks, and it was
more of a family as opposed to when …
As opposed to punishment (both chuckle).
Right, right. And of course when I was at Ft. Knox in my last eight weeks I was a cadre
– I was a god – I didn’t do KP!
No when you were in Saint Nazaire, you were working with the orderly end.
I was a company clerk.
And at this point what was your rank?
I got promoted from PFC when I arrived, and that’s an E3, and then got promoted shortly
after to E4 – a specialist. Eventually I became a Specialist 5. In order to get promoted to
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E5 I had to change my MOS because originally there were no openings for E5’s in what I
was doing. So there was the crane-shovel operator, and we had them in our unit. You’d
have to run the cranes at the dock and things like that, and there was a hoisting engineer
kind of thing, too. So I have manuals on all these things. I knew what to study … . I
studied it. They had an officer review board and they passed me.
You proved you knew what it was.
But it all worked. And I ended up as an E5 when I got out, which meant I got more
money, too. The rank doesn’t mean a whole lot.
So how long were you in Europe all together?
Sixteen months, I think. From September, 1956, to January, 1958 – sixteen months.
And you got out of the Army at what point?
When I left Saint Nazaire my time was over, then. And I flew back [from Paris] – I don’t
remember that part all that well – I flew back, I assume New York or New Jersey. And
somehow I got from New Jersey – I think it must have been by plane, but I’m not sure –
back to Ft. Sheridan.
Were you discharged formally at Ft. Sheridan, then?
Exactly. It states ‘separated.’ I wasn’t discharged until four years later when I had
completed all my time.
You were in the Reserves?
Yes. I had a six year obligation. I had two years of active duty, two years of active
Reserve, and two years of standby Reserve. And I gave one of those documents to Judy.
But my discharge was dated in 1962, I think – my formal discharge.
But it was 1958 when you were separated from active duty.
Yes, in January at the end of the month.
And you came home.
And I came home. At the time I went back and lived with my parents. I got a job.
You were 24?
Probably 23 – just before my birthday. I would have been 24 in 1958 in May.
So you lived with your parents. Did you go back to school? Did you go to work?
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I went to work. I went to work for a finance company. I’m not sure why, but it was a job
available. Then I got married that same year. A couple of years later I got a job working
for R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Company selling cigarettes. From their I got into the
chemical business in 1966. I worked for Purex for a couple of years – several years. All
these jobs are probably five or six years. And then in December of 1974 is when I
hooked up with Federal International Chemicals. It was kind of all in the same – well,
the tobacco and the finance weren’t – but from 1966 on I was primarily in the chemical
business.
Have you kept up with any of the people you met when you were in the Army?
Sadly, I haven’t. For a while there was some correspondence, but it all went away. So
it’s really nobody.
Did you join any veterans’ organizations?
No, I haven’t. I belong to AARP, but that’s about all . We have five children and they
are all adults. The oldest is 47 and the youngest is 37. They’re all out of college. We
have seven grandchildren. We still live in the Chicago area – the area I think is still
called Timberlake; we’re unincorporated DuPage County, Illinois. Our zipcode is 60527,
which is the Willowbrook – Burr Ridge zipcode, and maybe Hinsdale.
How does your military experience affect your thinking about the military today in
general when you hear the news?
I’m sure having been in the military I can identify with what goes on today, whatever that
means. People who haven’t had the experience can’t relate to what’s going on. I’m not
sure if I can anymore, it’s been so long. Things have changed so much. But overall I
certainly had a good experience. I don’t have a problem with the time I spent in the
military. It gives you a certain amount of discipline you might not have had if you hadn’t
been in. You could get by without it, too. But the fact that you had it, it makes a
different – makes your life a little simpler that way. It was certainly okay, overall. I
don’t have any ax to grind.
Is there anything we haven’t covered that you would like to add before we finish
up?
Not particularly, Deb. I think that probably covers most of what I know (chuckles).
Well, in that case, thank you very much. And we’re going to go off record.
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