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This interview is being conducted on February 4, 2006, at the Indian Prairie Public
Library in Darien, IL. My name is Deb Barrett, and I’m speaking with Joe Sakala.
Mr. Sakala was born on March 8, 1922, in Cicero, IL, and now lives in
Willowbrook, IL. He is a retired CPA, and comptroller and vice president of
finance for a small company. He learned of the Veterans’ History Project through
the library’s newsletter. Mr. Sakala has kindly consented to be interviewed for this
project, and his wife, Jane, is joining us for the interview. Here is Joe’s story.

Joe, when you entered the military, where were you living just before that? What
were you doing? Were you in school, or what?
I was at the University of Chicago, in the business school there. Of course, we all had
very much on our minds. What, when and where we might want to enlist or what kind of
program might be suitable for our particular circumstances. As everybody knows, at that
time, it was almost a full court press war effort by both the civilian population as well as
all in the military, to get the goals done and overcome those people who chose to attack
us on December 7, 1941.
So, what year did you end up enlisting?
Actually, there were several programs available to college students, and I enlisted in what
was called the ‘V7 program,’ which, ultimately, it was attractive to potential officers for
the U.S. Navy – Naval Reserve, really.
So you enlisted in the Navy?
I enlisted in that program on September 15, 1942. Of course, I was allowed to continue
school until they ordered me to active duty. And that could have been two weeks, two
months, two years – at their convenience, of course, to accommodate their needs.
So at the time it was common for people to look for ways to enlist, or ways to
participate?
Yes. You had some choices, of course. You knew, of course, you were eligible for the
draft like every eligible male civilian. So, at some point you kind of balanced either
being a doughboy in a mud hole or foxhole, or maybe a cleaner kind of thing would be in
the ocean (chuckles).
And that’s why you chose the Navy! (both chuckle)
Pretty much so. I would say that certainly was a factor. Not that the Navy was
potentially all that much a bed of roses. But at least you were clean! You were not in
mud, and you were not in water. And the only thing that I could think of would be that
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North Atlantic run – I forget the name of it. But that would have been winter – very, very
difficult duty aboard ship, whether it was a cargo ship or an accompanying destroyer to
the fleet that ran to Mermansk and other places like that. And, of course, the threat of
submarines was always there. And at some point, I don’t know whatever duty [they]
would… [send] me, but at least I was more comfortable in hot weather in the Pacific than
I would have been in that North Atlantic duty.
Okay, so you picked the Navy. Where were you inducted?
I was ordered to active duty. When I enlisted in the Navy as an apprentice seaman in
class V7, I was immediately transferred to inactive duty. And then I was ordered to
active duty on September 30, 1943.
So a year later.
Yes, that’s right, it was a year later. And, of course, we were all confused in school.
When we were going to get called up, how serious was it to miss school for you, and I
happened to be accepted into the business school from a two-year junior college –
Morton Junior College. And at the University of Chicago, it was entirely up to you – you
didn’t have to be at class; the quarterly exams would cover … you [a] proficiency. The
way they graded at that time – passing grades. And having been used to the regimen of
mandatory class attendance, mandatory submission of class work, testing and all that, I
found this sort of new reading … [in] U of C rules. We couldn’t take class work too
seriously if we might be in the Navy next month. So there was suddenly a little
awakening, and the ball’s in my court, and you had to make those choices whether to go
to class or not go to class. So there was a transition there from a new kind of freedom
into responsibility.
Okay. So, you were inducted where?
I was to report to active duty at the University of Notre Dame as an apprentice seaman
for that particular class of V7 candidates.
Okay. What were your first days like on active duty when you were at Notre Dame?
Like any other apprentice seaman, I’d say it was like that for any major induction facility.
You went through the same routine. Forget that you were potentially going to be an
officer. You did the same calisthenics, reveille was at 5:00 or 6:00 a.m.—whatever it
was, it was cold in that period of time to get out into the field for calisthenics and running
and all that! Basically, once you passed the apprentice seaman 30 day program, then you
went into class work as a midshipman.
How did you feel when you started the program, when you were inducted? You
said you went from the regimentation of going to class every day and doing
assignments every day, to the University of Chicago where they said it was really up
to you, and they were much more relaxed about those rules, to all of a sudden going
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back to having to be here, get up at this time, you eat at this time, you do your
exercises?
I had no problem with it at all. I think I needed, at that age in my life and at that point – I
was still single, I hadn’t met my future wife – and I considered it very helpful to order my
life a little better. And, as it turned out, when we started the midshipman classes – and
they consisted of about four or five navigation and gunnery and seamanship and naval
protocol; the “spit and polish” stuff, rules and regulations. It turned out that I seemed to
do reasonably well, to the extent that when it came to final exams, because of my
classroom record, I was excused from the final exams. And they interviewed me as a
potential instructor – to continue on there as an instructor. And my poor roommate, who
was from the south, he had to struggle through every one of those exams, and he was
very slow with them. He was very intelligent, very gentlemanly, but a little in the
southern way and tradition, he had a hard time getting moving in the cold weather
(chuckles a little). One of his biggest treats, a personal thing, was when he had a few
sticks of sugarcane from home, and he just bit it off and said, “Joe, I have a piece of the
south practically.” (both chuckle)
So what was your day like when you were going through this initial training phase?
Classroom work, classroom work, classroom work, test, test, test, the continued physical
programs – calisthenics – pretty much a five-day solid week. And Saturday, generally,
you had a port watch and a starboard watch. And we got Saturday’s and Sunday’s off
every second weekend.
You had a port watch and a starboard watch – you weren’t on a ship, so where were
you watching?
No, no. That was Navy terminology, and you’re either one or the other from day one.
And port watch, in that case, in classroom conditions and educational and training stays
on base and has some other duties included – a little bit of security and keeping watch.
The starboard [watch], then, at that time has shore leave.
So it was just dividing you into two groups, and half had leave and half stayed.
And that continues on throughout the whole Navy – port and starboard watch, on ships as
well as wherever you’re based. So that makes it rather simple. You can plan, you know,
and of course there are tough conditions when you’re in combat and things like that. But
generally that’s the Navy system, if you will.
Okay. So you said you’d be awakened at 5:00 or 6:00?
Well, pretty much so. I would say 6:00 was a reasonable recollection. The first thing
you’d do was to throw on some sweats, and you’d go out onto the Notre Dame field – the
stadium – out for calisthenics and a certain amount of running; the physical part of it.
And you’d probably have that for maybe a half hour, forty minutes. And you’d return to
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quarters. And, of course, there was shower time until breakfast. You’d shower and then
you’d get whatever the uniform of the day was.
Were you staying in the dormitories? The regular college dormitories?
Yes.
So you weren’t in a barracks type of arrangement.
No, not there.
How many of you were in a room – two to a room?
Two to a room. …[We] had a particular … [dormitory] – what was the name – …
[Baden Hall], I think. So when my family visited Notre Dame, I asked them to see if it is
still there. It was pretty old and decrepit when we were there, and I wondered if sixty
years later if it was still up and running! (chuckles) And I guess it was, including the
golden dome.
So you’d get up, do your calisthenics, come back, go to breakfast – what time did
your classes start, then?
Well, I would say they started at 9:00. That’s probably accurate. Maybe even a little
earlier – 8:30, perhaps. You’d have a half hour to get showered and dressed, then about a
half hour for breakfast.
And you were in uniforms?
We all had the same uniform – yes.
So, were you in classes – was this a separate part of the university, or were you in
some classes with the other university students as well?
No. They just used the facilities, but it was strictly just Navy oriented classes.
So what types of classes were they – what did you cover in the classes?
Navigation, for one; seamanship, gunnery, damage control and there had to be at least
one more probably. Let’s see. You’d have aircraft identification, slipped into maybe
perhaps gunnery classes – Japanese air craft, Nazi’s air craft – to be able to, they’d flash
it on the screen and so forth and you had cards and things like that.
So you had to find the right card and show them what it was?
And get to know what a Japanese Zero looked like, and the Nazi planes – it’s so long ago
I’ve forgotten what some of those names were. But, anyway – yes, we had regular
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classes of perhaps about 45 to 50 minutes. And of course you’d go into the mess hall for
lunch. And everything evolved around that – all your meals. There were still students
there, and we shared the mess hall with a section. For us, there was also a V12 section at
the same time, which was Navy air pilots – I think they went through the same to become
a commissioned officer, and then they went on to their aviation training. And there was a
certain amount of rivalry when we were all at the same football game together –
Annapolis Navy team played Notre Dame (both chuckle), and it was quite something to
be sitting in the stands with your uniform and knowing you’re in the Navy, and here
they’re playing what little there was of football in those days. There weren’t that many
candidates. But there were reasons – some had legitimate physical reasons.
You said you had some conflicted feelings during those games. (both chuckle)
Well, a little bit, sure, of course. But they were exciting, obviously. It was an
opportunity. And that was something through my whole Navy career – it created
opportunities as well as anxieties. The travel part – like I said, I was single. I didn’t save
a lot of money, and I said, “Once I see this world, they’re going to have a hard time
keeping me home!” It didn’t work out that way, it didn’t work out that way (chuckles),
because of resources, and you made commitments, and you started raising a family,
finishing your school and things like that. And, so, those things get set aside while you
focus on resuming some kind of what you might describe as normal life and a career, if
you will.
And so, when you were at Notre Dame and you had your Navy classes, but you still
saw the other students there – the regular Notre Dame students, the civilians – did
you mingle at all?
Very little interplay. Very little interplay. Because we were all housed – it was all our
programming and our house – I’ve got a picture: this section 42 I was in, whatever – and
I think the sections consisted of maybe 24 men, and then they become a larger thing, you
become a battalion, you went through the usual parades and so forth. But I had a picture
of our section. And it was alphabetical, the way they cut them off, just like in high
school. And every one of those men who we lived with for four months signed their
names and addresses on the back of the picture, and I still have the photo somewhere.
But that was the beginning – that was pre-battle – the job was getting prepared, getting
ready.
So how long were you there – you said four months?
It was four months – one month as an apprentice seaman, and three months; it was a
ninety day program which they used to call ’90 day wonders.’ We sardonically called it
’90 day blunders!’ And you’d become an Ensign, an ‘officer and a gentleman’ when
you’d complete that.
So where did you go after those four months?
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My next assignment -- I was appointed an Ensign on the 20th of [January] 1944, and 8
days later I had to report to Little Creek, Virginia, for amphibious training.
So at this point you were just short of your 22nd birthday?
Yes, how about that! Well, no – I was born in March. Oh, 1922. Okay.
So you were just short of your 22nd birthday.
Oh, yes. That’s correct. I’m sorry. I was thinking of when we were married, after the
war. Okay. Yes. You’re absolutely correct.
So you went to …
Little Creek, Virginia, until May.
How did you get to Little Creek?
We all had orders and they’d reimburse transportation. There was a system –
reimbursement for travel expenses.
So you had to get there on your own.
Yes, pretty much so. I think anyone who was close between here and the east coast, we
rode the New York Central and Pennsylvania Railroad on the same day, and we picked
up several classmates. Just a little side thing – there was one fellow who was from
Shaker Heights, Ohio. And his father had enough clout with some tremendously large
corporation. So, rather than his going to downtown Cleveland to get on the train, they
just pulled the signal at the Shaker Heights crossing and the train stopped just for him!
(both chuckle). You were looking for little personal vignettes. So, yes, we went by train.
So you went by train and you got to Virginia. What did you do there?
This was when we actually physically came in contact with small boats – landing craft.
So we got trained in landing craft operations. And these were basically the 36’ ones.
Later on there were a lot bigger ones. But we were on the small ones.
And what did you learn to do with them?
Well, each one had a crew of four, and you learned a little bit about the operation on the
diesel motors, you had 50mm guns – two gun positions – you had to learn how to
operate, you had beaching – either personal landing or vehicles, whatever it might be –
and you learned formations – tried to form formations and everything as if you were
going to be in an actual amphibious assault. Basically you learned as much as you could
about the little landing craft. I have some pictures here, I think – I got too much stuff.
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But this was later, right?
Yes, but I wanted to get a picture of a landing craft. I don’t know where it is – I’ve got
too much stuff.
If you can’t find the picture right how, that’s okay. We can get the picture later. So
you learned about the different types of landing craft – you learned the mechanics of
them, you learned about the different formations in which they’d be used. And how
long was all this training?
Well, let’s see.
So you were there …
Until May 1st.
So you were there for about three months.
Three months, yes – end of January, February, March and April – another three months.
Okay. And then you reported to …
Actually, from there – oh …
More amphibious training.
Yes. Fort Pierce, Florida. You know, I’ve got a question mark there. This is when we
were formed …
Into your company?
Actually, nine crews were assigned under me to report for more training at Ft. Pierce,
Florida.
So you were leading these nine crews. Your position at this point – your rank was?
… I’m sure, it was still Ensign. To tell you the truth there was another officer – there
were two of us. And he was a Lieutenant JG. So, even though our orders read – and I
have them somewhere, a copy of the orders …
So he was slightly above you.
Yes. We were both officers – we were called landing craft officers – but he was in
charge of the group of nine crews that went to Ft. Pierce.

7

And you were the junior officer in that case.
Yes. That’s correct.
Okay. So how did your outfit get down to Florida, by the way?
By train – the Florida East Coast Railroad, or the Seaboard Coastline Railroad. I can
remember, it was kind of my first experience with Florida. We stopped in Jacksonville.
It was about 2:00 in the morning. I don’t know, maybe it had something to do with the
engine – get more water, fuel or coal or whatever. And we got a chance to take a
breather off the train. And so everybody stretched and walked around a little bit. I
thought, wow, this is nice weather and so forth – it was in that springtime period. I didn’t
find that date, but it’s not that significant, I don’t think.
Okay, we briefly paused but we’re back now. We’re talking about the trip you took
down to Florida, for the amphibious training in Florida. And you said you were a
junior officer to a Lieutenant Junior Grade, and you had nine groups reporting to
you.
Yes.
Okay. So tell us about the training that you had down there. What did it include?
What did it involve?
Can I correct that please? I got confused. We just had individual orders to report to Ft.
Pierce, Florida. I’m confusing this with going from Ft. Pierce later on. I went up with
nine – we had nine small boats aboard the USS Mt. McKinley. And we had the crews
there, and had orders to report right aboard the ship before commissioning.
Okay. So you just had individual orders right now to go down to Ft. Pierce, Florida.
To go to Ft. Pierce, Florida. Yes.
And what did you do at Ft. Pierce?
Very much the same, and continuation of what we tried to learn in Virginia. But there
you had more Pacific island type – sand beaches, sand bars and so forth – being Florida.
Much more closely identified with what might be expected out in the Pacific on the
islands.
So, at this point you knew you were going to the Pacific.
Not necessarily, because there were a lot of assault vessels and landing craft used in
Normandy, in North Africa, in Sicily and Italy and so forth. I just thought that similarity
thing in my mind right now. Because the beaches there look very much like the beaches
of the Pacific.
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Okay. So you did more of that training, and that lasted – according to this list …
Until I reported aboard the McKinley on May 1.
So, about maybe a couple of months. And when you reported on the USS Mt.
McKinley at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, you were an Ensign at this point?
Yes.
Okay. And what did you know about the mission? What did you know about what
you were going to be doing? Anything?
Nothing.
And what were your duties aboard the Mt. McKinley?
For starters, I was one of the small boat officers. This is where this Lieutenant JG Virgil
Kelly was on the same orders with me with the list of nine of four-each crews. There was
a coxswain, there was a gunner, there was a signalman and there was a motor mech to
take care of the engine. That’s where this 36 always comes to mind – there’s a list of
orders. And at reunions I got to see a bunch of them over time. You became reasonably
close through ship reunions. So my first duty was a small boat officer under the
Lieutenant JG Virgil Kelly with these nine crews. And we had eight landing craft aboard
ship, and one plane personnel boat, which was a high speed, search and rescue if needed
– you know, a downed aviator or something like that. But the rest were basically for
carrying personnel or small vehicles to the beach, and amphibious operation.
What was life like on the ship? What was your schedule like? What did you do?
Oh, I guess you were on and off duty all the time. You had the regular morning routine
of muster, and everybody would, after breakfast and showers and whatever, you mustered
at 0800. All divisions would have to be all present and accounted for, and each division
officer reports that on a little slip. And there was this place on the slip for ‘absent
without leave’ or ‘didn’t show up for muster,’ or whatever. So that was the morning
routine. And then, after that, you were either in additional training, you had a few chief
petty officers within the group who would take over some of the training duties and
chores. The officers would share watches – certain officers were officers of the deck;
those were four hour watches. At some point you had duty as the officer of the deck, and
were sort of in charge of the running of the vessel or ship during that four hour period,
reporting, obviously, to the Captain, and whoever should be told any unusual events, any
sightings. Sometimes you’d travel in formation. Sometimes you’d travel alone.
So you boarded the Mt. McKinley in May. And where did the Mt. McKinley go?
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Since it went in commission on May 1, it had sea trials up and down Chesapeake Bay and
the east coast to test all the functional aspects of a seagoing vessel.
And you were on it at that point?
Yes. You became more familiar with your surroundings, more familiar with your
assignments in case you went to general quarters, etc., like that. And then, of course,
with what was expected of your continuing training of the crews, and classroom work – a
little bit, not too much. The deck divisions are the ones that are called swabbies, did a lot
of chipping and painting and stuff like that. And they ran all the deck machinery – the
cranes. And the boats were nested in davits, and there was some machinery to lower the
boats into the water and so forth and disengage them. And that was part of the training,
part of what should be in the boats in the way of emergency equipment, etc.
Okay. So after you did these sea trials up and down, then what?
Then we were assigned to, I suppose you’d call it the Pacific fleet. But we went through
the Panama Canal and directly out to Hawaii – Oahu, to the big Navy yard there.
Okay. And how long were you there?
After a brief shakedown cruise, we departed Norfolk on the 8th of June for Hawaii,
arriving Pearl Harbor on the 27th of June. The new AGC got underway 20th July for the
Palau Islands with amphibious group 5 embarked. They were running the invasion… all
Marines… in Palau.
Okay. So you went out to Palau. And you had mentioned before we started the
interview about Marine officers being on board the ships. Tell us what you were
talking about beforehand – what they did, why they were on your ship and when
they would go ashore.
Well, I think it was General Geiger – I’m not sure. But they were the ones that did all the
planning of the landings and the expectations of the defense part of it – how strong would
be the defense and what kind of obstacles there might be in the way of barbed wire and/or
these concrete things put off shore about 50’ to 100’ to interrupt if possible the assault or
have them get hung up on them – whatever defensive measure there might be. And, of
course, in this case they found out what they were after was one good landing strip – one
good air field. And they found out that the Japanese were very deeply embedded in caves
in the ridges …
This is on Palau?
At Palau – they called it Bloody Nose Ridge. And about the only way you could get
them out, was grenades or flame throwers and things like that. So that they had a secure
airfield there. The assault force arrived off Palau, or Peleliu Islands – they were called
Palau – with ComPhibGru 5 directing the landing of the First Marine Division. On the
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28th we proceeded to nearby Ngesebus Island to provide shore bombardment
coordination. So we were at Palau from 15th of September to the 14th of October.
So about a month.
About a month. After Palau, the other main islands of the chain were secure.
So you were on the ship the entire time?
In this particular case, yes. We did send, periodically, fresh water to the Marines on
shore. I don’t know – I can’t remember how the crews were picked, or what. We did
move flag, or officer personnel, in or out for observation and assessment of what
conditions were on the beachhead.
So you witnessed some of the battle – some of the fighting.
Oh, my, yes!
Were you involved in it?
A little bit, yes. We made a few trips in with some officers. And then, of course,
probably after the most danger was past. And this would occur at almost anyone that we
were at.
Was your ship attacked at all at Palau?
Strafed, maybe once or twice.
That was your first combat experience.
Right, right.
What were your thoughts when you started to experience these things? What did
you feel?
I was glad I wasn’t with the Marines on the beach, very much so. … In this particular
operation there was very little …danger for the ships off shore, because they didn’t have
massive bombardment guns on shore to return our fire and so forth. In all these
operations the regular Navy destroyers, cruisers, rocket ships [would bombard the beach]
… before the troops went ashore.
Sort of clear the area for the troops.
Yes. And there was a lot of bombardment by cruisers, destroyers and destroyer escorts.
And, of course, aircraft – they always had the air coverage. So you felt not too much at
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risk, even though you were in view of the beachhead, and you were in view of all the
traffic going in and out and so forth.
You were more of an observer than an active participant.
Right, right. At least on our ship – we didn’t have that much gunnery. We only had two
five inch guns to perhaps help with the bombardment.
So you were at Palau for about a month. Where did you go from there?
Well, I have to refresh my memory here. (reads from notes) … left the area 14 October
after Peleliu and the other main islands were secure. After a stop in Hollandia, Dutch
New Guinea, the ship sailed to San Pedro Bay, Leyte Gulf, for the assault on Leyte and
Ormoc. This was the first assault in the Philippines, and it was in the southern islands,
more or less. And while in San Pedro Bay, the force was under constant air attack, but
the AGC was not hit – that’s our AGC.
AGC stands for …
… Amphibious Group Command - 7th
So you were under constant fire.
The whole force was at San Pedro Bay. And on the 15th of December the ship
participated in the invasion of Mindoro and proceeded to Lingayen Gulf to direct shore
bombardment on the 9th of January. Now, this was from December through January.
And, after directing an unopposed landing in San Narcisco, near Subic Bay, the command
ship returned to Leyte Gulf. So, if you saw the islands – the Philippine Islands – it was
going around the north at the Lingayen Gulf. We actually were unopposed. And Leyte
was down here.
Leyte was to the south.
Leyte was to the south. And we went back there. And why did we go back there?
Okay. So you went in for an assault, were unopposed, and after that assault you
went back to Leyte Gulf.
Correct. After directing an unopposed landing near Subic Bay, the command ship
returned to Leyte Gulf. And this is where the assault troops and forces were going to
come down from the north on Manila, and free Manila and all that, and Corregidor and
you know where all that nasty stuff went on, and the prisoners of war.
Right. So you were encountering more resistance at this point.
Yes. A little bit. A little bit.
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(Tape turns over)
Okay, we ran out of tape, but we were talking about …
Where we went next.
Where you went next after Leyte Gulf.
We went to … [Luzon], … where Manila is. We kind of went through the straits – they
call them Surigao Straits – through a lot of islands, and came around to the Lingayan
Gulf harbor. And of course the troop ships would be following us, and they would go
ashore. And so they formed one of the prongs going down and forming the assault on
Manila and Corregidor.
[The following has been requested by the veteran to be inserted in this report.
Excerpt from: CRUISING IN THE MAC. A CHRONOLOGICAL HISTORY OF
THE USS MOUNT MCKINLEY, ACG-7, 1943 TO 1970. COMPILED AND
EDITED BY KENNETH D. BOENITZ. PENSACOLA, FLORIDA 1004.
28 DEC 1944 The Mighty Mac spent Christmas 1944 at sea and arrived at Manus island
where RADM I.N. Kiland, Com PhibGrp #7 broke his flag aboard. MGEN Robert S.
Beightler, AUST. ComGen 37th Infantry Divisiojn and BGEN Leo. M. Krebert, USA
opened their command post onboard. The ship became a part of Task Force 79 Lingayen
Attack Force.
31 DEC 1944 Underway for another assault on the Nipponese in the Philippines, this
time the island of Luzon. Mac was flagship for Task Grop 79.1 acting under Attack order
701-44.
1945
4 JAN The destroyer Eaton, DD 510, reported a sound contact and laid 3 patterns of
depth charges near the task group. USS Thomason, DD 203 and Saufley, DD 465
assisted the Eaton in the Attack.
6 JAN USS Currituck, USS Oak Hill, USS Grapple, and USS Barataria join the Task
Group as it neared the Surigao Strait, Leyte. A Japanese “Jill” torpedo bomber is
downed. The Mount Mckinley was the flagship for TG 79.3 Transport Group Able. The
guide is in USS Harris, APA-2. This task group would consist of 14 attck transports
(APA’s) and cargo ships (AKA’s) formed in three columns with the McKinley in the
center column, second ship. The convoy also included the Pickney, a hospital ship and
the two escort aircraft carriers (CVE’s), the Kitkun Bay and the Shamrock Bay. The
aircraft carriers were to screen on the port side of this formation, the destroyer Cony, the
starboard. The convoy formed up and steamed past Leyte, through the Surigao Strait,
entered the Mindanao Sea, proceeded to Sulu Sea, through the Mindoro Straight, and into
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the South China Sea for a rendezvous with the battle group and the landing craft that had
preceded this convoy. The Japanese held all of the islands this force would pass, except
Leyte and Mindoro. Over 850 ships in many convoys were involved in the total
operation that rivaled “D day at Normandy” considering distances covered and the
number of ships involved.
7 JAN The convoy passes Naso Point, Panay Island. Mac with other was streaming
paravanes for protection from mines. On 8 JAN Japanese aircraft are overhead, the USS
Kitkun Bay, the escort carrier for the Task Group was hit by a kamikaze resulting in
many casualties. Two “Vals” were downed on the port quarter. Kamikaze attacks were
constant against the assembling fleets, one observer reported 19 in one day alone. The
Visual Flight Director on board Mount McKinley received recognition when fighter
aircraft under his control shot down several enemy planes.
9 JAN Mac arrived Lingayen Gulf located on the northwest coast of Luzon, P.I. (about
500 miles off the Chinese mainland) and anchored off the assault beaches. Four (4) other
AGC’s [USS Appalachian (#1) Blue Ridge (#2) Rock Mount (#3) and Mount Olympus
(#8) were also present on the beachhead, some 17 miles from end to end. The landings of
the I Corps and the XIV Corps, 68,000 men in the 6th, 25th, 37th and 40th Divisions, were
successfully conducted. As predicted by the Filipino scouts, there was little to no
opposition and little pre-landing bombardment was necessary. The threat to US forces
was overhead, kamikazes! The ships worked under smoke screens much of the time.
Mac shifts locations in Transport Areas A and M each day. In this operation, 42 US
Navy ships were the victims of kamikaze hits.
13 JAN The McKinley got underway, acting as fleet guide for other ships that had
completed their mission, to return to Leyte Gulf.]

And you said you noticed there was more resistance, more tension?
A little bit. Personally, we had gone through so much so far, we were not overconfident,
but were never confronted directly until we got to Okinawa. And that’s where we’re
headed now.
[The following has been requested by the veteran to be inserted in this report.
Excerpt from: CRUISING IN THE MAC. A CHRONOLOGICAL HISTORY OF
THE USS MOUNT MCKINLEY, ACG-7, 1943 TO 1970. COMPILED AND
EDITED BY KENNETH D. BOENITZ. PENSACOLA, FLORIDA 1004.
26 JAN Mac and Task Grop 78.3 departed Letye Gulf for the wet coast of Luzon. USS
Harris, APA 2 is the guide, first ship in 3rd column while Mac is 2nd ship in the 2nd
column. The destination was San Narcisco, Zambales Province area, via the same course
used to Lingayen.
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29 JAN Anchored in the Transport Area, La Paz, Luzon and all waves of the attack force
landed with little or no opposition. The length of the beachhead was estimated at 20
miles. This operation was part of MGEN C.P.Hall’s XI Corps landings of 40,000 men in
the San Antonio, Luzon, P.I. area with the objectives of first, sealing off the Bataan
Peninsula as an escape route for the Japanese troops; second recapturing the Subic Bay
Naval Base; third, establishing a short cut route to Manila for the attacking forces; and
lastly, to complete an airfield at San Marcelino. The landing forces soon learned the
Japanese had withdrawn from the coastal regions and established a formidable defensive
line a few miles inland in the mountains. It took over two weeks and the completed
airfield to break the Japanese defenses. Mac disembarked a sizable press corps at San
Narcisco.]

So you’re headed to Okinawa.
On the 21st of March, we proceeded to Kerama Retto. It’s a small, little island atoll
group. It was six days prior to the major assault of the war on Okinawa. The major
assault of May 1 – I know that for sure. We went in this thing, and our officer aboard – I
think it was Rear Admiral Schneider – he was in charge of this particular atoll, which was
going to be used as a staging and logistics area, not for direct assault on Okinawa itself.
But all the cargo ships would come in there. All the repair ships that were available
would anchor there and be available for repairs. Anything involved with logistics, pretty
much. So, six days prior to the major assault, he directed the landing of the 77th Infantry
Division. We had the 77th Infantry Division Generals aboard the ship, and for the next
two months we were remained at anchorage at Kerama Retto, threatened by constant air
attacks. On the 22nd of May, we sailed for Saipan, thence to Pearl Harbor and then to San
Francisco and arrived back in the continental United States. But for two months, after
they established a beachhead on Okinawa, we were in this Kerama Retto invasion. And,
at some point we were at general quarters for, I forget how many times – 140 …
And general quarters would be called when …
When there is an enemy attack suspected or approached. This is when the Japanese
pulled out all the stops and told kamikaze aircraft to do anything they could do as a last
attempt to do damage and everything. I have a copy here of something. … We had
enemy attack on the 28th of April, and I was the Officer of the Deck at the time. And I’m
still an Ensign there. And I was asked to make a report on my experience with this
particular kamikaze plane. This is when I really got close. We thought, in retrospect
perhaps, that we were the target because by this time they should have had enough of
their own intelligence – all of our ships looked the same, the flagships, and they were all
named after mountains, Rocky Mountains, Blue Ridge, USS Estes, whatever, we all had
the same function. There were about 12 – 14 of them. Half of them were used in Europe
and half in the Pacific. I was Officer of the Deck when this Japanese aircraft came, and I
could see the whites of the eyes of the pilot, and he just missed us.
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You could see this.
He just missed us. He just missed us.
Wow. He landed in the ocean?
He hit the USS Pinkney next to us. And so this was my report to the skipper on the
enemy attack on the ship next to us.
So you said that you could see enough to see the whites of his eyes.
Yes. Right into the cockpit.
What did you think when you saw him that close? What were you feeling?
Personally, I guess I was scared! But things were happening fast, and you don’t really
stop and think about feelings too much. You knew you had a job to do – get everybody
onboard ship alerted to general quarters, immediately sound general quarters, notify the
skipper – and he took over the command duties of the ship. And I was ordered to go with
the small boat group to the assistance of the ship that was hit. And this describes what
we did and so forth. And we had several of our small boats going back and forth, and
they eventually survived. I don’t ask you to take time to read this now, but if you take a
copy of it, it was the closest I had been to actually involvement, with exploding
ammunition from this ship that we’re right along side of. We we’re trying to assist, we’re
picking up sailors and other crew members who are in the water, some injured, some not.
We had about three or four of our boats there, and gradually some larger vessels came
with their hoses – their fire prevention hoses and so forth – hosing down this burning ship
with explosion after explosion of a lot of their ammunition and so forth.
So the kamikaze pilot did hit their ship directly – it was a direct hit.
Yes. You could still see the tail in one of the davits of the ship. But, in connection with
this, in desperation in this Kerama Retto area, we saw more hit ships brought in that had
survived and had been towed in, came in with superstructures almost shot off, and bows
shot off. Because the kamikazes were always just a few feet above water, line-of-sight
radar would not pick them up until they came to their target and then … [could be seen
visually as they chose the ship they would strike].
So they avoided the radar.
Yes. So we stationed [ships] around the compass … [50] miles away where there was
water – … – destroyer escorts and destroyers; [about] 16 of them, …, to pick up early
warning sightings of the kamikaze’s headed for Okinawa. And sometimes they became
the target ships, too. And some were towed into Kerama Retto, you wondered how they
could stay afloat they were damaged so badly. So that was my real first experience with
gunfire, with munitions, with exploding ammunition and so forth.
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Okay. So we were talking about the kamikaze attacks on the ships and what you
had seen. So you witnessed this attack of the ship next to you, which, actually, as
you said, was really meant to be your ship since you were the command ship.
Well, I never explored it with anybody, you know. It is just speculation. This is what I
was looking for. This is a picture of them ready to go on their missions. And when I say
I could see them in the cockpit, I could see a face. Here’s more related to their patriotism
and their culture. Gods without earthly desires. This shows how they prepare and got
ready. They even get a little glass of sake before they take off.
Okay. So how long were you in Okinawa after this?
We were there about two months, I guess. And, as I said somewhere in here, I think we
went to general quarters 140 times. So, the middle of the night – anytime there was a
suspicion there was an attack. We were a fairly concentrated group of ships, and being so
close to the Japanese mainland – Okinawa – they were desperate to do whatever they
possibly could.
Were you feeling a little less confident, a little less safe at this point?
Oh of course, sure, sure. They even had these one-man submarines – somewhere I have a
picture of them obtained after the occupation – where they had [just] enough [room] to
put a 500 pound bomb and a pilot in this submarine and try to do an underwater attack on
any vessel they could find. But at some point we were kind of smart. We closed off
some of the harbors with heavy netting – even steel netting.
So you were in Okinawa for about two months, and this incident that you talked
about with the kamikaze was part way through that two months? Was it toward the
end of your two months there?
What was the date on that. I would say it was about the middle. Because we saw plenty
of others after that being towed in. So I would say approximately in the middle of it, yes.
So after Okinawa, where did you go?
Well, I guess we came back to the States.
Back to the continental US?
Yes. We sailed for Saipan, then to Pearl Harbor and San Francisco, arriving in the
continental US the 23rd of June.
In overhaul for two months, we deployed, arriving at Sasebo. We were now part of the
occupation forces.
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So you went back to the United States and you went back out?
Yes. We were overhauled, returning and participated in landing occupation troops at
Sasebo and Kure. Kure was a big Japanese naval base.
Okay. So you were in the US for a few months, got repairs and everything else, and
then you went back to Japan.
That’s correct, yes. (Joe requests his wife to hand him several books.) These books help
to keep things in perspective. This is the occupation, this is what we’re talking about.
Our orders were originally the next trip out was going to be the invasion of Kyushu, and
instead, after the war ended, they crossed out invasion and put occupation instead. So we
went out on schedule – those who didn’t have enough points to get out. But, anyway, this
is as far as I go, I guess.
- Mr. Sakala moved information from a paragraph below to here –
I should say there was another that’s not listed here. … [We] had the Far Eastern
Commission Board. After the occupation trip, when MacArthur was in charge over there.
And he had a big ego, as a lot of people know. And the United Nations formed
something they called the “Far Eastern Commission.” They were set up to evaluate the
results of the end of the war and the occupation. In short words, it almost seemed like
MacArthur didn’t want them. He said “We have no room at the inn,” if you will –
Imperial Inn or anyplace (chuckles). They turned around and put them on board our ship.
Returning to the US, we sailed in the early summer for Bikini Atoll where she was
flagship for operation “Cross Roads.”
And tell us what “Operation Cross Roads” was.
It was the …fourth and fifth bombs that were … used.
The atomic bombs.
It was the testing of the atomic bombs in an air drop and an underwater … [firing]. The
first one, I guess, was out in the desert. The second and third were Nagasaki and
Hiroshima, and the fourth and fifth atomic bombs were the Bikini Atoll bomb testing.
Okay. So this was after the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
Correct. Yes. This entire one is about that operation and the purpose. And, frankly,
when you look back on it, you didn’t realize how naïve we were. – Mr. Sakala moved
information from here to above.
[This and all of page 17 and part of page 18 (Far Eastern Commission Aboard) occurred
after the occupation but before Crossroads Atom Bomb Tests.]
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So you had MacArthur on your ship.
Well, no. MacArthur didn’t want them. We had these people on – the Far Eastern
Commission. And it showed some of us … in the ward room. You’d have some very
interesting conversations because General McCoy and his wife were aboard – he was the
head of it. Sir Carl Berendsen from either New Zealand or Australia, you had French
delegation, there was a Canadian delegation, from India, and also from Philippines. He
was head of the Commission – General McCoy. And they all talked to the crew and
explained a little bit about their mission and duties and everything. And they were very,
very high diplomatic people, and it was nice to have all your meals with them in the ward
room.
You must have had some interesting conversations.
You’re absolutely right. … They were kind enough to speak to the crew. Here’s Major
Boxer – somewhere you’ve got a book, “China to Me” by Emily Hahn. He was her
roommate over there during that period, and he addressed the crew and said he lost his
notoriety when he got married to her finally. (both chuckle) So he did marry her. It was
very, very interesting. And, actually, MacArthur made a visit aboard to welcome them,
even though he couldn’t find any rooms for them ashore! (both chuckle) That’s just an
aside observation. I don’t know how true that is, or not.
So you had all these delegates on board ship at that point.
Yes. We even went to [an] authentic, … geisha girls [performance with them].
So how did your life change on board ship when all these delegates were there?
How did life change. Okay. It was certainly much more comfortable (both chuckle). It
was nice to see some women aboard ship. We had a Navy nurse assigned because we
had women in the delegation, wives and there was a secretarial or administrative assistant
staff, if you will.
So it wasn’t just delegates – it was civilians who were spouses.
Right, right. And we went to an authentic geisha performance. And so many people
have an impression of what their real occupation was, but the authentic ones with the
proper obi and dress and cultural training – singing and serving. One time I had the good
fortune of visiting the Emperor’s game farm where we were served by people like that,
and the meal turned out to be absolutely delicious, but perhaps a little too much sake
(both chuckle).
Sake had an impact on your judgment of the whole thing (chuckles).
Unfortunately, we were invited to ride some horses in the rain. I have a picture, I think,
somewhere, of the engine room officer – the man who was in charge of it, Herbie Muller
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– we were riding horseback with our officer caps backwards in the rain. I don’t know
how much I should be disclosing here (chuckles). It was a nice day, a nice event. We
had seared meat that you put on the brazier yourself and dip it in the sauce, and, oh, it
was delicious.
Not like your usual Navy chow (chuckles)!
No, no. So that was …
During the occupation …
During the occupation and then the Far Eastern Commission, and the last thing was
Operation Cross Roads.
And tell us about that.
Which – I started to say we were so naïve. I was still single, even though I was in
correspondence with an on-again-off-again relationship with Jane. I had not saved any
money. And the skipper said if you would agree to be navigator-in-training I will
recommend you for a spot promotion if you stay on for this Operation Cross Roads.
Did you know what Operation Cross Roads was going to be?
Oh yes, oh yes, very much so. So the naïve part about it, you thought, the atomic age was
here and you were going to be witnessing, and boy, this is going to be wonderful for
everybody, this new energy source and this and that. But, as it turns out, it was pretty
controversial, of course.
Yes.
And being single and wanting to be on the cutting edge of that time, I thought I’d agree.
And so, what happened, I became navigator-in-training, heading back for all the
preparations to go back out, back to the west coast under the navigator. So when we left
the west coast to go to Bikini Atoll, that was my job aboard ship – navigator.
And you were 23 at that time?
It was 1946 – about 24. So, we had a lot of high powered people aboard – all the
scientists and observers, not just the Navy personnel. … Admiral Blandy was the …
head of the operations. Secretary of Navy, Forestal, came aboard to observe. Then, of
course, all the contemplated tests, evaluations and everything and what they hoped to
achieve was controlled by all the scientists. There were some pretty big names that were
aboard our ship. …
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Did you see any of the blasts at all?
We were ten miles away. We were the closest ship.
And you were able to see the mushroom cloud?
Oh yes. Yes.
That must have been quite an awesome sight to see that.
Yes. This was from cameras on towers. We were far removed when you talk about the
various divisions aboard ship.
Let’s start from scratch here. (Mr. Sakala is describing pictures he is showing to Ms.
Barrett.)
This is when they removed – there were 128 natives – from there to Ronderik, convincing
them that they were doing this for future science and everything else.
And then we played ball on shore leave. Some of them fished and other things like that.
There’s Admiral Blandy … [with his fish].
There’s a landing craft.
They put test salves and ointments and so forth, they sheared sheep and smeared them
with whatever and put them in stanchions with buckets of water and some food …
So they could test the results.
So they could test the results, right. They all had some thoughts on what they wanted to
learn from this, I guess. And this is how naïve we were. What does that say?
To prove that the island wasn’t damaged, five flagship officers pose in front of
healthy palms?
This is me.
Oh. (both chuckle)
This is our chaplain. They allowed us to go back and have our ball games and beer
parties [after the air drop].
Not thinking about radiation?
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Well, they said from the air drop they didn’t have anything like they had from
underwater. The air drop, of course, we were up-wind. So everything went away from
the islands. And we were all ten miles away, so that’s enough. But they allowed us to go
on the island and play ball and stuff like that. Anyway, that’s enough of that. Let’s go.
So, you witnessed those two drops.
Correct. We witnessed the two – one the air drop one and the underwater one from about
ten miles away.
Okay. And that was about 1946.
’46. Yes. July 1st and July 25th.
And where did you go from there?
Then I went back to the US and got released from active duty. (both chuckle)
You decided not to reenlist!
Absolutely not! I was in the Reserves for quite a while.
Was that by choice?
No, I don’t think so right at that point. I don’t think we could really get out of the US
Naval Reserve at that point in time. You were always put there from active duty.
Ultimately, when I did not participate in a Reserve, I would get letters – either make up
your mind or whatever. And that’s the last thing – honorable discharge. That’s the
difference between “RAD” – released from active duty – and …
And a discharge.
And a discharge.
So you were appointed to a permanent rank of Lieutenant in the Naval Reserves,
and soon after – three weeks after that you were honorably discharged. Oh, I’m
sorry. I didn’t see the dates here.
It was twelve years. They keep sending you letters encouraging you to sign up. A lot of
them did. It only took 20 years participating – two weeks [each year] and … [one day
per month].
So, you came home and went to work doing civilian work, and that was when you
went to work as a CPA?
Excuse me, I’m sorry. I went to school.
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You went back to school. On the GI Bill?
Yes. I finished my work at the University of Chicago. And for the veterans who had
been called to active duty while they were in the business school, they allowed us to
continue in what amounted to approximately a three year program, and go right for our
MBA’s. So I don’t even have a bachelor’s degree. But being a GI and going back to
school under the GI Bill, I finished with enough credits and work to have an MBA from
the University of Chicago.
Now, how did it feel to go from – I mean, you grew up a lot during those four years.
Oh, my, yes!
What was it like going back to school after that?
Well, the important thing was that I worked most of the time, and I had more
responsibility for my home life. My parents were always poor, and they didn’t have
tuition money. So they had a program there at the business school. You had classes
Monday’s, Wednesday’s and Friday’s. And of course they had big support from the
business community in the Chicago area – the banks, the major banks, Marshall Field,
Ryerson Steel, all those – so I worked at Marshall Field three days a week. I had a
coordinated program – classes Monday, Wednesday, Friday; work Tuesday, Thursday,
and Saturday. I even pushed freight at night for a while. I joined the Teamsters and
LaSalle Street station just to get some pay – some money – to cover my school costs. Of
course, you got a lot of it covered by the GI Bill, as far as tuition goes.
So you finished your MBA in three years?
That was three interrupted years. I was in it when I went into the service, then went back
to it and graduated in 1948. So, I was out of the service in ’46 and graduated in March of
’48. Then I went into some permanent work – full-time work.
All right. You said you had been corresponding with Jane while you were in the
service.
In ’48 she was at my convocation at Rockefeller Center (chuckles), Rockefeller Chapel,
in March. And in October we got married – the same year. And, if I hadn’t married her
we wouldn’t have had our two daughters and our four grandchildren, two of whom are at
Hinsdale Central right now. And I attribute a lot of that to the fact that someone brought
the war to an end with an absolutely destructive bombing of the two towns, but I repeat
myself. It’s my understanding the Air Force dropped leaflets, millions of leaflets, over
the main islands urging the people and the Emperor and war leaders that we should stop
the war – it’s futile, it’s just a matter of time. I’m not exactly sure of this. I should have
found out about it. But at least I thought they all became aware that included in amongst
this leaflet information was the statement that we had an awful awesome weapon which
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we would prefer not to use, and it’s time to come to a realization that you are going to be
defeated one way or another, and surrender, please. And instead it was more suicide
planes and so forth. Oh, and how the Emperor, and/or his military advisors and the
culture or what you attribute their fanaticism to continue, this is where it’s tough. As a
person who respects every single human life, to balance that against my possibly not
being here talking to you, not having marrying my wife and having my daughters and
kids in school and so forth – how do you balance that, I don’t know, I really don’t know.
That’s a side that some people do not think of when they do these dastardly things. And
the numbers of expected deaths and wounded on both sides far exceeded the actual losses
on the two cities, as sadly and as dastardly as it appears. So there are no easy answers.
When you came back you went to school, you went to work, you were discharged in
June of 1961.
Eventually. I was only on the rolls, and still in the Reserve. But finally it was ‘do it or
get off the pot.’ (chuckles)
Did you join any veterans’ organizations?
No. I attended one or two, and I never really did sign up and pay dues to the Legion or
the VFW or whatever. I used the VA briefly for a lot of help with my pharmaceutical
needs.
What about friendships that you formed during that time in the Navy? Did you
keep in touch with any of those people?
A half a dozen maybe, over time.
Do you still?
… I’m outliving a great many of them. And that’s a sad realization, but it’s the reality. I
know a good friend in Philadelphia who I roomed with … aboard ship. … Another lived
in Villa Park, and we just saw his widow last week. He was a Naval officer aboard with
me. A few through correspondence, and a couple through attendance at our ship’s
reunion, but that was some time ago.
It’s been a while.
Yes. The reunion Jane and I attended. There’s not that many of us original “plank
owners” they called them. The first crew, you’re a “plank owner,” and you get a
certificate that you own part of the ship. … We enjoyed the two reunions. We went to
one in Denver and one in Twin Cities. And somehow it was in conflict – the date was
right after Labor Day where we had another event that was in conflict. And we actually
signed up this last year to go to Charleston, South Carolina – usually they’re at Naval
bases: San Diego, Charleston, the one on the Gulf coast of Florida. You have to
remember, the ship did not go out of commission until 1970 or ’71, so those following
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crews are twenty years younger or more. So they continue the annual three/four day, very
nicely planned reunion. … But there aren’t too many of us left at my age of 84 – about
to be 85. [We are kept informed via a quarterly newsletter].
How did your military influence your thinking, influence your life?
It made it pretty clear to me that wars are senseless. And frankly, I pray every night for
peace on this world, from wars, the continuing confrontations and everything else. What
a wonderful world it could be if people could put aside all these aggressive type actions –
no matter who it is – and go around a conference table to resolve differences. What a
great world it could be.
Absolutely!
It’s just so sad that so many innocent people get caught up in things like this. They’re
just bystanders, and they’re called “collateral damage.” They’re still human beings. So,
my thing is that wars are senseless. And old issues should be resolved one way or
another instead of such nationalism on so many different parts, whether it’s in the Middle
East [or elsewhere]. Look at what we’ve got going with … [Palestine, Israel and Hamas],
and a sweeping election. And the most comforting I ever read about them was in this
morning’s paper, in the Tribune. They sound like they want to be rather decent people.
And this is so short, you can’t draw any conclusions at all, because they’ve done some
nasty things over time. But maybe it’s again that hardcore, and maybe the rest of the
people want to protect their nationalism and their culture and their ways, but we see it
only as it evolves through these confrontations. It’s sad.
Is there anything else that we haven’t covered that you’d like to add before we end
the interview?
I wish we could find some way to end all these conflicts. And what a wonderful world it
could be if everybody would lay down their arms and go to the conference table, and
without a drop of blood settle their differences. Wouldn’t that be great!
Absolutely! Well, thank you very much, Joe, and we’re going off record.
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