Frank John Greco, CTM2 USN, 1963-1966

This is not just a story of “how I became a CT” but also of how I became an engineer, how I became a lawyer, how I became a husband, a civil servant, a boater, a fisherman, overweight, etc., etc., etc.
 
Our lives flow a lot like a river.  Oh we can paddle like crazy to move closer to one bank or another, but pretty much we’re going downstream no matter what we do or how much control we think we have.  And when we come to a confluence with another stream, we may be able to choose which “fork” we want to take -- or maybe not if the currents are really strong – but what we don’t (can’t) know is what awaits us down that fork – or even around the next bend.  Will there be rapids? A waterfall?  Smooth water?  Another fork?  Many?
 
Anyway, I graduated high school in ’63 when I was sixteen and went down to Ohio State to study “History” – because I liked “History”.  
 
After a few months the freshman counselor called me in to talk about my next semester’s courses.  When he told me that “it’s never too early to start taking your ‘Education’ courses”, I asked him why would I want to do that?  He told me that I’d need a lot of these such courses to get my teaching certificate.  I then told him in no uncertain terms that I had no intention of becoming a f***ing teacher.  He then proceeded to asked me what the f*** I was going to do with a degree in History if I didn’t teach.
 
I walked back to my dorm pondering that question – and did so for the last couple of weeks of the semester.  By that time I had long ago turned 17, and in no time at all I had dropped the appellation “freshman” and took up the one entitled “High School Seaman Recruit”.  I had now enlisted in the U. S. Navy on a “kiddy kruise” for just over 3 years.
 
Part of that deal was getting a guaranteed “A” school in any rate that I qualified for.  After testing they said I could pick any one I wanted.  This is where I applied some 17-year old logic that, in retrospect, seems worthy of my 6 week old lab puppy.  I figured that, for one, there was some kind of war going pretty hot in southeast Asia and it might be a good idea to not get too close.  As I didn’t know what things a “fire control technician” or  a “boat swain’s mate” or a “commissary man” or a “damage control technician” did, I just figured that I should pick something that I was sure was “non-combat”.  Also, I figured it was only logical to choose something that the Navy would teach me in those 3+ years that I couldn’t learn anywhere else.  
 
The recruiter had said something about “language” training so when I talked to the Classifier in Boot Camp I asked him about language school.  He mentioned Russian, Spanish, and Chinese.  A lot of folks speak Spanish, a good number speak Russian (I’m from a large Midwestern city with a lot of eastern European immigrants), but I didn’t know anyone who spoke Chinese!  That was it!  The Navy was going to teach me Chinese!!!
 
He said fine and said he was going to process the NSG paperwork to make me a CT so they could get started on my clearances.  When I asked him what a “CT” was he referred me to my Blue Jacket’s Manual which said it was someone who “Perform(s) special communication duties; also duties in connection with communications research and engineering.”  Well that seemed innocuous enough, and I didn’t see anything about guns, or mines, or torpedoes, or stuff like that.
 
Fade to black......a couple of months later Boot Camp is nearing its end and the big day arrives when we all find out where we’re going from there.  Some wanted nothing more that to be assigned to a ship of the line headed out into harm’s way.  Others hope to become a “Fleet Marine” to rescue and heal the “real” fighters on the ground, still others were hoping for that billet on a “boomer” to move to the front lines of defending our freedoms.  Me, I just wanted a 56 week language school 
on the East Coast about as far away from that kind of action as possible.   And I got it!!  56 weeks of Chinese school in Portsmouth Virginia, followed by another 4-5 months of Crypto school around there and then some cushy assignment at some exotic port.  Yes sir, come September 15th I’d be starting the next great phase of my life.  
 
But wait, it’s March – what would I be doing ‘til then?  The Chief said that I’d get to go home on leave for a couple of weeks then off to S*** City.  Yea, that’s great, but what would I do there ‘til the school starts in the Fall?
 
Well he asked me if I had breakfast this morning.  I said yea. He asked “was it good?”  Again I said yea.(here I start getting worried) He asked “what did you do with your tray when you were finished?”  I told him I walked it over to this window and gave it to some guy in a rubber apron (by now I knew what was coming).  He smiled, and putting his pipe back in his mouth, said, with some glee, “that’s what you’ll be doing for five months.
 
It didn’t take too long for me to recover and ask him what my other options were.  He shuffled through his papers and  said that there was a “CT M” ‘A’ school starting back there at Great Lakes in two weeks.  “I’ll take it” says I immediately, with more than a hint of relief.
 
Of course, two weeks later I found out that “CT M” school was really “ET ‘A’” school and I found myself studying something I knew absolutely nothing about, had no interest in, didn’t really understand, and didn’t like.  (that fork in the river, remember?)
 
When my time in the Navy was done at Skaggs Island three years later I got a job offer from another government agency because I guess they thought I was pretty good at doing what I didn’t like. Or maybe it was because they figured I had few other options (which was true). And that took me from that cushy duty in Sonoma to the jungles of Laos – go figure.  And when the war ended and I needed a “real” job, the only thing I had to sell was my knowledge of electronics.  And when I went to night school, the only thing my new employer would help pay for was related to the Electronic Engineering I was already doing.  And that later led to work in Products Liability, which led me back to the Government where I met my wife, who loves to fish.  After that, an advance degree in Law and admittance to the Ohio and District of Columbia Bars seemed only perfectly “logical”, .... or at least as “logical” as learning Chinese did in 1963.
 
So I guess that I don’t agree with Bob Redford that our lives are like a peaceful valley and that “a river runs through it”.  No we’re running that river.  In a small kayak.  A leaky small kayak.  Without a paddle, mostly.
 
And hanging on for dear life.  But it’s been a great ride, hasn’t it?
 
 
Frank J. Greco
