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I joined the Navy in April 1966 on the delayed entry program so I could finish High School, have a great summer and then off to 'boot’.  August 6th I went to downtown Manhattan to take my oath with the person who joined with me on the ‘buddy program’’.  The recruiter ‘guaranteed’ us that we would be together throughout boot camp but that he could not promise anything after that.

We had our last ‘civilian’ meal before hearing “butts-to-nuts” everyday for three months at ‘Horn and Hardat’ restaurant on 42nd street.  Upon exiting the restaurant we witnessed some fool trying to jump from a high-rise in midtown.  We headed over to the train station and boarded the train headed for the Great Lakes.  They put us in sleeper cars and it was a really comfortable but I had a heart-attack when I woke up, looked out my window and saw the Capitol Building in Washington D.C.  I had no idea we had to go through D.C. to get to Chicago!

We arrived in Chicago a day later!  We took a bus to the Great Lakes Naval Training Center exited the bus and that was the last time I saw my ‘buddy’ except for one lunch during all of boot camp!  So much for listening to a recruiter!

At this time I wasn’t at all sure what rate to pursue, didn’t know the choices so during the first several days all I wanted to do is get my clothes stenciled properly without getting a court martial.

I thought I had it made when after two weeks in a holding company getting every filling in my mouth replaced and learning my first useful skill i.e.. using a nasty buffer machine every day in the dentist’s office, our company was finally formed.  I tried to become the RPOC because I had seen that one person leading each company, carrying a beautiful saber and not that heavy M1 and I really wanted that position.

The Company Commander, BM-1 O.M Hilty, asked us who wanted to be the RPOC?  Several people said they would like the job.  When he asked me what made me specifically qualified, I informed him I had been a Sea Cadet in NYC and knew the Blue Jackets Manual very well and that I had lead our company to victory with several drill competitions, so he awarded me the position.  It was great news!  He then left the room and brought back the saber and presented to me; it was TOTALLY RUSTED!  It was nowhere near that shiny weapon I had witnessed on the ‘grinder.’  He was very nice however and handed it to me with some rags and a can on rust remover and said it should be as shiny as those I had seen around camp.  I had to stay up all night but managed to get it gleaming by the time the service weeks came in banging garbage pails to wake us up the next morning.

I found myself the leader of a bunch of misfits in a ‘holding company.’ All through boot the only flags we could win were the battalion ‘I’ flag and once we won the ‘drill’ flag whenever we left this one guy in the barracks who could not march to save his soul.  Every time his left leg went forward his left arm also went forward as well, very odd!

I arrived at camp Moffett in 90-degree weather and three months later after  … ‘nuts-to-butts’, one lousy hour in drill with the M1 because Hilty thought I could learn something from it, two nights watching a dumpster, one failed blanket party, hundreds of demerits because our clothes ties were not three fingers apart AND our fly’s on our shorts were not facing the Marine barracks I left the lakes on a snowy November 1st.  I can honestly say the time actually went rather quickly but I’d rather not do it again!

It was time for my first plane ride to go home to NYC.  I was quite nervous but another ‘boot’ was heading home to Manhattan.  He had been in college in Colorado and had flown several times before and assured me that if anything were amiss he’d alert me.  Well I sat in the window seat and was enjoying the sites when we hit, what I now know was some very very light turbulence.  I looked at my new friend and with a straight face he said, “Oh my God we’re going down!”

I don’t know if it was the ashen scared face looking into his eyes or the smell of the stuff in my blues but he immediately assured me he was just kidding.  What a way to start my flying career!

I cannot recall what tests I took or papers I signed that got me from the Great Lakes to Pensacola! I remember taking many tests but as it turns out it sure was a lucky choice for me to be assigned to become a CT.  

After 15 glorious days at home the next thing I knew I’m in sunny Florida at Corry Station.  After my very first day of class I knew I was going to like this Navy stuff.   The very first day of class I bought a ‘bug’ from one of the students in a flight ahead of me!  What a sucker!  Turns out I needed a bug like a plane needs a boat anchor, but he was suckered by someone else before him so the legacy was kept alive!  (Side note: I donated that ‘bug’ in 2008 to an Army Nam Vet (sniper) who owns a large and beautiful collection of items from that era so if you’re ever in Cincinnati you need to see his collection)

Six months in ‘A’ school was spent leaning ‘ditz and dahs’.  Hanging at the Pensacola beach or at the Naverine club dancing when I was not shouting “DIT DAH – ALPHA”.

Don’t know when I took the ‘language’ test but at one point several of us were asked if we wanted to go to Russian school?  We had to re-up for an additional two years to attend the school so I declined but my buddy, Phil Sundby, took them up on the offer since he lived in Seattle! (More on Phil later)

It was during this time, spring of 1967 in Pensacola, that I met a young lady, Susie Storm.  She was a beautiful fun woman who sang with the band at the EM club every Friday.  During the breaks she would sit with us and we really had lots of fun with her.  More on Suzie later!

When we finished our class schedule we heard rumors that everyone was heading for ship duty! I had requested, Rota, Spain then Edinburgh, Scotland and Bainbridge Maryland.   We had a two-week delay for some reason and when the orders were finally issued I was anxious to see if my requested duty station was answered - NOT.  I was assigned to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba; I did not even know we had a base there anymore!

I arrived at Guantanamo Bay and had the crap shocked out of me by the way the plane had to land on the windward side, whew!  That’s side were all the terrorists are held today.  We were shortly thereafter greeted with this news: “The USS Liberty was an attack by Israeli jet fighter planes and motor torpedo boats on June 8, 1967. The combined air and sea attack killed 34, wounded 171 crewmembers, and damaged the ship severely. The ship was in international waters north of the Sinai Peninsula, about 25.5 nautical miles of Egyptian.
Then things got back to normal with us having to live with the typical Navy craziness. Our ‘ticks’ were 3 days on 5 days off and it was B-O-R-I-N-G.   Other than the NEGDEFs where everyone on the base had to prepare to be run over from the communists every day was much like the one before it and we looked forward to the same thing tomorrow.  As my buddy used to say, “If you not the lead dog on the sled, the view’s pretty much the same.”

While the next most excitement since my arrival was when the Pueblo was captured.  It pissed me off because we did not know about if for several hours and continued our work when our transmissions might have been compromised.   

Another memorable event was when we went on a trip through the minefields for an exercise on how to destroy our ‘secret’s in a filling cabinet.  The ‘cattle car’ stopped at a wrong place first (imagine that) and one of the guys picked up a big rock and tied it to a piece of rope for some reason.  As we moved to the correct demo point someone said, “You don’t have a hair on you’re a... if you don’t fling that rock into the minefield!”   Well, as any of you know that kind of challenge cannot go unanswered so he let it fly.

The minefield contained hundreds of ‘Bouncing Betties’ so everyone on the truck hit the deck.   No mines blew up but what we did not know was there was a Marine LT traveling behind us and he saw the rock fly out of the truck; talk about the sh..t hitting the fan … whew!  As we pulled up to the demo sight that Lt. was out of his truck screaming at us before his vehicle even stopped.  We stood there for what seemed like a long time, as he demanded to know who threw the rock.  No one said a word.  Finally, our most senior PO took the blame to get us out of the heat.  It was only then that the culprit owned up to his indiscretion and took the punishment.  Not really sure what he had to do but I’m sure there was plenty of extra duty for him for weeks.

After 51 glorious weeks (but who was counting) of burn detail on the hill in 100-degree weather, one R&R trip to Pour-au-Prince Haiti (that’s a much longer story) it was back to Pensacola for ‘C’ school, RDF.

Another aside…a friend, Phil Sundby and I were asked to go to Russian school in Seattle, but we would have to sign up for two more years.   He lived in Seattle so he went … not me.  I warned him that Russian is not an easy language but the two years at home, really, is what sold him.  Well he washed out and was ordered onto one of our planes out of Japan.  At 07:00 local time of Tuesday, 15 April 1969, his EC-121M (Fleet Airborne Reconnaissance Squadron One VQ-1) took off from NAS Atsugi, Japan, on an intelligence-gathering reconnaissance mission. The aircraft bore the tail code "PR-21" and used the radio call sign Deep Sea 129. Aboard were 8 officers and 23 enlisted men under the command of LCDR James Overstreet. Nine of the crew, including one Marine NCO, were Naval Security Group cryptologic technicians (CTs); Phil was one of them.

At 12:34 local time, roughly six hours into the mission, the Army Security Agency and radars in Korea detected the takeoff of two North Korean Air Force MiG-17s and tracked them, assuming that they were responding in some fashion to the mission of Deep Sea 129. In the meantime the EC-121 filed a scheduled activity report by radio on time at 13:00 and did not indicate anything out of the ordinary. 22 minutes later the radars lost the picture of the MiGs and did not reacquire it until 13:37, closing with Deep Sea 129 for a probable intercept. 

The communications that this activity generated within the National Security network was monitored by the EC-121's parent unit, VQ-1, which at 13:44 sent Deep Sea 129 a "Condition 3" alert by radio, indicating it might be under attack. LCDR Overstreet acknowledged the warning and complied with procedures to abort the mission and return to base. At 13:47 the radar tracks of the MiGs merged with that of Deep Sea 129, which disappeared from the radar picture two minutes later killing all on board.  Now those bastards had our Pueblo and killed some of our men!  I’ll not go on my diatribe about the lousy N. Koreans at this time …. I’ have sent many letters to the NKs asking if they would allow me to come and get the boat, no answer yet!

When I was asked where I would like my next duty station to be I requested Rota Spain and Edinburgh, Scotland and Bainbridge Maryland, again.   As was typical with the military my wish was granted and upon the completion of ‘C’ school it was off to 沖縄県, known to us round-eyes as Okinawa.  A 485 square mile island, just about a third of the size of Rhode Island.  I asked why would they send me there after being in Cuba?  WHY? 

Before I went to Oki, I spent some time in Anaheim with a friend of my sister.  She was the niece of Jimmy Durante so after spending a few days with her and her family I got to go up to the Durante house.  Meet his wife and daughter but he was not home.  His daughter had one of everything, a horse, a dog, a cat, a fish etc.  Later Mr. Durante sent me picture writing on it that he was sorry he missed me and hope I would stop back on my way home.  I did not!  That was sure nice of him.  Lost that picture in a flood at my house!

What I remember about his house, he had a gold coin for each of his 50 years in show business on his den wall surrounded by pictures of him shaking hand with almost celebrity I had known up to that time: Jack and Robert Kennedy, Jack Benny, Dale Robertson, Jimmy Cagney, The ‘Duke’, Jane Mansfield, Marilyn Monroe on and on and on …very impressive!  Anyway, leave was over and it was time to get back on the job.  On the way to Oki we had to stop in Hawaii.  They had to keep us there overnight because of a typhoon was on our route.  They put Bill Bise (Buffalo) and me up in a hotel on Waikiki beach.  We changed into ‘civvies’ and went downtown.  Drank at several bars and eventually found Don Ho’s place (he was not there) where we finished the night.  We returned to the hotel in time to take a shower and head back to the plane.  What a waste of a hotel room, but a great time!

Next stop was Guam where we dropped some people off.  Stayed for about 3 or 4 hours then headed out again.  At some point spent ½ hour in a Sunday before we hit the dateline.

Arrived in the early AM and had a truck pick me up and drive me to Torii Station.  Have no idea what way we went because I don’t recall seeing Koza BC Street or Kadena Circle on the route, but it was raining and I was very tired.    The reason I mention this is the first time I took a cab to Koza and came over that rise in the hill just before you get into town and saw all those bars I thought I had died and gone to heaven.

Las Vegas of the East, I had no idea what bar to hit first.  I think I went into China Night bar which was the one to the right of that restaurant on BC Street, but who knows there were so many. Before I left I was in every single one of them at sometime (many in Kadena Circle too, but not all.  I ran out of time.  I only had 22 months and that’s not long time with so many bars, what could I do!

Other memorable things on this GTMO rock were:

1. Dancing at the EM club with Susie Strom who after we left went on to date Joe ‘Willie’ Namath.  When I had the chance to speak with Joe in Cincinnati at a NFL game one day I asked him why she would not talk to me after dating him!  All he did was laugh.

Other memorable things on this GTMO rock were:

1. When my buddy who I was supposed to stay with all through BOOT brought in is aircraft carrier for a visit.

2. NEGDEFS

3. Burn night

4. Riding that dumb bus to the place where the water was cut … 25 times.

5. When that guy threw the rock into the mine field

Other memorable things on this Okinawa rock were:

1. An earthquake where the skull above the Army position was bouncing all over the place

2. One really huge typhoon where we slept in the Captain’s office and the eye of the storm went over our site.  Very eerie!

3. The Marines dropping the Army paratroopers all over the antenna field where some hung for hours.

4. Learning to count to 10 my first night on BC Koza street (cost a boatload of money with the drinking and the bar girl.

5. Getting the guys to chip in for candy then dressing up as Santa and going downtown to BC Street handing it out to the kids. (Next year there were several of us … hoping they did it for good not just for drinks?

6. Forgetting to check my hood on the truck I drove the trick up to the site and having it fly open and bend over the cab of the truck as we drove by the airfield on the way to the site.

7. Getting the truck stuck in a quarry where I could not see the road and someone had to crawl over the top to direct me forward (needless to say not an authorized route.)

8. Spelunking down from the site to moon beach.

9. Dropping my Kawasaki on the way to Stewart’s between Kadena and Koza then sliding all the way under a four wheel truck (as you recall many were 3 wheelers)

10. Helping my friend Dennis (Ohio) paint his house in Kadena in stripes of brown and yellow! UGLY!

11. Skip form Minnesota losing his clearance and them making him work in Naha at AFRTS radio.  What a shame, he was a DJ before he got it anyway.  He would always play American Woman for me when we were on mid-nights

12. Getting a newbie to re-roll the teletype paper

13. Almost getting a Mast for sending clear text out to the fleet one evening.

14. Being invited to a party, not being able to show up and when CID came to the door the people inside thought it was me!  All inside got busted for MJ.  Them having to sit in the church until they got discharged.  Lucked out, again!

15. Getting a house in BC then moving to Kadena so I could stay off base.

16. Hanging with Rippey (WVa), Osborne (Texas), Blankenship (Montana)

17. Stealing one of those ‘Big Boys’ from in front of a restaurant and eventually mailing it home.

18. Watching a guy complete the one shot of beer every minute for an hour.  Darn was he drunk and very, very sick.

19. Going to the base movie with an Okinawa girl who would not stand for the national anthem.  Man that pissed me off

20. Sitting next to the runway at Kadena watching the fighters then the 131’s then the 52’s take off for their bombing runs in Nam

FINALLY

21. The B-52 crashing on takeoff one night.  I woke up the next day walked across the hall to the shower and was miffed that there was glass all over the floor.  “Darn drunks!”  Then getting to the site finding out our outside security door was jarred off its hinge a bit, and I slept through it all.

It was in Oki that I purchased my first motorcycle.  It was loads of fun and I still owe a guy some money for it if I could remember his name I’d pay it.  Lost track of him and it’s bugged me ever since.  I was on my way to have it shipped home when I stopped at the post office at the bottom of the hill to get mail.  My sister, and ex-ray tech, had written me about a guy who had like 20 broken bones in his body and she asked me NOT to bring home the bike.   I went back to the barracks, sold it for $100 and bought a camera.

I decided to leave the Navy to attend college on the G.I. Bill. There have been many times. 

However, that I wish that I had made a career out of the Navy serving with the Naval Security Group.  

The Naval Security Group had some of the best and brightest professional sailors the Navy had to offer and I feel fortunate that I had the opportunity to serve with them.

