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Sandra Stewart Holyoak: This begins an interview on April 19th, 2011, in Lyndhurst, New
Jersey, with Francis S. Gentile, David Lee and Sandra Stewart Holyoak. Thank you so much
Mr. Gentile for having us here this morning and to begin could you tell us for the record where
and when you were born?

Francis Gentile: Memphis, Tennessee, January 20, 1920.
SH: Let us begin by talking about your family. Could you tell us about your father?

FG: My father’s name was Peter Gentile, he was born in Italy somewhere around Palermo, |
believe, ... Calabria, in that area, came to America, spent some time in Canada first, came to
America with some relatives in Ohio at approximately the age of seventeen or eighteen and met
my mother. Of course, she wasn’t my mother then, met my mother in one of those family
arrangements like you might have heard about, and they were married, moved to Tennessee,
where she gave birth to ... nine children altogether in Memphis.

SH: Tell me a bit about your father’s occupation. Did he ever talk about that?

FG: He was a laborer, he worked on a railroad, he was a little guy, strong, and he used his back.
He was not as well-educated as some, he maybe finished grammar school, and he worked on a
railroad until his appendix burst. ... He didn’t work too much after that, and we moved back to
New Jersey. That must have been around 1930 and they had one more child because there was a
total of ten children. Incidentally, six boys, every one of them served in wartime in a foreign
war. ... The oldest three were in World War 11, in fact, my second brother passed away only this
month, and we just had a service for him in Lyndhurst church, Saturday, and I’m the only brother
left. ... My sister, youngest sister was born in 1931 | guess in Jersey, and in Jersey we moved
from Clifton, Carlstadt, and East Rutherford. We didn’t own a home, and we rented in different
areas, and my family finally rested in Lodi, and when World War 1l came along, my brother was
drafted, the oldest one. ... | volunteered for the Marines, and then, my second brother was
drafted, and so all three of us were in the service at the same time. 1 served in the Pacific, and
Tom--the one who died this month--served in the Eighth Air Force out of England bombing
Germany. ... My oldest brother was with an air-sea rescue team which patrolled the Atlantic and
that area, Mediterranean, rescuing downed pilots and stuff like that.

SH: He was part of the Air Corps as well?

FG: The air-sea rescue, Army. | don’t know what the difference was.
SH: Ralph is the oldest?

FG: Yes.

SH: Then, Tom, then you?

FG: ... No, there’s a sister in there, she died also, Margaret, and then | was born. | was the
fourth member. ... I’m the last boy alive, and | have one sister ... only left, too. She is in Texas,



married and two children. | spoke to her the other day telling her about Tom who had passed
away because he was up here. Actually, he lived in Lyndhurst for fifty or sixty years.
Incidentally, he married a girl, and | married her sister. ... We were closer, we used to joke
about how the cousins, her children and her sister’s children, ... were closer than any other
because they were doubles, their father ... was related, and their mother was related.

SH: Do you remember any of the projects that your father worked on in Tennessee?
FG: Railroad. ...
SH: Strictly for the railroad, then.

FG: The railroad, you know, the bottom part like fixing the rails and pushing the ties and the
labor. He wasn’t as well-educated as he could have been.

SH: What was your wife's last name?

FG: Colavita was the last name. They were from Lyndhurst all their lives, | think, my wife was
born here in Lyndhurst, so was her sister, the one who married my brother. She passed away a
few years ago and my wife, like | say, passed away in November of ‘09, at the age of eighty-six.
She gave me sixty-three years and three daughters. ... I can’t complain, anyway.

SH: Tell me about your mother. What was your mother’s name?

FG: My mother’s maiden name was Moretti. She was born in New York City, and she was
married at the age of seventeen, | believe. Yes, she was seventeen, my father was a few years
older, and like I say, they moved to Tennessee. He had a relative there, and they lived there long
enough to have nine children.

SH: You remember being raised in Tennessee, then.

FG: | was about ten years old when I left. ... It was ‘29 or 1930, somewhere just about there,
and then, the last child was born at that time, 1930. Yes, we were little kids, we went to school,
went to parochial school there.

SH: Did you?

FG: The first couple of years, so we started I think at seven. ... I think | was nine when we
moved, so probably 1929, had nothing to do with the big crash, because we didn’t have enough
money to crash with. [laughter]

David Ley: How was Memphis at that time?

FG: At that time, it was segregated, | have to be honest. The negroes or blacks lived off the

main highways, off the main streets, sort of in the back, and they were treated like second-class
citizens. We were southerners, of course, we didn’t have anything to do with it personally, |



mean, but the schools were segregated. There were no blacks in my schools, because we went to
parochial, anyway. ... Memphis was a town, my father worked after his appendix burst, he got a
little wagon with one horse, and we sold fruit as a peddler around the streets in ... the late 20s.

SH: On your pre-interview survey, you said your sister (Catherine?) was born in 1931.

FG: That was when we came to Jersey. ... Evidently, we left there one year, ‘29 or ‘30, don’t
quote me, near as | can remember, and | don’t have any records actually except word of mouth.
My mother used to tell stories, my father used to tell stories. ... | remember being on the wagon
with them on days I didn’t go to school, and | had a picture or something, | don’t know where it
is, of being on the wagon.

SH: Did the family speak Italian at home?

FG: Very, very little. My mother spoke perfect English, she went to school in New York and
my father was more or less half-English. ... The only Italian they spoke was when they were
mentioning something about Italy and his brothers ... that were still in Italy, but otherwise he
managed to speak English most of the time because my mother didn’t talk much Italian. ... If he
wanted her to understand he had to speak English.

SH: | wondered if she had understood Italian as well.

FG: ... Her mother came from Italy, my grandmother, so she had to talk to them more or less in
Italian. ... In those days we spoke to them.

SH: Did any of your father’s family emigrate from Italy to the United States?

FG: He had one or two cousins in the Ohio area, because we didn’t see them too often because
nobody had any money to travel in those days. ... We did meet them a couple of times. He had
a cousin, | believe it was. | don’t know if he had any sisters, | don’t seem to remember any of
them being in America, anyway. ... Sisters they had in Ohio, and they had another couple of
cousins in the Niagara Falls area, Buffalo, and when we got married, my wife and I, we visited
them because we went to Niagara Falls. ... There wasn’t that much traveling going on, so we
didn’t have much of a relationship really, [we] sent Christmas cards and stuff like that.

SH: What other memories did you have of growing up in Memphis?

FG: ... The nuns were teachers then in the parochial schools, and they were a little strict, but 1
never had any trouble with them. The bad boys, of course, got sent home or something like that,
but | was a good boy. She never had to hit me with ... the paddles like ping pong rackets, and
they carried them strapped. ... They used to whack you with it, but not me, | never got whacked.

SH: What about your older brothers and sister?



FG: They went to the parochial school too. ... They were a couple of years ahead of me, and
then, when we got here, | think one of the first schools we went to was in Clifton, Garfield. ... |
don’t think any of them really graduated high school, which | didn’t either, actually. | took a test
... inthe service. ...

SH: The GED?

FG: ... l1didn’t get a diploma, but I caught up I think, and | had enough education to have
different jobs and raise a family, pay for my house. We lived here in, my mother-in-law, my
wife lived on the next corner that you came up on the second house there. It’s still there. ...
They bought that in 1932, they built it. In those days you could build a house if you had the land
for about three thousand or two thousand because it took you three, four years to make that kind
of money. ... We used to take a walk, my wife and I. I lived there when | came out of the
service. | joined the service a few months after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and when | came
back we were married in ‘46. ... We lived with my in-laws for a few years. ... We lived there
seven years, because we didn’t build this until ‘54, we liked the land, there were no houses here
then.

SH: Oh, really?

FG: ... In 46, there were no houses here, this was empty land. ... We liked it, and she wanted
to be close to her family too. ... We bought this property and we finally built in <54.

SH: ltis alovely home.

FG: Itis, | built it the way she liked it. ... We looked at all the new homes for sale, and |
designed it myself. ... This room was her favorite room, mine too, when the sun is shining you
get it all during the day, and if there’s anybody walking--there are not too many people walking
up here--but you could see them. | wanted the kitchen on the southeast corner, and that’s where
itis. 1'wanted all three bedrooms in the back. ... I couldn’t afford to build it any bigger. It’s not
a big house, it’s only ... less than 1100 square feet which in today’s market is small. Basically,
it’s like a thirty by forty.

SH: The house is so open and airy.

FG: Well, this was all my design, and the living and dining room together, and the three
bedrooms in the back, and then I finished the basement myself.

SH: What is some of your earliest memories of being in New Jersey compared to having lived in
Memphis, Tennessee?

FG: Jersey was much faster. ... The people moved faster and the people talked faster, the
Tennesseans had the drawls, like they hesitate as they speak. ...

SH: Did you go to parochial school when you came to New Jersey?



FG: ... Actually, I missed a grade somehow. ... | finished the second grade at home and
somehow | got into the second grade here. | don’t know just how it happened, but I didn’t
graduate grammar school until | was fifteen, and | lied about my age and got a little job instead
of going to high school because my father wasn’t working. My brothers had quit school and
went to work. So the three of us--between us--we made ... enough money to keep going. It
wasn’t easy in the 30s, you had the Depression.

SH: How did the Great Depression affect your family?

FG: Well, we never had much, so we didn’t lose anything, to be practically honest. We lived
with ten kids at the table. My mother used to cook, her favorite meal was hot dogs and cabbage,
because you could buy five pounds of hot dogs for less than a dollar in those days. Of course,
you had to work five hours to get the dollar. 1f you made a quarter an hour you were doing good
in the 30s, but everything was cheap, you could buy a hot dog, like I say five pounds for less
than a dollar, and we used to almost cook five pounds at a time with ten kids.

SH: 1 was just going to say.

FG: And a couple of heads of cabbage, it made a wonderful meal. ... Schooling, | don’t have
much of'it. ... I kept going to school actually, I almost forgot, | went to Drake's Business
School. ... I'livedin ... Lodi, Garfield, Carlstadt, any one of those towns, | forgot. By the time |
was able to drive when | was seventeen, ... | went to the Drake’s Business School and tried to
get a better education for a better job. | was going to be a bookkeeper. ... I liked bookkeeping,
but 1 didn’t like the rest of the stuff | had to take in school. So, | became a drop out again, and
because of that | kept working until two years ago actually, odd jobs, like I had my main job was
driving a small ... delivery truck, delivering non-food items to the supermarkets, sneakers,
flowers, artificial flowers. My boss had ten, twelve, seventeen trucks on the road going to
supermarkets and | made a good living, paid for the house, and then, when | retired in 1984, all
my girls were married. ... I couldn’t take it easy anyhow because | had my wife and the house to
pay for, so | kept working odd jobs. The last one | had was in a cigar store selling cigars,
smoking them too, because | liked to smoke a cigar until my throat went. | also owned a
laundro-mat. | think I got most of this in here, but I’m not sure, | had the right rotation, I’m just
trying to go by memory. Sometimes the rotation leaves me, and | forget.

SH: In the 1930s how did you and your brothers find work?

FG: We had odd jobs, like Ralph, the oldest one, ... went to work with the WPA when they first
started that, the New Deal, and | think that had the terrific rate of fifteen dollars a week. They
were doing roads, and then there was this CCC that was mixed in with it, Civilian Conservation
Corps or something. [Editor's Note: The Works Projects Administration (Work Progress
Administration after 1939) and the Civilian Conservation Corps were New Deal programs
established to put unemployed Americans to work.]

SH: Yes, that is correct.



FG: ... He got his job that way, and Tom and | seemed to move towards selling. | worked for a
milkman delivering milk for a dollar a night, that was tough, but the dollar was good because
you could buy a lot with a dollar in those days, like chopped meat maybe sold for nineteen cents
a pound or something.

SH: Did you have to turn your wages over to your mother?

FG: A lot of it went for the household bills, yes. Between the three of us we kept going. Most
of it went for the house bills, but we got by.

SH: Was your family involved with the church as you were growing up?

FG: Outside of going to church, no.

SH: What did your mom do for entertainment?

FG: Raised kids. She raised ten kids--what entertainment? [laughter]

SH: 1 thought maybe she had a hobby.

FG: Well, she liked to sew, which wasn’t exactly a hobby. She sewed dresses for the girls, and
she even fixed clothes so they would go from Ralph the oldest to Tom and if they were still
good, she’d adjust them to fit me. ... She took care of the house, and that was a full-time job,
really. She enjoyed sewing which my wife did too later on. She made a lot of clothing for her
three daughters.

DL: When you were living in Memphis, was there a large Italian community there?

FG: Idon’trecall an Italian community exactly. We had relatives across the street, the relatives
my father moved there for, because he knew the relatives and they got him a big job on the
railroad--anybody could have got that with a strong back--but we more or less stayed together. |
used to cross the street, Vance Avenue it was, now that I’m thinking.

DL: Was the church you attended Catholic?

FG: It was Catholic. We went to parochial school, and like | say outside of going to school and
going to church on Sundays, in fact, if | remember right, the school used to start with a prayer in
church, and then, go to the classes. That seems to be in my memory there some place, and it was
probably true in those days. The churches were pretty strict.

SH: Were your sisters working outside the home as well?

FG: No, no, they got married young. Of course, in those days most girls got married. ... They

didn’t go to high school ... to finish and they got married at early ages, and started raising their
own families.



SH: Who was the disciplinarian in your family, your mother or your father?

FG: 1don’ t think we had any, to be perfectly honest with you. We knew what we had to do and
we seemed to do it. | don’t ever remember my father hitting me or anything, or my mother
scolding me. She used to always tell me to be a good boy and that was all, that was enough. In
those days, it was pretty hard to get in trouble unless you ... became a thief or something. ... We
grew up as fairly, a little backward maybe | would say, shy, because we had nothing, we had no
money in our pockets, until we really started to go to work. ... In those days you could buy,
when | was seventeen, my brother and | together bought a car for twenty-five dollars, an old
[Ford] Model A, 1932 Model A. It was only about seven or eight years old. Today, you can’t
buy a car like that, they don’t have them that cheap, but we picked up the hood when it didn’t
run, and we fixed the wires together, and kept it going. ... As time went on, we got better jobs.
... We just did our jobs.

SH: Did you listen to music?

FG: It was on the radio, you turned the dial, you got music, but we didn’t play music, none of us
played an instrument that | can remember, no. Although, Tom might have had a harmonica in
his pocket--couldn’t play it worth a damn--but he had it.

SH: What about dancing?

FG: Dancing, | never became a dancer of any kind because | couldn’t follow the music. | had a
deaf ear to music. ... It was a strain to me to dance with my daughters when they got married.

SH: What were some of the events that you remember happening in the country that you would
have heard on the radio or maybe even impacted your neighborhood?

FG: Well, I can go back to some of the Depression years, the Depression area, and there were
things going on across the country, bread lines--they were right here too--bread lines across the
country. ... Roosevelt became president with the New Deal, and he seemed to be helping the
people on the bottom of the list, all those poor people. ... There were lines of people getting
welfare. | remember there were a couple of times when my mother brought me down to one of
the welfare agencies to give me a pair of shoes. ... | remember that much because like | say by
that time my father had his appendix burst before we moved to Jersey, in fact I think that
happened right when he was on the railroad, by the time they got him to the hospital, they
couldn’t save anything. His appendix had burst and he always had that ... extension of his belly
there. ... In those days hospitalization wasn’t that great, and the war years, war in Spain, war in
Europe, before we got into it in the late “30s. | remember reading about that.

SH: Did your family ever hear from an relatives in Italy?
FG: We used to have letters from his people there, they didn’t like Mussolini much because he

took everything from the people, Mussolini was there, and Hitler was there, and | remember
reading about them, but mostly we used to hear music on the radio. We had one little radio, one



of those $9.95 jobs where you just turn it and maybe you had to move the radio to get the
reception, probably, or there was a wire in the back. ... Sometimes you connected it to the
radiator to make it pick up ground wire, and we listened to Crosby and Rudy Vallee, and that’s
what we did at night when we did our homework and when we were going to school. ... We
used to sit around the room, if we had heat in the room. In the winter we’re more or less bundled
up. ... We came through the Depression that way.

SH: What about prohibition. Was that ever discussed in the family?

FG: Prohibition was in the movies as far as we were concerned. My father wasn’t a drinker--he
couldn’t afford it--and none of us did any of that. The prohibition was outside and | was too
young to drink anyway in the ‘20s. | was born in 1920, so by the time prohibition was over
when Roosevelt took over, ... | was twelve years old. So, | don’t know much about that except
what James Cagney did and Humphrey Bogart in those pictures, and Jean Harlow. We used to
go to the movies for ten cents on a Saturday, and | don’t know much about it otherwise. In fact,
you still see those movies today, they’re still on. My favorite channel is TCM [Turner Classic
Movies]. ... Our entertainment was the radio, like once a week we’d go to a movie.

DL: What sort of things did you do with your friends?

FG: If somebody had a ball and a bat, we played baseball. 1f somebody had a glove, he would
be the fielder, and we played stickball mostly with a little stick we made ourselves with a point
onit. ... You’d hit the stick and it would go up, ... it was like an angle on it, and you hit it from
the top, it jumped up, and then you’d whack it like a baseball, or if somebody had a ball, and
we’d use a broomstick for a bat. Nobody had gloves like kids today, they got uniforms, they’re
two years old, but we lived in a poor [area] and you were never jealous of your neighbor because
he didn’t have anything either. So, we got along.

DL: Was it a mixed community here?

FG: Jersey was, yes, like in Garfield and Clifton there were Polish neighborhoods, Italian
neighborhoods, and that was the way we grew up. ... As far as we were concerned nobody was
better than the other. We didn’t have problems with each other, we all spoke English. In school
the kids didn’t have any animosity towards one or the other nationalities, and that was about it.
We didn’t have any trouble growing up. ... We started working and as years went by, | became
a bartender because | liked people, when | was twenty-one. In fact, | cheated a little bit--1 was a
bartender at seventeen.

SH: What about your mother’s family, did they remain in New York City?
FG: Some of them did, yes.
SH: Did you get to see them at all?

FG: Oh, yes, we saw them on holidays and like I say none of us had too much and it wasn’t that
you got a big meal some place or something like that. You lived within your means. ...



SH: Was your mother from a large family?

FG: She was a twin, she had ... a twin sister, and ... two brothers. ... I guess that’s it, four
children, and the old people, like I say, they were [speaking] broken English. ... As a family,
Christmas time, we’d have maybe fifteen or twenty people in the house, the relatives would
come, cousins. ... After we got married, of course, it was a bigger family, we had mine and we
had hers. ... I got out in ‘45 and we were married in ‘46, we used to visit her family and my
family on holidays, you know. The families were close.

SH: Had you met your future wife before World War 11?

FG: Yes, but | avoided her. | didn’t want to get involved before the war. | didn’t want to have a
girlfriend home. 1 didn’t want to get serious.

SH: Do you remember the first time you met her?
FG: Sure. You want to hear about it?
SH: Yes.

FG: ... My brother Tom was going with her sister, she was older, she was about three years
older, Frances and Tom was three years older than me. ... They were going together, but | had
never met Nettie. Antoinette was her name, they called her Nettie. This time Tom was with
Frances at a fireworks [show] here in Lyndhurst, and | was there with a friend of mine and his
girlfriend, but not together. ... We said, “Hello,” to my brother and his girl, and we didn’t notice
Nettie. ... | heard later that she was telling me to move, she couldn’t see, because | was standing
in front of her, so that’s the first time | met her, | turned around, and she fell in love with me
right away, of course. ... I didn’t want to get involved. ... We exchanged mail, and then | came
home on furlough, and | found out she was telling me the truth in her letters, and she must have,
| think she always was crazy about me, there’s no sense in denying it, and I guess | was crazy
about her too. So, we got engaged, and | had to write to a girl ... anyway because ... the war
was still going on. The furlough came in ‘44, | guess, and the war was over in ‘45, and | got out,
and we were already engaged, so | had to get married--it’s too late to back out. ... After sixty-
three years it was wonderful, the highlight of my life was my wife, | got to say it, besides my
granddaughter is listening. It was a great life, I can’t complain, | can’t even complain about her
not being here because she left me with such a great thing I’d be a hypocrite if | complained. |
wish she was still here, don’t get me wrong, but she suffered a bit toward the end, her blood
failed, she got dialysis three times a week, and it didn’t cure it. Some people can live with that
for quite a few years and control it, but it didn’t control hers and she died from it.

SH: 1 am sorry to hear that. Do you remember where you were and what you were doing when
you first heard about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor?

FG: | was tending bar at night. It was a Sunday, | was asleep, | woke up, there was a ballgame
going on in the Polo grounds--football. It was December 7th here, and when | heard about it, it
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was on the radio about noontime | think it came out, it was seven o’clock in the morning over
there, which would have made it about noon, New York. ... The first | heard about it was | was
listening to the ballgame on the radio. We didn’t have any television in ’41, and there was an
announcement came over the loud speaker, "All military personnel report to your," wherever you
were stationed in the area, "report to your home depot,"” or whatever the heck they called it, if |
think long enough I might remember what they called it. ...

SH: Duty station?

FG: Yes, ... report back to your base. ... That gave me an idea that something was going on,
and then, a short time later they announced it.

SH: What did you do?

FG: | decided to join the Marines, but | didn’t do it right away. | can’t say that I did, some
people did. | had to get things set up, | had to buy a lot of canned goods and leave them home
for my family so they’d have enough to eat, as much as | could. 1 had a thing going on down in
the basement, cans of tomatoes because being Italian, we ate a lot of tomato sauce, and it took
me a few months, and then | got into it. My brother had already been drafted before the war
started, when they started the draft. ... Tom was drafted after me.

SH: Your older brother worked for the CCC.
FG: Yes, the second of us. We got odd jobs, like we both worked on the milk trucks.
SH: Where did he work with the CCC? Did he go out West?

FG: No, right here in Jersey. ... I’mnot sure. ... There was another organization. ... Anyway,
he worked in the area. ... They went to different towns where they needed people in the fields
mostly. ... He didn’t go away, he must have been with the WPA in the area doing menial work
because we didn’t have the great agitation to go in an office.

SH: Where was he stationed when Pearl Harbor was attacked? Was he already in the Air Corps
at the time?

FG: ... No, he wasn’t in the Air Corps, he was in the Army. ... We went to see him in Georgia.
SH: Did you really?

FG: We had an old car and we made the trip. ... He was almost coming out, he had been in a
year. | forget when he actually started, it must have been 1940, they started the draft actually,
and he was the oldest, and they took him, and then, I joined, and then, my brother was drafted
after | left, and the other brothers were too young. Actually, all six of us ... were in the service,
Tom, and then, Ralph and me were in World War 11, Peter was in Korea, ... Jim and Willy
joined for Vietnam.
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SH: Were they really that much younger?

FG: ... They stayed twenty-two years. The two of them, they were always together and they
joined the military police. They were always together, and then, when | got out I didn’t rejoin or
anything, or even the Reserves, | didn’t even join any organizations until January 1st of this year.
| joined the VFW.

SH: You talked about getting everything prepared for your family.
FG: To go into the service, yes. ... It was six months [before | joined].
SH: Why did you pick the Marine Corps?

FG: Well, 1 didn’t know anything about guns except we made wooden guns. ... My brother
Tom was pretty good, get a piece of wood and shape it into a gun, the barrel and everything, and
he’d fix the back so you could put a rubber band on it and release it and we’d shoot each other.
So, that was our hobby, but I knew nothing about it and | figured in my own mind that if | was
going to meet the enemy 1’d rather be better-trained than the enemy, and | always knew from
reading, the reading I did, and from the movies ... that Marines were the best-trained, and |
figured I’ll join that and when | meet the enemy, I’m going to be better-trained than him.
Actually, the Marines were the second best. The first best was the French Foreign Legion, but
they were trained to die and they didn’t care. They were the toughest. If you went against them
you were going against the toughest fighters in the world, but | wasn’t willing to die, | wanted to
fight with a chance because | wasn’t worried about dying. ... We shouldn’t worry about it.
That’s why I joined the Marines; | figured they were the best outfit.

SH: Where did you go down to sign up?

FG: First, I went to Paterson, and they checked me out and they sent me to New York and made
an appointment for me, 99 Church Street, that’s where | actually joined, because they didn’t take
them from Paterson. ... | remember that, walking around about a hundred guys ... naked,
getting examined by different doctors and getting weighed. We had a towel, but we always had
to move it when we got examined. It was quite an experience really, embarrassing for me
because | was a skinny kid, 127 pounds. | remember talking to a guy that was built like Johnny
Weissmuller, [the actor who played] Tarzan, 6’2 and 200 pounds of all muscle, and there | was
just like a stick, 127 pounds. ... We went up to the doctor and | was perfect, this poor guy had a
heart murmur and they rejected him, this big hunk of man, crying because he couldn’t go, they
wouldn’t take him with a heart condition. | remember that, and then, he sat down there on the
floor just wiping his eyes because he couldn’t join the Marines. He probably wasn’t wanted, and
he wound up in the Army, but | remember that like it was yesterday really, something that really
sticks to you, but they took me all right, they put me through that eight weeks of Parris Island.

SH: How soon after you were examined in New York did to Parris Island?
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FG: Ten minutes. ... "Come ready to go, all you needed was your shaving gear." ... Some
people came with suitcases, where the hell are you going, you’re going in the Marines, they got
everything you need. So, we got on a train after we finished there. We got on train for Parris
Island, which is South Carolina, | believe, and we went right there and, of course, we got
uniforms. We went with the clothes we had on, whatever we joined with. It was summer, so it
was just pants and a shirt, and eight weeks later we left. 1 think I went into Jacksonville, Florida,
they put me through an air school. You volunteered for certain things every so often, and being
twenty years old | wanted to fight, | want to get the war over with. ... They just had their own
way of putting us, and | wound up in the Marine Air Corps.

SH: What was the train ride down to Parris Island like?
FG: You really want to know?
SH: 1do.

FG: We couldn’t open the windows, and if some guy got the window open all we got in was hot
cinders. ... They forced the windows open, a couple of them, and it was hot as hell, if you can
imagine what hell is. ... We got there, sweated, and I should have realized that | made a mistake
because we got there around noontime. ... It was only a few hours ride, and they had us
standing, there was a shady spot on the side of the building. ... They had us in the front standing
there. There must have been a couple of hundred of us, there wasn’t a great deal of men. We all
wound up in the same platoon, and we were standing in the hot sun while the officers and non-
coms were trying to place us where we were going to go. ... We must have stood at attention,
and then, we finally had parade rest like standing there with your arms behind your back, and
then, | realized that the Marines were a little different than everybody else. ... I stuck it. | think
| gained a few pounds, must have been muscle, I guess, I don’t know. Anyway, | was glad |
chose them because that’s what | wanted.

SH: Did you have the proverbial "mean” drill sergeant?

FG: Oh, yes, of course, they had to be mean to make you mean, but after hours, they weren’t
that bad because there was more of us than the sergeants. There were sixty-four men in a
platoon, and there was a drill sergeant and two assistants. ... One of them would always pick on
us, but there was a war going on, ... nothing unusual, really.

SH: How did they portray the enemy? Were there caricatures of the Japanese?

FG: No, I never saw any. | never saw anything about the Japs, except that we had radios.

DL: How was the training at Parris Island? Were you spending all of the time out in the fields?
FG: Well, it was mostly drilling, ... like left, right, left turn, right turn, rear march and all that
kind of stuff, until we acted as one. That must have been maybe a week or so, and then, we were

drilling with rifles, and then, we were drilling with bayonets on the rifles, which made it tougher
because when you’re carrying a bayonet and you’re making rifle movements also, like down, up,
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side, ... turning, bumping into each other. ... They tried to mix you up, like they'd give three or
four commands at one time, like left turn, right turn, rear march, they came together, your left
foot went out, you made a left turn, then your right foot went out, and you made a right turn, then
you made a rear march, and with the bayonet in your hand we were bumping into each other at
the beginning, and that’s what they wanted. They wanted you to get used to it, to work together,
they figured when you went into action, you were going to be bumping into each other anyway,
and you had to allow for that and you had to get down on the ground. ... It worked, | mean they
had their way of training us, and | can’t complain about it, they never abused me, maybe hit the
hat. We had these pith helmets, ... but they couldn’t touch us, you know, as much as they do
holler, and they’d slap your hat once in a while, but I never had any trouble with them. | was
never a wise guy, | never challenged them, they were better-trained than | was anyway, but | was
never sorry. When we got to Jacksonville, we were studying again, we were learning about how
to take care of airplanes which I didn’t like, | was never a mechanic. Tom was a mechanic, he
wound up in the Eighth Air Force as a crew chief. ... I wound up as what they call a plane
captain, which is the same as a crew chief in the Army. | took care of the planes, and let them
fly. So, actually, what I did, | followed the main line of attack marines. We went to
Guadalcanal, Bougainville, Makin Island, and another one, Espiritu Santo, | think, but they
wasn't any fighting there. ... I didn’t personally actually meet a damn Jap in the first place. |
trained ... using my rifle and | never used the damned thing anymore. | was using a screwdriver,
but I came back so. They needed me there, we had planes flying over, we hit the islands one at a
time. We backed up the main marines.

DL: After Parris Island, did you go home?

FG: No, I didn’t get my first furlough until I went overseas and came back, thirty days furlough
when | came back. 1 joined in ‘42 of July. We went to Jacksonville, my mother and my younger
brother came to visit us in Florida, and then from there | went to California, Miramar, and |
joined the air wing.

SH: Did you have additional training in Miramar?

FG: Yes, actually on the airplanes. In Jacksonville, we just did the school work. ... Actually, I
also took part of my training in Jacksonville as ... a mechanic and a metal smith. The metal
smiths had to make parts because we couldn’t expect to go to the hardware store and get a part
for the plane, so we had to make them. So, I learned how to take a piece of steel and blend it into
different things besides operating, putting things together, but when I wound up in the Pacific, I
was just doing the air work, running the planes, taxiing them from place to place, and keeping
them.

SH: What do you remember about Jacksonville other than the training? Did you get any time
off?

FG: Oh, yes, it was like a job to us, every weekend we had time off. Jacksonville was a nice

city full of sailors and marines, which is what most of it was, a nice southern city. ... Like | say
my mother came to visit us there, and stayed at a hotel for a few days.
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DL: Did rationing affect your mother?

FG: Well, they had rationing [of] certain things, and she used to say--you know, speaking to her-
-that they had to wait for things and they couldn’t get everything they wanted and you had to
wait in line for the butcher shop and so forth. They only had so much to dole out.

SH: Did they take the train down to visit you?

FG: My mother and the brother [took the] train because he couldn’t drive and she never drove.
My brother was too young to drive.

SH: Was your brother impressed to see his big brother in a military uniform?

FG: Oh, yes, they were all impressed. They used to tell me, "You were the only one in the
family that joined the Marines.” How many stupid people do you want in your family?
[laughter] ... It turned out good, | can’t complain about any of my life. In a way, if there was
anything I could change, | would have liked to have got a better education, but that was my fault.
| can’t say that I didn’t have the chance because people with ... less money than | had, and they
went to work and got their education. People | knew went to college, and got their education
working through it. | could have done it, | didn’t like school--didn’t want to say it too loud
because my granddaughter [is in the other room]. No, I just didn’t like school, that’s all there
was to it. ... I got by on working and kept my wife home to raise the children. | had two jobs, |
worked in factories. | worked making bowling balls in Manhattan Rubber, they used to make the
bowling balls, and they made tires. | worked there when they were in Clifton, | worked there for
a couple of years.

SH: Did you know you were going to fight the Japanese in the Pacific when you joined the
Marines?

FG: Oh, I knew when I joined. That’s where the war was. They were training us to go to war,
and | knew that it would be a matter of time. ...

[TAPE PAUSED]

SH: Mr. Gentile kept a log of the places he went to when he served in the Marines. In
September you go to Cherry Point, South Carolina and refer to it as an easy assignment.

FG: We weren’t trained at all, we were waiting to be assigned. ... It was a new camp, and they
had brick buildings with modern lavatories and showers, and the best little ... sloop shoot they
called it, brick building. ... They even had like a bar in it, because we only drank beer, and you
had to buy your beer like for twenty cents a bottle, ten cents a bottle. ... That’s all we did--
waited. | don’t know how long we were there, but we were waiting to be assigned, ... maybe
two weeks. ... We went to Jackson, we went to school. ... See, some people went to first-line
infantry for instance, which was what | wanted. They asked me what | wanted to join, and |
always wrote the same thing, paratroopers, which | found out I was too small, ... and the Marine
raiders. | wanted to join the Marine raiders or the paratroopers. | wanted to fight, | was a kid
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and | was mad at them for bombing us, and I thought of all those ships, but they figured | was
better off so they told me to put my gun away and gave me a screwdriver.

SH: What was your impression of Jacksonville?

FG: Too little for too many. There were too many soldiers, sailors, marines, it was just
crowded. If you went into a restaurant, you couldn’t sit down. You went into a bar, and
everybody had a beer. Where could we go, and even they had USOs which were very helpful to
us, but they were crowded, they gave you donuts and coffee and small drinks and things, and it
was just too many people there. San Diego was the same thing, but we were never actually
stationed in San Diego. Camp Miramar was above it, ... but actually it’s part of San Diego, and
when we got there, we were the new people. We were the new people in Cherry Point, and we
were the new people in Miramar. There was nobody else there when we got there. Now, it’s
still a big base, an air base, and from there | believe we went to El Toro. ...

SH: When you finished in Jacksonville, you were sent to Miramar. Were you transported by
train across the country?

FG: Yes. ...

SH: What do you remember about that trip?
FG: Boy, would | remember.

SH: Tell us.

FG: Dirty and more dirty, they didn’t have showers on the trains. The only thing we could wash
ourselves with was spit, | think. ... It took us five days, we took the southern route. ... It was all
troops on the train. ... We must have been going like two miles an hour most of the time, and
side trips, and so forth. The only thing good about it, when we passed through a town once in a
while, they let us slow up, and there’d be these girls handing out cigarettes and stuff like that,
these sweet little girls hollering, "Go, Marines, go!" ... The rest of it was just dirty, | mean, and
we're sitting there and we had to open the windows so we could breathe, and all we got in was
the soot. We had a change of clothes which we changed, but our bodies we couldn’t wash; there
was no place to wash. We couldn’t even shave because there was only so much water. That was
a mess.

SH: How did they feed you?

FG: Oh, we ate, they wanted to make sure we were alive when we got there. We ate rations.
The funny thing--like when you ask a kid that came home from a school meal or something, he
doesn’t remember what he had because it was so bad he wanted to forget it. So, | don’t
remember what we ate, but we had our little things.

SH: You ate rations on the train.
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FG: Mostly rations that we could just throw away, because we had no washing facilities.
SH: In other words, there was no dining car or anything.

FG: No, [laughter] they forgot to attach it. That was probably the worst of it, | completely
forgot that. ... Like | was saying, you get rid of those thoughts. We were dirty.

SH: What did you think of Camp Miramar when you got there?

FG: Well, like I say, it was the newest, there was a fence, and the buildings were nice. They
weren’t brick buildings, but they’re still there to this day. Miramar is a built up place. There
wasn’t much, and we were only there a short time, I think it was a very short time. ... The only
place we had liberty was San Diego and that was another place like this, too much for too little, it
was a wonderful city though, San Diego. ... There again we found out the USO was wonderful
there, because it was a bigger city.

SH: How did the civilians treat the soldiers?

FG: They couldn’t have treated us any better. They invited us into their homes. The USO
would have a billboard, "Four marines wanted at so and so house for supper,” and you’d sign up
for it if you were going to be in town at that time. We all had different liberties, that maybe
some of us walked in the day. ... We didn’t have a bad overnight because we were only there a
short time. When we reached El Toro, sometimes we had a weekend pass and the people were
wonderful--the USQOs were great.

SH: Did you ever go to anyone’s home and have dinner?

FG: Yes, acouple of times. ... | remember one time we went with this lady, older woman--for
those days older woman, maybe she was fifty, today fifty is young, I’m ninety and I’m young.
... She had a Cadillac and she drove us. She got four marines, in fact there was two of us, I had
a friend with me from my camp, | don’t where the other three were, but it was going to be four
and | said, "Well, we can’t take that one because there’s two of us." So, she says, "Wait a
minute,” the girl at the USO, and she called the woman and the woman says, "Yes, I’ll take the
five," and she took us to a place for lunch. It was off into the ocean, like if you've ever been to
Atlantic City where they had the old pier, this was like a pier going into the ocean. This
restaurant was one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen, a very expensive restaurant. She
must have had money, and maybe she lost somebody in the service. Anyway, we had the best
meal we had out there, and she was very good to us, she took us to ... a place in LA, it wasn’t the
place in San Francisco was Chinatown, this was China City in Los Angeles, smaller, but all
Chinese. She took us there and she bought us a couple of trinkets, she bought me a little thing,
the guy with a fat belly, ... but | got this from her. It might have cost seventy-five cents, and |
still got it.

SH: That is amazing that you were able to keep that.

FG: His arm broke. ... It’s still a symbol of some section in China.
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SH: That is amazing that you were able to carry it all that time.

FG: Some things you keep, | mean, she was such a nice person. There were so many nice
people, every place we went. That’s what made me very sad about Vietnam. People were
against Vietnam, | was against it, but the soldiers didn’t start it, they were drafted, and to be
against the soldiers, they never gave them a parade or anything when they came back. They’re
still against them, I still see that ... some of these veterans’ organizations are trying to get people
to come in from the Vietnam area, but those guys were so disgruntled with the way people
treated them, it was terrible. We lost 50,000 men died in that place for ten years, we never
should have been there | thought, but it wasn’t the soldier's fault, he was drafted.

DL: When you got to El Toro, were you with your unit by then?
FG: Yes, we were a unit when we got there--we were in BMTV 232.

DL: That unit was in Pearl Harbor when it was attacked. Did you know anyone who spoke of
Pearl Harbor?

FG: ... They were in Guadalcanal with the first invasion, so they could have been in Pearl
Harbor. The first | heard of them were in Guadalcanal, because when | went with them. It was
the second trip they had made.

SH: Did they give you any advice as to what to expect?

FG: The people there, yes, sure, because once | got in with them, they had been there. | was
assigned to a plane to a unit, and we had torpedo bombers, ... VMTB, heavier than air Marine
bombers, torpedo bombers. We had to bay on the bottom, and we carried a 2000-pound torpedo,
or four 500-pound bombs. ... I apologize for questioning you because I didn’t know it had come
from Pearl Harbor. There was a lot of things in Pearl Harbor, a lot of ships were there, one is
still there with all those people in it, the Arizona. Yes, they had been over with the first units
when they had all that fighting, when it was really a tough fight. 1 met some of them too that had
been in the ground crew, and the people had been there, the ground crew that had been in
Guadalcanal with the first unit, were teaching us as the second unit. So, by the time | got there, |
was trained by the people who had actually been there on how to keep the planes ready. In fact,
the first time I learned how to taxi an airplane, the plane captain was somewhere else with other
planes, and the Japs came over to bomb us, we were very close, they weren’t too far away from
us, and we had to move the planes, so | say what the hell, it’s like a car, you push the left foot
down, it turns left, you put the right foot down, it turns right. So, I got in there, of course, | knew
how to start it because that was my job to start it and rev it up right. So, | got up in there and |
started it up, and there was a little wheel in the back, and two wheels in the front, of course.
Now, what you had to do to move it, was rev it up high enough so the tail end would go up, but
not too high you don’t want it to turn over, and if you don’t go high enough, you’re dragging
your feet in the back so | had to pick it up just right. So, it was all sand, so | got to move it under
the trees, so when | picked it up, I had to rev it up a little bit, and I must have blew 10000 pounds
of sand at everybody that was in the back of me, but I got the plane going, one left foot, right
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foot, left foot, | could go, finally turned it around behind the trees and the Japs missed us. See,
without your questioning, 1 wouldn’t have remembered these things. You’re doing a good job.

SH: Let us talk about the ship ride over to the Pacific.

FG: ... There again, we couldn’t shave. We all had our helmets. ... They had water fountains
with a very trickling of water for drink, and one guy once filled his helmet up with the water, and
tried to shave, and he was caught. They didn’t have a brig there, but they isolated him, in other
words they were punishing him. They had told him not to do anything with that water, but drink
it. He was stupid because he shaved, everybody was seeing him, he was clean shaven, they
knew he used water, but anyway, that wasn’t very nice. ... The trip was terrible in the fact that
we had enough food to eat, to sustain us, but | can’t remember what it was because it ... wasn’t
so good that it was so bad that | wanted to forget it. Outside of that, we zigzagged, so it took us
... over a month before we finally got to Espiritu Santo.

SH: You did pull into New Caledonia before Espiritu Santo.

FG: Yes, temporarily, we must have took on something. ...

SH: What did you see?

FG: Pretty French girls, and new mail. ... If I may speak plainly, I didn’t see too many girls, but
| did see a line of soldiers going to this little cabin. ... I’m not going to tell you what they were
doing, I can only tell you what | imagined they were doing. It was the only cabin, and the only
line of soldiers, but naturally I didn’t join them--too big a line I guess.

DL: This was in Noumea?

FG: Noumea, yes. ...

DL: The ship you were on was a Dutch ship?

FG: Yes, the crew and captain were all Dutch. They spoke very little English, and we couldn’t
communicate with them because the seamen were all Dutch.

SH: Were you still being kept physically fit?

FG: Yes, we were told to move around and exercise. ... We did the jumping.

SH: Calisthenics?

FG: Calisthenics, and we ate. ... | can’t remember any meal, but we ate, we must have, and we
sat down and talked to each other. ... If somebody had cards, we'd play a little cards because we

couldn’t have any lights. Even when it got dark we didn’t go any place, we just sort of coasted
like, I guess the captain knew what he’s doing because we never saw any foreign ships or
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submarines, but you hear about all the big ... convoys, ... that’s what the Japs went after with
their submarines. When you got close, they went after them, and try to get the big ships, but they
never bothered us because they didn’t know we were there.

SH: When was the first time that you came under Japanese fire?
FG: Outside of bombing?
SH: Bombing would count.

FG: ... Well, every island, we were bombed by Japs. The first time had to be Guadalcanal. The
Hebrides was before--that wasn’t even in the fight actually--they were sort of where they took
people wounded and so forth until they could ship them home or whatever. We were bombed--
of course, we were never hit. We had a hole dug. ...

SH: Fox holes?

FG: Right. You’re good. ... I lied about my age actually, I’m ninety-one. So, they came down,
but we didn’t actually get hit. I’m not going to say that | went through hell, 1 didn’t. | never met
the enemy. ...

SH: Your ship was never strafed by the enemy.

FG: ... Never under fire, we did get bombed at the airports once in a while, like | say, we had to
move the planes because they were getting ready to attack. ... Naturally, if the Japs came in at
that time, ... we had fighter outfits in the same area. The fighter planes were circling and
protecting the bombers. Of course, we had guns, we had two gunners on the bombing planes.
You had a turret gun and a belly gun. ... The gunner was lying down and shooting straight up
for any Jap planes trying to strafe, trying to come at them, but our main mission with those ...
torpedo bombers were to hit the ships. We’d go low and drop the torpedo in.

SH: Were you on board the plane when it took off?

FG: Occasionally we took a ride with them, but | was never in an active ride, on an attack. They
had enough of their own gunners. | was never trained. ... There’s another school they went to in
Jacksonville, they had a gunnery school, and it lasted a few months, so | guess they trained
different ways, but I never did any of that.

SH: What about defensive positions, did you ever have to man an anti-aircraft gun?

FG: No, we never did, but once in a while they might have thought that we were going to be
invaded, and we kept our rifles with us all the time, even on the field. ... When we were
working on planes, of course, we didn’t carry the rifle onto the plane with us to work on, but we
were nearby, we always had the rifle.

DL: What about on the ship?

20



FG: ... We had our rifles with us all the time, we were ready to fight, we had our ammunition
with us. If we had seen a periscope, we all would have fired at it to save time, | guess. ... Every
place we went, ... except on liberty of course, we had our rifles with us. It doesn’t make much
difference, but I have an expert rifleman medal, having been an expert rifleman.

SH: You went into the Marines so that you would be well-trained to fight. Do you think you
were?

FG: For my job, yes, but | was thinking of a different job. 1 was thinking of meeting the enemy.

SH: How often would you have to use your training to keep the planes flying?

FG: Outside of the metal part, where I didn’t have to make any parts, | used the skills, yes, to
keep the planes going.

SH: You did not have to use the metal training?
FG: No, they had other people making them. ...
SH: How well-supplied were you with the parts that you needed to keep the planes flying?

FG: Pretty well, it seemed pretty well. Once in a while, we were able to fix it. ... We had the
metal smiths with us, and we had planes that were down for different reasons, maybe one was
shot up quite a bit, because they did get shot up, and we lost a few planes. ... We had some
planes where something was wrong with them. ... They had holes in the wings, and we’d take
the parts from there and put them into a plane that needed a part. We kept switching back and
forth more than actually making parts because we didn’t have the equipment to make a part with.
We didn’t have the machinery there, and so forth, but we did lose men. In other words, if a plane
went down, ... three men crew, the pilot, tail gunner, and the turret gunner, and sometimes they
had an observer with them, so there would be four. We lost a few planes with four in it,
observing and flying over the Japs, because we were only a hundred feet away from them really,
even on Guadalcanal, although we were the second unit in, second air unit in. ... The Japs were
still there waiting, see we didn’t actually go in to get them, ... the marines on the ground. What
they did was, in fact, on Bougainville especially, when most of them were going on the canal by
the time | got there, Bougainville was the next stop, I believe. ... The Army came in to relieve
us, and the Marines moved on, and they had a set up with spotlights. Every once in a while, the
Japs would come down, maybe they were hungry or something, but we never went in because we
didn’t want to lose any extra men. So, we waited for them to come down and they’d pick them
off like clay pigeons. ... The one thing at the time, maybe | wasn’t proud of it, but we didn’t
take prisoners. You couldn’t, because what the hell are you going to do with them, | mean we
don't got the facilities for ourselves, what were we going to do, put them in a place, and take care
of them? So, I never saw a prisoner, and they’d set up these lights and when the Japs came down
for whatever reason--some of them had guns, some of them had rocks, or whatever--they'd just
pick them off, and eventually there was none left. ... They were in the caves, and they still had
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munitions, they still had guns, so ... the higher ups decided, let them come and get it when they
want it bad enough, let them come to us. The islands were secured after a while, but the biggest
thing happened, if it hadn’t been for that atom bomb, hitting Japan and making them surrender,
that war could have gone on for a couple of more years because we had to go step by step, and
we still had tough fighting going on, like Saipan, Iwo Jima. ... We lost half of three different
divisions going in here because there was all Japs, you had to kill every one of them to get past
them. ...

SH: Tell me about when your unit was in Guadalcanal.

FG: Yes, we were treated pretty good there, because we didn’t do any fighting. Most of the Japs
were gone. There were a few in the hills or marshes that came down. ...

SH: Just before Christmas, you were in Munda.

FG: Munda, that’s one of the islands in between there. We weren’t there very long.

SH: You also went to New Georgia.

FG: Yes.

SH: What was some of the wildlife that you saw in New Georgia?

FG: Little small snakes, ... lizards, little ones, big ones, every time you went for a walk. Now,
snakes don’t attack. If you step on them they’ll come at you or if you interfere with their little
nests. ... We didn’t worry too much about them, if you stepped on them, ... and, of course, the
mosquitoes. | don’t know if I ever put it down in anywhere, but when | came back to the States,
| had a touch of malaria. It was gone in one day.

SH: Really?

FG: They took me to the hospital. In fact, when | went home from furlough I started to get a
fever, a temperature on the train, and when | got there | went right to sick bay, and they checked
me out and said, "You got malaria, fellow," and they put me in bed. The next day | didn’t have it
anymore.

SH: Had you taken Atabrine?

FG: | was one of the only ones that took it, and | was one of the only ones that got it. So, I don’t
know how well it worked.

SH: What was it like in Bougainville?

FG: ... They had a bigger air base and it was clean. ... The Christmas dinner, they brought it in
from somewhere, and we had a nice bunch of cooks there, they did everything for us.
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SH: You were there in January of 1944,

FG: | celebrated my birthday. January 20th we got there, | think, or pretty close to it. It was my
birthday. ... | remember that was one of the times when we got there, the Japs, we were in a
tent, and as we walked in we saw the poles in the middle of the tent holding it up, but then when
the Japs attacked us, we forgot about the poles so we got up. We were sleeping on the ground.
Of course, we got up and we dashed out to get to the foxholes and each one of us, there must
have been ten guys in the back of the poles, each one of us hit that pole and went down. | mean,
we were going fast, so we hit the pole and it fell, and then we finally got outside into the
foxholes and nobody wanted to be first in the foxhole, because everybody else came in on top of
you, but this time we didn’t wait, everybody got there and jumped in because that was one of the
worst attacks we had. They dropped bombs pretty close to us, but I didn’t see anybody hurt.

DL: What sort of jobs did you do as a mechanic? You mentioned before that you were in charge
of taxiing.

FG: Taxiing, gassed them up, checked them out. We’d ... start them up in the mornings, run
them ... fifteen, twenty minutes, or if they were going out, we'd prepare them to take off, and if
there was something out of the way, ... | forget what they had under the hood really to adjust, ...
but sometimes there were adjustments made, that they weren’t running clear and checked the
tires, air and all that kind of stuff, just like you’re checking your car. ... I don’t remember each
little detail, but there were enough of them to keep us busy.

DL: Were you arming the planes as well?

FG: We had a separate unit arming them, yes. ... They put the bombs in, and they had to be
very careful, and when they were putting the bombs in, I sort of walked a little further away from
the airplane, because it was a better view. ... They knew what they were doing, they would load
up the munitions on the guns, the pilot had guns, and the two gunners had guns and, of course,
they had a certain amount of ammunition they took with them. ... We didn’t do that, we just
kept the plane running. If it was bad and didn’t sound right, we fixed whatever it needed, like
adjustments under the hood, and we kept them going.

DL: Did you have enough supplies for the planes?

FG: Supplies were pretty good. We had the Navy behind us and in front of us on the ships, and
we had plenty of supplies coming in. No shortage of food, we had a barracks to eat in, a mess
hall, and we had running water, showers. If you got real dirty and you could get off the line for a
half hour or so, if you got dirty, like oil in the engine that spilled on you while you were
working, you could go take a shower and come back.

DL: Were the conditions as good on all the islands your unit went to, like on Bougainville?

FG: Yes, that was good for us because, like I say, we didn’t go in and fight the Japs to take the
island. 1 wasn’t in that group. ...
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DL: Were they dirt runways or tarmac runways?

FG: They were made by the Seabees, and they were cut down as far as they had to be cut down,
like get all the brush off it, and some of it had sand, and some of ... the islands were rocks, so it
was pretty easy to level it off. The Seabees had all the equipment they needed.

SH: What about the weather, how did that impact what you did?

FG: Well, it was always hot, because we were there in January. ... | mean you were near the
equator most of those islands, where we were South Pacific, and it was hot. ...

DL: Did the heat ever affect the equipment that you were working with?
FG: No, not from the heat.
DL: What about the monsoon season?

FG: There was rainy season, but Bougainville, and the rainy seasons really hit. I think | was
farther south with those little islands, | didn’t stay too long, like Hebrides, Espiritu Santo, we
were there for a few days and it rained every day. | almost drowned once.

SH: Why?

FG: |1didn’t want to. [laughter] ... We had guard duty every place we went, because we didn’t
know what was coming [or] if the Japs was still active. So, I’m walking guard duty with my
rifle. ... It was raining like cats and dogs, and like | say, we had foxholes. Now, when it’s
raining so much a foxhole could get filled up, so there’s me singing a song in my mind, keeping
myself awake. It was getting dark on that particular night and | stepped into the foxhole. The
foxhole must have been five feet deep, and I’m about 5°8." ... Well, right now I lost two inches,
I’m 5°5,” can you believe that? | went to the doctor and she took my height, | lost ... two inches,
5’5" and a half instead of 7" and 1/2. Anyway, I’m standing in this foxhole full of water, right
up to here.

SH: To your chin.

FG: If it was two inches more, I’d be dead, there was no place for me to go, | had the rifle on
under my poncho, ... that thing that just goes over the top, protecting me, but that hurt me in the
water, because now I could hardly move my arms, and | wouldn’t dare call for help, because |
don’t want to admit that | was stupid enough to step in a foxhole, but I got out. | got my rifle
out, and then I crawled out. The rifle got wet of course, | kept it dry while it was under the
poncho.

DL: Did you dig the foxholes or did someone else?

FG: No, we did it. ... Actually, these guys that had been there before me, one outfit, so some of
the huts where we slept already had a foxhole. ... When we got more and more men, we had to
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dig one, and all of them weren’t too deep, but you had to go 5’ because when everybody jumped
in there, you might be on top of somebody and you don’t want to be exposed. ... Some of them,
we had a cover on it, we put boards across the top and put things on it so they couldn’t see it
from above when they came strafing low they could see an open hole. So, we tried to disguise
them, and we were ready to fire back if they came close, but | never had to fire that gun the
whole time | was overseas, and | shouldn’t call it a gun because it was a rifle.

SH: Did you ever get to swim in the ocean?

FG: Well, that’s the silly part that | don’t like to admit all the time--1 was a lousy swimmer. In
fact, I couldn’t swim and they used to ask me, "What the hell are you doing in the Marines if you
can’t swim?" But | managed to pass every inspection, because you see, you’re supposed to jump
in the pool to pass inspection, and | could swim underwater for about three feet, and the pool is
only ten feet wide, so if | jumped in the middle, | can manage to get to the side, and | passed
inspection, but if I had been in the infantry, | would have had to learn, because they knew how to
swim, ... especially if you got put off at the beginning of the boat, ... and maybe your little boat
with the twenty guys going in might have tipped over or something. If you didn’t swim, you’re a
fool to be there, but | was a fool anyway. So, | couldn’t swim and everybody else, some of them
would dive off the top of the boat when we were docked, and land. You know, I just steered
away from it. They tried to teach me, in boot camp they tried.

DL: You first went to Guadalcanal, is that correct?

FG: After | passed those two little islands, but we went there permanently so to speak. We spent
six months there, or maybe more.

DL: What were your aircraft targeting at that point?

FG: We were targeting a couple of islands, ... we were in the Solomons group, Gilbert Islands
maybe. See, our planes only had a radius of about 300 miles, I think.

SH: According to your log, you were on Guadalcanal from October until just before Christmas.
FG: It was like ... two months, three months, and then, we moved up to Bougainville.

SH: You went to Bougainville on your birthday, and you are there until May when you go to
Espiritu Santo.

FG: We were on our way back then. Yes, that’s when | came back in ‘44, and we were going to
go back in ‘45, I think that’s it. ... We were going home then. | think we were here as standbys
in case they wanted us to go back. ... The war was still on. San Francisco, that’s the first stop--
good to be back.

SH: What was it like to be back to the States even though the war was still going on?

25



FG: ... Good to be back--it was good--that’s what it was like. [laughter] ... Well, we were
cheering, we were glad to be back, and at that time we came home, because that was our first
furlough, we got the thirty days furlough, yes. It was only a couple of weeks later, | got engaged,
| think it will tell you that.

SH: The log says October 21st, 1944, engaged.
FG: And the following year | was on my way home, October.

DL: When you were on these airfields, was it always just Marine units there, or were soldiers
from other branches there, too?

FG: Yes, it was the Marine unit, we were on small fields. ... Whenever we joined a convoy, or
protect sometimes, we went out to protect ships coming in. ... They didn’t tell us where they
were going, they didn’t know. ... Sometimes, when they put the torpedoes on, we knew they
were going on a bombing mission. There were Jap ships in the area or something like that or it
was in the three hundred miles. | think it was three hundred miles was their limit to how far they
could go and still come back. There were no other planes there. They would meet, like | say, if
they were going to a convoy, there were Army planes in the area, ... Air Corps planes. They
became the Air Force after the war.

SH: When you were on the island preparing the planes, how much interaction did you have with
the crew? Were you assigned to just one plane and one crew?

FG: Yes, more or less, one plane, but the crews would change sometimes, depending on where
they were going. ... We were all friendly, the officers and all. ... The officers didn’t pick on us,
they trusted us to keep the plane going and that was our job.

DL: Was there an officer in charge of the plane maintenance?

FG: Oh, yes, we had line chief, and we had a section where they did the repair work. If it
needed a complete job, or whatever it needed for a couple of days, we’d bring it in and taxi it
into the area where they serviced them. If it was something smaller we could do ourselves or ask
for an engineer more advanced than we were, they’d come out to the plane, but we had an area
where we took care of them, like a garage so to speak. Everything was open, but on the fields
we took care of them, in fact there was one time where we had more planes than people. | used
to start as many of two or three planes and get ready to take off for the pilots, and when they
came down, they trusted me to have the plane ready, and there it was. Our main job wasn’t
exactly fixing the things that went wrong. Little things, adjustments we could do. The main
thing was to check it out, and make sure everything is working, you know, we’d get up in there
and we’d start it off, spin the prop first thing in the morning, and then, get up there and start it
and check that all the computers are working, all the dials are going, and taxi them when we had
to, and the pilots come out and the crew came out, of course. They were all setup with
parachutes and everything, and they got in the plane and moved the guns around, pilot would
check it out again and take off. Then, when they came back, we were ready to guide them into
their a