
0 
 

 

 

 

VETERANS HISTORY PROJECT 

Preserving Stories of Service for Future Generations 

 

 

Interview with 

 

Erwin Sobotka 

 

 

Conducted by Deb Barrett 

 

October 8, 2014 

 

 

 

This project sponsored by the Indian Prairie Public Library  

in partnership with the Library of Congress 

  



1 
 

This interview is being conducted on Wednesday, October 8, 2014, with Mr. Erwin Sobotka 

at the Indian Prairie Public Library in Darien, Illinois.  My name is Deb Barrett.  Mr. 

Sobotka was born on June 25, 1922 in Bee, Nebraska.  He is retired from a career in 

electronics sales and service, and learned of the Veterans History Project through his 

daughter.  Mr. Sobotka has kindly consented to be interviewed for this project.  Here is his 

story. 

 

 

Life Before Entering Military Service 

 

So, Erwin, where were you living before you entered the service?  What was your life like 

just before you went in? 

 

 Before I went into the service I was living in Bee, Nebraska.   

 

You said that was a very tiny … 

 

 I should really update that because we moved eventually to Lincoln, Nebraska.  I wasn’t 

able to go to college because of the Depression Era. 

 

You said you were a young child during that time. 

 

 Right, with asthma.  I finally got cured of the asthma. 

 

 I joined the CCC camp as a kind of an in-between thing because there were no jobs 

around. There was no money to send me to college.  So the pay was around $30 a month with the 

CCC’s.  And I sent that home because my father was having problems and could use it.   

 

 [Working in the CCC camps the monthly pay was $30.00 of which we CCC boys 

received $5.00 for the month and the balance of $25.00 went to our folks; as a result we got the 

nickname of being the $1.00 a day CCC boys.] 

 

How old were you? 

 

 I was about 17. 

 

So this was around 1939. 

 

 Right.  I was the CCC’s for about nine months. 

 

What was your job in the CCC? 

 

 First we planted tree saplings – small trees – throughout Nebraska and going west, 

throughout Wyoming, Idaho.  Then we stopped planting the saplings.  We cut down and used 

hand saws – there were no power saws around at that time – we cut trees down and cut limbs and 

made fence posts for the farmers. 
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How big were the trees you cut down? 

 

 I would say some of the trees were anywhere from two to three feet.  They were pretty 

big trees. 

 

Two to three feet around? 

 

 Yes, because they would have the larger branches that we could use for making fence 

posts.  So when we felled a tree, we cut these particular ones and cut them down to size for the 

farmer.  The fence posts weighed about 120-130 pounds, and the gate posts weighed between 

130-140 pounds.  Then, what we had to when we cut them, we individually put the post on our 

shoulders and walked through ravines to put them in a pile – stacked them up.  We did that.   

 

 

Entering Military Service 

 

 I was in the CCC’s for nine months when there was the start of talk of a war happening, 

and that the U.S. might enter it.  I decided then and there that if I didn’t want to be drafted, that I 

would try to join the Navy. 

 

Why did you decide to join the Navy? 

 

 For the reason I liked the Navy.  I wasn’t afraid of water, even though I lived in a state 

that had no water!   

 

That was an interesting choice! 

 

 It just kind of appealed to me.  So I went to Omaha, Nebraska.   

 And actually there was a friend who wanted to join with me.  We were going to go 

together.  So when we went to Omaha for tests, I passed but my friend didn’t.  He was color 

blind.  And in the Navy you can’t be color blind, because onboard ship they use flags for 

signaling. 

 

How did your family feel about you joining? 

 

 My dad was concerned because of my mother.  She lost her twin sister, and my joining 

the Navy didn’t sit well with her.  She was afraid that something would happen to me.  I regret 

that it happened, but she went out of her mind because of the pressure from my joining the 

service and her sister passing on. 

 

You said your dad had been in the service in World War I. 

 

 Yes.  He was in World War I. 

 

He was in the Army, though. 
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 Right.  He fought in France against the Germans.  He was like a scout – he was a scout 

between the two lines, so shells were coming in and bullets from everywhere.   

 He talked about an incident where he had to dive into a shell hole because of the high 

number of bullets that were flying around and so forth.  Then he moved out of that hole just in 

time before a shell fell in the hole and killed several of the Americans. 

 

So your parents’ concerns were based on real experience. 

 

 Right.   

 

But you were 17 when you enlisted? 

 

 Yes. 

 

And 17 was old enough to enlist without your parents’ consent? 

 

 Yes.  I was 17, close to 18.   

 So from Omaha they sent me to Great Lakes Naval Air Station.  

 

After you passed your tests, did they call you?  How did you get … 

 

 They flew to Chicago.  That was paid for because I was in the Navy. 

 

So when you were inducted in the Navy, you were inducted in Nebraska? 

 

 Yes. 

 

Where in Nebraska? 

 

 Omaha. 

 

Was it at a camp, a recruiter station? 

 

 It was at a recruiting station.   

 

So you were inducted, and right away they flew you to Great Lakes? 

 

 Yes.  It was within a couple of days. 

 

What did you do with those days in between? 

 

 While I was in the Navy? 

 

Yes.  You had been inducted and it was a couple of days before they flew you out to Great 

Lakes. 
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 Well, I went home.  It was not the best feelings, I would say, around there.  My mother 

was getting worse. I told my dad, “I have to get in.  I’ll be called into the service if I don’t join 

the Navy.”  He said, yes.  It was a shame because we had to put her in an institution, and that’s 

where she stayed the rest of her life.   

 

So you spent a couple of days at home dealing with that. 

 

 Yes.  Then I was given the call to go, and went to Chicago. 

 

So you flew in.  Was it just a regular passenger plane? 

 

 Yes.   

 

Were you in uniform already? 

 

 No. 

 

You got your uniform at Great Lakes. 

 

 I got my uniform at Great Lakes – a complete set-up, with the bag and all. 

 

Tell me about that.  When you got to Great Lakes, what was that first day or so like? 

 

 Well, it was seeing other men there who joined, who were already in uniform.  I guess I 

was kind of tentative. 

 

It was becoming real. 

 

 Right.   

 I got all my clothing and then was assigned a barracks.  At that time, when I went in the 

Navy, they still had the eight foot high sleeping bunks, where the poop deck was four feet below.  

So that was kind of a challenge, because you were sleeping on a hammock eight feet high. 

 

So this was on a ship. 

 

 No, it was at the station. 

 

Oh, the station had those also. 

 

 Yes.  But they got rid of them later. 

 

But when you were there, that’s how you slept.  Did you have that high one? 

 

 Oh, yes. 
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And how did you get in? 

 

 Well, the poop deck was four feet.  As I recall we had a couple of steps that we could put 

our deck on the poop deck bar and climb in.  It was a challenge, I must say.  But I managed it. 

 

So you got there, you got in line to get all your belongings.  What happened to the things 

you brought with you from home? 

 

 I really don’t know. 

 

Did you get to keep them? 

 

 I don’t know if I sent them home or just got rid of them. 

 

And you got shots? 

 

 Yes. 

 

And you had physicals. 

 

 Yes.  We got all kinds of shots – cowpox shots and all sorts of shots.   

 Then we started a program of exercising and learning to handle a gun – a rifle and a 

revolver. 

 

Tell me about your living experience a little.  You said they had the hammocks.  How many 

high were they – two-high, three-high? 

 

 Well, they were eight feet high from the top. 

 

How many were lined up?  Was there someone below you? 

 

 Right. 

 

One person below you? 

 

 One person and then the top one.  There were two to a section. 

 

How many men were sleeping in that area all together? 

 

 I would guess there were – it’s a little bit hard for me to visualize – but I would say there 

were probably in our section 30 or 40 racks, meaning 2 per rack. 

 

So, 15 or 20 of these racks. 

 

 Right. 
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Where did you store your things?  Did you have a bag or a locker? 

 

 We had a locker to put our stuff in. 

 

 

Basic and Specialty Training 

 

What was a typical day life?  How were you awakened?  When were you awakened? 

 

 Well, the alarm was sounded and it was time to wake up and get cleaned up. 

 

Was it like a horn or what? 

 

 I think it was sort of like an alarm that went off. 

 

About what time? 

 

 I think it was about 6:00 in the morning that we got up and had to get cleaned up and then 

we had breakfast. 

 

How much time did you have to get cleaned up? 

 

 They allowed a limit on that because when breakfast was served you had to be there. 

 

So was it twenty minutes? 

 

 I think it was around twenty minutes.  You would take a shower if you had to take a 

shower and so forth or go to the washroom.   

 

Did you go to breakfast as a group?  Or was it just when you were ready you’d go? 

 

 When you were ready you went.  And you would go through with a tray. 

 

And what sort of things did you have for breakfast? 

 

 Well, one thing we had for breakfast, and for most of our meals every day, was beans.   

 

A lot of beans! 

 

 Right.  But there was other good food.  As a matter of fact, on the weekend there was 

maybe turkey or something on that order that was sort of an extra treat. 

 

How much time did you have for breakfast? 

 

 I think they were expecting us to get in, so a half-hour to forty-five minutes. 
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And then after breakfast … 

 

 Then we would go and have athletics. 

 

Calisthenics? 

 

 Yes.  And we learned to swing the rifle and shoot at targets. 

 

Had you used a gun before? 

 

 Yes. 

 

Were you a hunter: 

 

 When I lived in Nebraska I had gone a number of times with the shotgun to hunt for 

pheasant and things like that. 

 

So you were comfortable handling a rifle. 

 

 Yes.  It didn’t bother me too much. 

 

So, how long was this initial training period that you had? 

 

 I’m saying about eight weeks of training. 

 

So you learned how to handle a rifle.  You learned, I’m guessing, about what happened 

with several jobs in the Navy – some of that? 

 

 Right. 

 

What else did you learn? 

 

 Well, the one thing that I went for or tried to get was schooling to do repairs on airplanes.  

So I went to the upper level and talked to them to find out if I could get in.  I was trying to get 

educated to get some stripes. 

 

Get some stripes on your sleeve! 

 

 Right.  So, fortunately, I was given that opportunity.  I spent around six months at Navy 

Pier. 

 

So this was after your eight weeks? 

 

 Yes.   

 

So from there you went to Navy Pier and you were in airplane mechanics. 
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 Yes.  And, also, I took up carburetor dismantling and rebuilding, so I’d have a title of 

specialist.  So I was an airplane technician, plus carburetor specialist.  So I got two stripes for 

finishing that. 

 

So during that eight weeks when you were going through the initial training, were you able 

to call home or write home? 

 

 I think I wrote a couple of times.  Phones weren’t everywhere.  I can’t recall, but I don’t 

think we had one. 

 

Did you get any packages? 

 

 From home?  I don’t think so.  I don’t recall.   

 At Navy Pier, after about two or three months, I developed trench mouth.  And that was 

because of the unclean plates that we were given to eat off of.  And the trench mouth was sores 

and down in the throat.  What they did was they had me see a doctor.  And the doctor said the 

only thing he could do for me was – I’m trying to think of the name of the medicine; it was kind 

of an … 

 

An antibiotic? 

 

 It was kind of a medicine that would eat the sores.  What they did was the doctor had two 

nurses hold me down, because this was powerful burning.  I still remember that very vividly. 

 

Were there other men who got it as well? 

 

 I don’t recall.  But I’m sure there must have been.  The doctor told me, he said this should 

hold it down.  Unfortunately, what they were putting on was going to eat into some of the bone 

around my teeth.  I was fortunate that it didn’t damage.  It did take away part of that muscle that 

holds the bone, but it didn’t do any big damage to me, because I’ve got all my teeth.  So I was 

fortunate. 

 

So how long did it take to treat that? 

 

 It was a couple of months. 

 

Did your duties – you were getting training; did it impact your training at all? 

 

 No.  It didn’t.  As a matter of fact, we were given liberty at night – at the end of the day; 

we had to be back at midnight.  I, being a stranger in the Chicago area and not really knowing 

too many persons, I decided to go to the USO.  They had a USO. 

 

Do you remember where the USO was located? 

 

 I think it was in the Loop area somewhere. 
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Was it on Michigan Avenue or State Street? 

 

 Yes, somewhere in there. 

 Back home I had gone to a few dances, so I knew how to dance some.  So at the USO I 

danced with girls.   

 And one particular girl, she invited me to her house for dinner.  She had a boyfriend, but 

she wanted to invite me because I was a stranger.  She lived on Chicago Avenue near Ashland – 

Chicago Avenue and Ashland.  She had me over a number of times.   

 And across the street was a tavern and a building that housed apartment.  Well, a couple 

of times I’d go to the tavern, and they were very good to me on the weekend.  They would have a 

meal for me, and even give me a beer.  Police from the local district used to go in there quite a 

bit.  So they got acquainted with me and even took me into their place – they wanted to show me 

a couple of women who were in jail! 

 

So you made friends! 

 

 Yes.  They were real good to me.   

 The tavern – they had two daughters.  The daughters had boyfriends, but the older one 

said, “Let me introduce you to somebody.”  And it was next door, in that apartment where my 

wife lived with her folks.  So she came down and introduced me.  That night we went bowling, 

and after that I dated her.  But when the time came for me to leave – my time was getting closer 

to leaving – I told her we would correspond, which we were doing.  

 

 I must say something, also.  When I would go back to Navy Pier I would stand over on 

Grand Avenue – Grand Avenue, Chicago Avenue, Ashland and in through there and wait for a 

bus to take me back to Navy Pier.  This one particular time, a big limousine pulled up to where I 

was standing.  And in there were four or five fellows.  They said, “Want a lift, sailor, to Navy 

Pier?”  I said, “I wouldn’t mind.”  To make a long story short, it turns out they were in cahoots 

with the gangster, Capone.   

 

They were part of Capone’s crew! 

 

 Right.  But these guys seemed to be all right with me.  One of them said, “I’d like to have 

you come to my folks’ house and have a meal with us.”  So I did that.  I’ll never forget:  We 

made a trip back, we were running late to get me back on time, and he was traveling pretty fast 

down Grand Avenue to get me there. 

 

 Another thing with regard to the Capone thing, the two girls I mentioned that lived in the 

tavern, the younger one was dating with Capone’s driver.  So, then, when it came time for them 

to get married they invited me because I was a friend to that dance.  Well, I went to ask her for a 

dance, but two of Capone’s – henchmen, I would say – walked over to me and said, “Are you 

allowed to dance with her?”  I said, “Well, I know the girls and that’s why they invited me.  So I 

don’t see a reason I can’t dance with her.”  So they said it would be okay.  But not anybody 

could dance with her, except the one who was being married to her. 
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So life in Chicago was a big different than in Nebraska. 

 

 Oh, yes, quite a bit different!  But I kind of accepted it pretty well, even when I would be 

standing out there on the street in the dark and all alone.  That didn’t bother me too much. 

 

[I might add that standing at the corner waiting for a bus to take me back to Navy Pier, the 

people living in the house where I was standing came outside and asked me to join them for 

dinner.  They were of Italian descent.  The meal was very good; spaghetti with meat balls plus 

other side dishes - oh, and I had to join them for homemade vino wine.  I had meals with them 

several times, so as a good measure I asked them if I could take their two girls to the movie 

theatre.  They said okay, and boy were the girls happy.  They were about 10 and 12 years old at 

the time.] 

 

Deployment 

 

So you were at Navy Pier for those six months.  And you learned airplane mechanics, the 

carburetor and all that.   

 

 And during that time I had been assigned to be connected with the squadron fighting – it 

was a fighting squadron – of amphibious scouting planes which were headed to Trinidad, the 

British West Indies.  But because of the length of my schooling I missed going with the squadron 

itself.  They went without me, but I was still connected with them.  So when I finished the school 

I was given orders to go to Norfolk, Virginia and get on board with the USS Winslow. 

 

And that’s the picture you brought. 

 

 Yes.  That’s a destroyer.  The Winslow actually was a light cruiser, which would be a 

little larger, with heavy armament on it.  They would get into battles – sea battles – with other 

ships and so forth.  So what they did was they removed all of the heavy armament, except the 

guns.  They kept two turrets with double guns, they kept a rack of torpedoes to torpedo ships or 

even submarines.  And then there was a rack of depth charges which were dropped off the rear of 

the ship and you could set them to explode at any depth as they were going down, for submarines 

that were lurking in the area.  Regrettably, I saw a fellow who put his hands on the rack by 

mistake when this depth charge rolled down.  It took a few of his fingers off.  Those things were 

quite heavy. 

 

So this was on the Winslow.  And you went from Norfolk.  How did you get to Norfolk? 

 

 By train. 

 

Was it a troop train or a regular passenger train? 

 

 Passenger train, I believe. 

 

You were in uniform?   

 



11 
 

 Right. 

 

Were you with a whole group of other men or were you just mixed in with the passengers? 

 

 Pretty much with the passengers. 

 

How did people react to you with your uniform on? 

 

 Well, they were kind of inquisitive.  But I couldn’t say too much.  Everything had to be 

secret.  But I was telling them I was going to go out to sea.  I didn’t give very much information 

out. 

 Anyway, on the destroyer we went out toward the north Atlantic.  But not all the way up.  

It was in the cold region, where the waves were really high.  And our destroyer would hit the top 

of a wave and come down with a splat.  And the water would go over the whole bridge, so if you 

were out on the bridge doing duty or so forth, you had to tie yourself so you wouldn’t get washed 

overboard.  

 

Did you get seasick? 

 

 One thing about that:  I was a land-lubber from Nebraska.  I had hardly any water around.  

But, unbelievably, I never got seasick.  And that was something I really felt proud of, because 

there were some old-timer sailors who had been connected with the Navy for ten or more years 

and they were kind of laughing about us new guys coming on board.   

 But, lo and behold, when we went into the chow line I was there not feeling a bit sick.  

And some of them got very sick!  Because you went up and down, and up and down.  And even 

one fellow in front of me got so sick, when he dumped, he dumped over my plate.  So I had to 

get rid of the plate.   

 Those are some of the things. 

 

So you were 21 at this point? 

 

 Yes.  Well, it was about another year that had passed. 

 

So this is 1940 – 1941? 

  

 Right. 

 

What were your duties while you were on this ship? 

 

 I had a second class rating.  We weren’t required to do any specialized duty because that 

wasn’t what we were there for. 

 

You were being transported. 

 

 We were being transported.  But we were asked to keep an eye out when we went out on 

deck for any strange ship or sign of a submarine. 
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Did anyone ever see? 

 

 Oh, yes.  In one instance a submarine had bombed an ammunition ship that was in a 

group of supply ships carrying all different materials, and one of them was an ammunition ship 

that got hit and blew up. 

 

How far were you from the U.S. coast when that happened? 

 

 That was probably several hundred miles.  We were out quite a ways.  Because we went 

out and they wanted to have a shake-down cruise of their own on the destroyer, because there 

were some new sailors who were going to be on board.   

 

So you were asked to watch for anything unusual that needed to be handled.   

 

 Right.  But we were out there, also, because we were on a shake-down cruise.  They were 

testing their guns at things as targets. 

 

Were they new guns, or the new men testing? 

 

 The new men testing, primarily.  They were testing the 5-inch – there were twin 5-inch 

guns in each turret.  Those were 5-inch shells.  I helped carry the shells from land to the supply 

for the ship. 

 

How heavy were they? 

 

 They were 75 pounds.  They were heavy.  We had to put them up on our shoulder and 

then we had to walk across from the land to the ship on this bridge and that was kind of swaying. 

 

It’s a good thing you had the experience with those tree trunks. 

 

 Right.   

 

So you were out in the Atlantic on this shake-down cruise. 

 

 Right, and the target practice.  Also, those who were assigned to the torpedoes and things 

like that were given instruction on aiming at a target and so forth, and learning how to operate 

those things. 

 

About how many men were on this ship? 

 

 I think about 125 – somewhere around there.   

 

So it was relatively small. 

 

 Yes.  It was not like the big ships.  The big ships have several thousand. 
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What did you do for relaxation, for entertainment? 

 

 We didn’t really have anything. 

 

Did you have some free time? 

 

 Yes.  We had some free time.  They would say the bar was open – but that meant ice 

cream and that sort of thing – like a delicacy.   

 Otherwise, I got acquainted with a buddy of mine.  He was from Boston and owned his 

own boat.  So he was familiar with the sea.  We stayed together for quite a long time. 

 

So you didn’t have any specific duties while you were on this ship.  So how did you spend 

the day?  What was your typical day like? 

 

 Well, getting sun.  And I might mention that I took my shirt off and my t-shirt off – just 

bare skin, along with several others – and I should have known better.  Because out there on 

those high seas the sun hits the water and it’s powerful.  And I ended up with giant blisters across 

my back. 

 

Bad sunburn. 

 

 Right.  As a matter of fact, when I go to see a doctor, he pointed out to people – this is at 

Loyola – he said to the people, “I want you to see something with this person.”  And that was 

me.  He said, “You see all these wrinkles on the back of his neck?  That was getting sunburned 

badly.”  It was big blisters.  The doctor on the ship said he would put some stuff on it and hoped 

it would turn out okay, because I had a bad case.  I almost got a medical discharge out of there 

because it was that bad.  But I weathered it. 

 

Besides getting sunburned, how else did you spend your time? 

 

 Well, mainly just sitting out.  Sometimes we’d get instructions if they needed a backup in 

the gunnery – one puts the shells in and another one gets it ready and so forth – and to help a 

little bit there. 

 

Did you play cards?  Did you read? 

 

 No, I didn’t play any cards.  And I didn’t read. 

 

 [The daytime hours weren’t always sitting around getting a suntan or playing cards or 

writing a letter to our folks, etc.  Those of us that were passengers had to participate in scrubbing 

the deck and even sit in a sling (called a boatsman chair) made of rope, which was hung over the 

side of the ship to scrub the sides of the destroyer.  At times it was challenging when the waves 

were high - “nothing like getting a shower”.] 

 

Were you able to communicate with the people back home? 
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 No.  You could send a letter, but you couldn’t put anything about what you were on, 

where you were at or what you were doing. 

 

The letters were all censored before they were mailed. 

 

 They were.  Right.  As a matter of fact, my sister told me some of the letters came kind of 

chopped up. 

 

With holes in them? 

 

 Yes. 

 

They literally cut them out. 

 

 Oh, yes.  Unless it was too much, and then they just got rid of it.   

 

How long were you on this ship? 

 

 I would guess about four months, roughly.  Because, after the training session – the 

shake-down cruise – we connected up with ships that were carrying supplies and ammunition 

and so forth; there were a group of them.  Our ship was assigned to be a scout and on the watch 

for submarines. 

 

Was this still in the north Atlantic? 

 

 Well, it was closer towards our destination. 

 

And your destination was … 

 

 Trinidad, British West Indies. 

 

So you went out first and then came south. 

 

 And we connected up with this load of ships that were leaving the U.S.  So we were in 

that vicinity.  Our boat would go around, constantly surveying and listening. 

 

So you would go around this whole fleet of ships, listening and watching for anything that 

might cause a problem. 

 

 There were several of the destroyers.  A couple of the ships, even though they carried a 

lot of supplies, had a 5” gun on their ship, too.  But they wouldn’t have a chance against a 

submarine. 

 

How long was this trip that you made down toward the West Indies? 
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 It wasn’t too long, because we were heading in that direction.  It took us a few days, I 

would say, or a little bit more than that. 

 

Did you ever spot something?  Did your ship ever spot something that was a problem, or 

was it a safe trip all the way down? 

 

 It was a fairly safe trip.  Except at nighttime there were a couple of incidents where a 

submarine hit one of those ships that was carrying supplies.   

 

Did they get any in your fleet? 

 

 There was one, yes, that got hit badly. 

 

So when a submarine fired at a ship and hit it, what did the rest of the fleet do? 

 

 Well, they tried to huddle or spread out so that it wouldn’t be more targets. 

 

And someone would look for the submarine? 

 

 Yes.  That was the target to go after.  But a couple of the destroyers said to stay behind to 

protect the ship that had been hit. 

 

So this one was hit, you did what you needed to do to help that ship.  Did they catch the 

submarine or not? 

 

 I don’t really know if they did.  I know they dropped depth charges. 

 

But you don’t know if they got the submarine or not. 

 

 Right. 

 

Did the submarines operate mostly at night? 

 

 Yes, I would say so, more so than in the daytime. 

 

So you got down to the West Indies, to Trinidad.   

 

 And we put anchor at the Bay of Trinidad.  The supply ships, some of them kept on going 

because they were headed to Africa.  But they had destroyers that were protecting them along the 

way, except we did see one incident of a ship out quite a way from our Bay that got hit.  A big 

ball of fire and blast came out from it.  It must have been a supply ship of some sort.  But in our 

Bay we had protection, so it wasn’t too big a problem. 

 I must say that when we got into the Bay, those of us who were going to be connected 

with the squadron that was there now were told by the captain of the destroyer, he said, “Okay, I 

want you guys who are going to be permanently put over here to take off your trousers.”  And we 

were maybe several hundred feet from the land.  He said, “I want you to take off your trousers 
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and tie the ends of your legs.”  It makes a pontoon to float.  He said, “I want you to jump off the 

ship.”  And that wasn’t a short trip! 

 

How far down was it? 

 

 I would guess it was 45 feet or so.  And I really had never taken up swimming that much.  

And I had gone through all this time in the Navy without having any testing or whatever.  But, 

anyway, we had to do that and get to the shore any way we could. 

 

How far was the shore, would you say? 

 

 I would guess it was a couple of hundred feet. 

 

So, for someone who never swam, you had to jump 40 feet off a ship, count on your pants 

acting as a pontoon or life preserver, and swim to shore! 

 

 Yes.  But I did manage to get to shore. 

 

Did the pants act as a good pontoon? 

 

 They helped, yes.  There was a person out on the Bay who was watching.  He was 

checking those who could and those who couldn’t.  I ended up as one who had to get more 

training! 

 

That was some test. 

 

 Right.  On that part of it, some months later I went back to the U.S. to get more 

schooling, but before I could go on liberty I had to take more swimming lessons at 87
th

 & 

Anthony in Chicago. 

 

So how long were you in Trinidad?  And you were acting as a mechanic there? 

 

 Actually I had two jobs.  First I had a crew of technicians and we rebuilt engines for 

fighter planes and the PBY – water-based – planes.  And we did our work in the evenings when 

other things had to be done.   

 

And what was your other job? 

 

 Well, when I got malaria fever … 

 

In Trinidad? 

 

 Yes, in Trinidad, I got malaria fever.  The doctors didn’t want to say it was malaria fever.  

They wanted to say it was cat fever.  And I’d never heard of cat fever.  But I still say it was 

malaria fever.  My temperature was running 104°, and I lost 20 to 30 pounds.  I was really sick.  

 They didn’t have really too much of a medication.  Quinine was the only thing known for 
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malaria or anything of that sort.  But the quinine was no good.  It was making me sick – 

upsetting me.  So then from the United States there was a newer product called Atovaquone.  But 

that had the same problem with me – I couldn’t tolerate it.  So, then, they had a third thing and 

that was to give me a shot.  I don’t know what it was, but it made me turn blue in color!  So that 

didn’t agree with me.  Then they said they couldn’t give me much of anything else, so I kind of 

took it in hand.   

 And, incidentally, now I was first class and had a third stripe.   

 So they gave me a job with the warehouse, which was being run by one person.  And he 

was not as educated on repairs as I was.  But he knew inventory and things like that.  So I joined 

with him.   

 It was just pretty much daily routines.   

 One thing that came up:  The USS Franklin was a carrier.  It pulled into our Bay for a 

shake-down cruise to educate the pilots to take off and land on the carrier.  And those who were 

with the ship to learn how to use their guns and everything in general that was required on board 

ship, and to teach the men how to get a pilot and going real fast.   

 It will happen in most shake-down cruises, like it did on this one, that some planes go 

down into the water, and some planes crash trying to come back to land. So the captain of the 

Franklin called in to the captain of our base and said, “I’m running low on generators for my 

planes.  Can you help me?”  So I got a phone call from the captain.  He said, “Erv, what do you 

think?  Can we convert any of these generators to work on their planes?”  I said, “We can try.”  

And it worked out.  We were able to save him from getting delayed, so to speak.  The captain of 

the ship said to our captain, “Could we have Erv come to our ship and stay on board with us?”  

And the captain said no, for two things:  he said, “He’s valuable to us for what we’re doing here, 

and he’s got malaria.”   

 In that instance I was kind of lucky because, unfortunately, the USS Franklin got hit by 

two Japanese bombers in the early morning.  They came from two directions and dropped several 

bombs right on the ship.  And out of a complement of over 3,000 men on board, only 900 and 

some came back. 

 

Wow.  So you were very fortunate not to be on that ship.  Malaria ended up being a very 

good thing for you. 

 

 In that respect.   

 Malaria stayed with me for a good fifteen years after I was discharged.   

 

So the base you were on – what was the name of your base? 

 

 It was Trinidad. 

 

Just Trinidad? 

 

 Right. 

 

And the whole purpose of that base was repair and supply? 
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 Well, we had a squadron that would go out searching for enemy ships or submarines.  

They were pretty active.  They were on the go all the time circling.  And we also had two Navy 

water planes – the PBM and the PBY were scouting planes, and they were able to land on the 

water. 

 

So how long were you in the West Indies, in Trinidad? 

 

 I left Trinidad about 1944.  [I was in Trinidad about 2- 2 ½ years.]  I was then assigned to 

a base in Florida.  In Sanford, Florida.  There was a naval base there.  And that’s where I was 

assigned.  I was again given a crew to repair airplane engines and other things that happened 

with airplanes.   

 

So you went back by ship? 

 

 No, I was flown there. 

 Did I mention that one of the C-planes I was on, going on leave, that we had to ditch in 

the ocean? 

 

No! 

 

 I made a trip to go to the States to get more education on the repair of planes. 

 

So this was when you were stationed in the West Indies, in Trinidad.  And you flew back to 

the States. 

 

 Yes.  And I went to 87
th

 & Anthony, where the Navy had a school.  

 

So you came all the way up to Chicago.  Wow! 

 

 I was getting training.  I couldn’t go on liberty until I learned to swim.  After my lessons I 

could go out on liberty, but it was kind of late then.  Finally, after a couple of weeks, I was 

getting acquainted with swimming.  I had to swim four strokes:  the side-stroke, the back stroke, 

the breast stroke and the crawl.  I had to learn to swim those four.  And then, after those four, I 

had to just stay in the water and paddle the water – tread water – for fifteen minutes.  That was 

the assignment. 

 

So you passed that. 

 

 I did finally pass that. 

 During this time, after I had done those lessons, I would still go out on liberty.  And I 

would see my then wife.   

 

So you got married while you were still in the service.   

 

 Yes. 
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When did you get married – before you went to Trinidad? 

 

 No.  When I came back to the States, to Sanford, Florida, the war in Germany started to 

dwindle down; well, Japan got in it, too.  So about a month before – and I was getting close to 

my discharge, too, because I had four years with the Navy and it all depended on whether the 

war was coming to an end that I could be released.  So, lo and behold, my wife came in 

unannounced to see me.  And she brought with her a girlfriend, and the housed up in a place in 

Sanford.  And she said, “Erv,” – we had been corresponding for almost three years or more – she 

said, “Do you want to get married?” 

 

She proposed to you! 

 

 And I said, “Yeah!”  And so we did.  We set a date with the chaplain of the base and he 

married us.  We had sailors and nurses stand up for us.  When we went out to the pool to relax 

for a bit after being married, some of my sailor friends picked up my wife and threw her in the 

pool!  And she went down to the bottom because she was not a swimmer.   

 

So that was a welcome to Navy life! 

 

 But, strangely enough, she dog-paddled her way out without any help. 

 

Was she understanding of all this, or was she a little mad? 

 

 No, she didn’t indicate.  I think she got a bang out of it. 

 And then the war was coming to an end.   

 I must say, too, that I had a good friend who was also connected on the same base I was, 

and he and his crew did a work-up on a plane – it was like a dive-bombing plane with a couple of 

engines on it.  He was like I was, the one in charge.  It was his responsibility to make sure that 

everything was right before going up for a test.  So he went up, landed and went up a couple of 

times.  And all of a sudden the airplane stalled and went straight down, and they were all killed.  

The investigation showed that the technicians, when they repair or overhaul an engine, all of the 

bolts and nuts had to be hard-wired so they don’t work loose because of vibration.  And they 

couldn’t find a hard-wiring on the oil plug.  It worked its way out and all the oil drained out and 

the engine froze.  So they went down. 

 

Did you see this? 

 

 Yes.  I was watching.  It was Christmas. 

 

That was a hard thing. 

 

 Right.  I offered to take his body to his home, but they said they would handle it. 

 

Now you said you were in a plane that went down. 
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 Yes.  This was coming to the States for some leave.  I think it was a leave, because when 

we were half-way across the ocean, the right engine on our plane caught fire – it was a PBY. 

 

And you were coming from where? 

 

 From Trinidad to the United States. 

 The right engine caught fire, and the pilot was able to put it out with the CO2 bottle they 

have right there.  Unfortunately, the other engine, which normally can pull the plane, it had a 

problem with the propeller.  The propeller has an automatic setting that the pilot can set that can 

increase the pull that the propeller will do.  It wasn’t working.  So that meant that the other 

engine was only slapping the air, and the plane was not pulling.  We were going down.  

Fortunately, the pilot did a good job when we hit the water.   

 We had to dump everything out of the plane as we were going down to lighten the load.  

That’s how we lost our baggage and everything.  We couldn’t get into them.  One sailor was 

coming home to get married and he had a little over $1,000 in his bag that had to go overboard.  I 

had a couple of bottles of perfume that I was bringing to my two sisters, and that went to – all 

our clothes and everything.  There was no time to waste.  We threw everything out of that plane 

except the radio.  That was important.   

 When we hit the water we were able to get pontoons out. 

 

Did the plane go underwater and come up? 

 

 Only partially.  It didn’t get damaged so badly that we would sink real quickly.   

 So we were able to get our pontoons out and we all deplaned.  And the plane disappeared 

after a bit.  It had some breaks in it.  Luckily, the pilot shot up a flare.  It was getting to be dark, 

in the evening.  And in the ocean that’s not the best way to be!  Anyway, he shot out a flare into 

the air.  And luckily a British submarine spotted the flare.  They came over.  And we were lucky 

because it was already getting dark.  And they picked us up. 

 

You were lucky it was a British submarine! 

 

 Yes!  And it was my first time in a submarine. 

 They took us in and set us off at one of the islands that were in the area.  I can’t think of 

the name of the one we were put on.  So we stayed there until we got another plane to take us to 

the States. 

 

So those swimming lessons paid off! 

 

 Yes.  I didn’t really have to do any swimming because we able to get the pontoon right 

away. 

 

So you were 21 or 22 at point? 

 

 Right.  I was getting to 21. 

 

So they brought you back to land.  Were you able to get on another plane to get back? 
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 Yes.  Then I went back to Trinidad.  Then I had gotten orders from the top level 

management that I was going back to the States. 

 

And where were you going? 

 

 I was assigned to the squadron at Sanford, Florida.  They had learned about my mother’s 

problems and the malaria I had.  So they relented, sort of, and got me out. 

 

So where was your wife during this time?  Where was she staying?  Was she back in 

Chicago? 

 

 She was in Chicago.  Right.  For a while there they were going to give me a trailer boat – 

a complete place to live in.  And also, my four-year hitch was coming up in October.  They said 

if I would like to go for another four-year hitch, they would upgrade me to Warrant Officer.  

 That’s a good thing to have.  He’s not a non-com.  He can associate … 

 

Is that the highest rank for enlisted?   
 

 Right  And he could go between.  And also, his pay is real good.  But I told them it 

sounded good, but I said I had gotten married and I felt like I was deserting my wife.  So I took 

the discharge. 

 

 

Discharge and Return to Civilian Life 

 

So you were in Florida at the end of your service. 

 

 Right. 

 

How long were you in Florida? 

 

 Well, I was discharged in October, about the same time I joined in October. 

 

And you were discharged in Florida. 

 

 No, I had to go to a base in St. Louis, I think.   

 

What was the discharge? What did it entail?  Did you have to sign something? 

 

 Yes.  There were some papers to sign.  I don’t remember completely, but also what I was 

planning to do after my discharge – whether I was going to take some schooling or something 

like that. 

 

The GI Bill? 
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 Yes.  I got involved in that. 

 

So you flew to St. Louis? 

 

 Yes. 

 

You flew to St. Louis and were discharged there.  And your wife was in Chicago.  Did she 

know you had been discharged? 

 

 Not completely.   

 

She suspected you were being discharged? 

 

 She really didn’t know until I got to St. Louis.  Then I called her.  

 

What was her reaction? 

 

 She was happy I didn’t reenlist.  Because I told her that it would be nice because 

moneywise it would be good and we’d have a place to live in.  But she wanted to be near her 

sisters and her folks and so forth.  

 And who knew, but I could be sent out somewhere for duty.   

 

So when did your dad – he was still in Nebraska – when did he find out you had been 

discharged? 

 

 Well, I called up and said I was coming home and I was going to bring my new wife with 

me.  We stayed there for about a week or so.  He wanted me to go to school there in Lincoln, to 

the University.  I said, “Dad, I just got married and I don’t think she cares much to live here 

because she’s a big-city gal.”  He said, “That’s okay.  Would you mind if we go see your 

mother?”  I hadn’t seen her for a long time and she was in this institution.  I said, “Okay.”  So we 

went to see her, but she didn’t know who I was.  It was kind of sad.   

 We also went to see one of his brothers.  He was also – I never did find out why he was 

put into an institution. 

 

This was your dad’s brother? 

 

 Yes.  And they were pretty good friends.   

 

So you visited your family in Nebraska, and then you came back to Chicago and that’s 

where you made your home. 

 

 Right.  We lived in Chicago proper, around Ashland and Chicago Avenue with my wife’s 

folks for just a short while – until we found an apartment.  Then we lived in several apartments.  

Finally we accumulated enough money to put a down payment on a home in Morton Grove.   

 Then from Morton Grove we moved to Glenview. 
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So you were on the north side. 

 

 Right.  

 I moved south when my wife had the two hip implants.  Our daughter, Diane, she said, 

“Dad, I would like to have you guys move over here close to me,” because it was a problem for 

her to go way up north – she had a responsible job. 

 

So your daughter lives out this way? 

 

 Yes.  She lives about two-and-a-half blocks from where I live. 

 

That’s very convenient. 

 

 Yes.  She’s really good.   

 

So you settled back home, and you said you did use the GI Bill.  Did you go back to school 

immediately? 

 

 Yes.  It wasn’t too long.  Prior to getting into school I had a part-time job.  It was a part-

time job of working in an office, doing office work.  And then the school thing came up, and that 

took me three years. 

 

So you went three years, twelve months a year.  And you said earlier you got a degree. 

 

 Yes, a degree in electrical engineering and electronic engineering – both.   

 

How did you and wife support your family? 

 

 She was working at Montgomery Wards.  And when I was going to school I was working 

part-time in an office after hours.  So we managed.  We had no money from either her folks or 

my dad.  We did it all on our  own. 

 

So you worked, you got your degree.  And after you got your degree where did you go to 

work? 

 

 I went to Admiral Television and applied for a job there.  I applied for a job as a 

technician, servicing TV sets and hi-fis.  It was a couple of years and then I made supervisor.  

And near ten years I was made general manager of the service organization.  But I didn’t stay 

with that too long, because the TV place I was working at, their product was not going over very 

well because of problems which were because of putting in bad stuff.   

 Anyway, a good job opened up at Ampex Corporation for a service manager to take over 

their service organization.  I applied for it as well as several other persons with college degrees – 

I didn’t have the degree but I had the experience.  So, when I was questioned by the manager of 

the distributorship, he talked to me and said “Erv, I ‘m going to hire you.  Can you tell me why 

we chose you instead of the couple other fellows who had degrees?”  I said, “Well, probably 

because of my experience for one thing.”  And I had a lot of experience and they needed 
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somebody who knew how to handle putting in the stock of merchandise without overstocking it.  

And I was qualified on all those things.  So I got the job.  And I was with them for twenty years.  

 When I finally retired from there I was general manager for the whole country.  And I 

retired with a pension.   

 

So you came back, got an education.  You got into your field.  It sounds like between the 

Navy and your civilian life you had done a lot of engineering types of things – mechanical 

as well as electronic and electrical.   

 

 Right. 

 

You and your wife had a daughter.  Do you have any other children? 

 

 No.  That’s the only one. 

 

So you had one child. 

 

 One child and two horses! 

 

Interesting for a Navy man.   

 

 

Lasting Impressions 

 

When you look back at your time in the military, how do you think your experiences 

affected your life – affected how you lived your life after that? 

 

 Well, I think it gave me a good opportunity to get my education, but in a different way 

where I didn’t have to pay for it.  And it was something I liked to do.   

 When I went to Admiral I learned enough about color television, which wasn’t out then, 

that I was given the direction to teach the engineering part of color, as compared to black-and-

white TV.  And I was running the school for distributors and technicians so they could handle the 

Ampex color television set also.  I did that for probably six or eight months.   

 So I’ve done a lot of things … 

 

That your Navy career gave you a chance to grow into. 

 

 Right.  And also, with Ampex I was the top service manager there.  We were a 

completely new distributorship for Ampex Corporation in Elk Grove – that’s where we were 

based.  The sales people had to establish distributors with the new products that were coming 

out.  And it was held in the Rockford area where all the distributors were. 

 

A big meeting? 

 

 It was like a big meeting, right.  And I took a part in having to speak to an audience of 

300 about service.  I got through that okay.  The sales manager, when he introduced me to the 
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stage, he said, “I want you to meet the guy who is going to supply your need for parts, and you 

don’t have to go to Japan to get them.”  He was funny. 

 

You served during a very difficult time, during World War II.  How has your service, your 

experiences, affected the way you see all the conflicts in the world today?  How do you 

think about those in light of what you have seen? 

 

 I’m disappointed to some extent.  I’m disappointed, of course, with the economy.  I’m 

disappointed with the way the average public is.  I don’t know a better word.  I don’t know.  

There was a difference back in the early days when people were good to each other, even though 

there were some hard times.  Now you don’t know what problems are going to evolve from – 

those who are bringing in the diseases and of course the outcome of the war in Europe.  I hope 

Congress does something.   

 

It seems like we’re going back again into the same world-wide conflict.  

 

 Right.  The same thing, over and over.   

 

Is there anything we haven’t discussed that you’d like to mention before we finish? 

 

 I think I covered most everything.  

 

 [In closing I would like to point out that I lost my wife in June, 2014, so that left me 

living alone.  I am very grateful that my daughter, Diane, and son-in-law talked us into moving 

to Darien to be close to them.  Diane has me over for dinner at least three times a week plus she 

sees that I have food and other house supplies.  Bill, her husband, comes out at 3:00 a.m. to clear 

my driveway from snow and in summer helps cut the lawn.  They both work five days a week, 

but always see to it that I am taken care of.  Many thanks to them.]  

 

In that case I’m going to finish the interview.  Thank you so much for sharing your story 

with us. 

 

 


