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Show me the two so closely bound

As we, by the wet bond of blood.

— ROBERT GRAVES








I believe as long as we allow conditions to exist

that make for second-class citizens, we are making

of ourselves less than first-class citizens.

— DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER
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FOREWORD

The inspiration for the African American portion of this story dates back to 2005 when I began writing The Ghost Mountain Boys. While researching that book, I first found out about the 96th Engineers, a group of black laborers that braved snakes, malaria, endless rain, and some of the roughest terrain on the planet to build roads, airfields, and piers throughout New Guinea. En route to the island, their ship docked in Brisbane and Townsville, Australia. In both places they were refused entrance to the city. The story of the 96th is told by one of its white officers, Captain Hyman Samuelson.

If not for Captain Samuelson, the travails and accomplishments of the 96th might have gone unmentioned. Black narratives about the war, and historical accounts of the contributions of black servicemen to it, are hard to find. According to historian Ulysses Lee, who conducted a study titled “The Employment of Negro Troops” for the U.S. Center of Military History, Negro units in the Pacific were primarily “quartermaster, port, and engineer types, attached to divisions, engineer special brigades, construction groups, or boat and shore battalions.” In light of General Douglas MacArthur’s comment that the war in the Pacific was an “engineer’s war,” one in which military support groups played a critical role, the lack of black history struck me as conspicuous. Certainly the extraordinary victories could not have happened without the support of a great war machine and the forgotten sacrifices of the men behind the scenes.

African American servicemen performed their jobs ably. Then why was there not a larger record of their achievements, I wondered. Certainly a pervasive racism accounted for the military establishment’s historic reluctance to use black troops in battle. Perhaps much of that same racism prevailed when chronicling the history of the Good War. Perhaps, too, it was a function of mythology. The reality of the black experience does not conform nicely with the celebrated stories of white heroism and sacrifice.

Black servicemen were often treated as nuisances and troublemakers. Soldiers were court-martialed, hanged, beaten, mugged, belittled, and forced to endure the indignities and humiliations of Jim Crow wherever they went. If, as William Manchester writes, the war provided a “tremendous impetus to egalitarianism,” that egalitarianism was resisted by both the military and the country at large. The Baltimore Afro-American published an editorial saying that the war would help blacks to “breathe the air of freedom.” The truth was that African Americans had to fight fiercely for the advances they made. Perhaps nothing captures the reality of that ordeal like the story of the Port Chicago Naval Ammunition Depot.


PROLOGUE

From deep in the hold, the black sailors looked up and saw the six-foot-long, one-ton projectile looming above them momentarily blotting out the light of the sun. The white lieutenant who was supervising the loading had told them that these were the weapons that were going to save America’s boys in the Central Pacific.

Although the dock’s crew had replaced the old, overworked cable and had attached steadying wires to the shell’s nose and tail to keep it from bucking, the sweating men, dozens of feet down in the gut of the ship, knew that a sudden strain could snap the cable like a dead branch. The ugly green monster would come hurtling toward them. Fortunately their best man was on the winches. Slow and steady, they thought as they craned their necks. Set it down like a newborn baby.

The winch driver put the projectile on the floor of the deck and the crew unhooked the harnesses. Now came the hard part. Using five-foot steel pinch bars, four sailors maneuvered the shell toward the bulkhead. The idea was to do it as gently as possible without banging it. Once they had positioned the shell just right, someone would take a pinch bar and wedge it in just behind the nose while the three men spun the tail.

The plan was to put down the first layer before their shift was over. If they succeeded, the loading officer might reward them with a twelve-hour pass. Most of them, though, would barely make it to the showers. After manhandling shark-sized shells all day, few would have the energy to hit the town.

Once the sailors got the shell moving, the hold’s crew chief yelled up to the signalman. Up above, the sailors had wrestled another projectile off the boxcar and put it on the pier. The goal was to keep the process moving: while one was being stored, another was being lowered. Days later, filled with nearly 9,000 deadweight tons of cargo, the liberty ship would steam downriver, past the city of San Francisco and out into the Pacific Ocean.

The white lieutenant boasted that the Navy would use the two-thousand-pounders to plaster godforsaken South Seas islands, paving the way for the Marines to come in and kill every Jap soldier they could. High-capacity projectiles would scatter shrapnel that could slaughter or maim everything in its path. The armor-piercing shells would put gashes in the hulls of enemy ships or shatter their bunkers like a bunch of boys blowing up woodchuck holes. This was the kind of patriotic talk that the lieutenant thought would motivate the men. They were not allowed to carry rifles and fight. They were not permitted to do anything more than serve as stewards or cooks aboard ship. But they could load ammunition. They could do their part.

As the shell neared the ship’s hull, the men realized that it was rolling too fast. When the aluminum nose hit the steel ladder with a loud clang, they jumped back and everyone tensed. The projectile hissed like a boiler spitting steam, and red dye leaked from a puncture hole. The black sailors ran for the ladders, fleeing to escape the hold before the flying metal tore everything apart. In the mad scramble, two men tumbled from the ladder. Later both would be taken to sick bay, one with a broken arm and another with a fractured leg. Up on the deck of the ship, the men ran to the gangway. Before they could dash across to the pier, the white lieutenant shouted for them to stop.

“There’re no fuzes* in them damn projectiles,” he cried. “They’re harmless.”

Then one of the black sailors told him that it was hissing like a snake.

“That’s spotting dye,” he said. “You’re lucky it wasn’t filled with Torpex. Then it won’t matter how fast you run.”


* The official Navy spelling, which will be used throughout.




CHAPTER 1

“Another Sunday,
Another Pearl Harbor Attack”

On May 20, 1944, Robert Graf’s landing ship, tank (LST) 43 arrived in Pearl Harbor. Although the LST was capable of twelve knots on the open water, the captain had powered down the big General Motors diesel engines. As it made its way past Battleship Row, young Robert Graf and his fellow Marines assembled at the ship’s rails. For many, it was the first time they would see the destruction caused by the December 7, 1941, Japanese military strike. Graf looked out and saw a battleship lying on her side like an injured fish gasping for air. Beside him, a sailor spoke: “The Arizona—sunk.” The sailor paused long enough for the men to absorb the reality of the disaster: the hulking, 600-foot ship and nearly 1,200 men aboard, lost. Then he continued: “The California—sunk; the Maryland—damaged; the Nevada—beached; the Oklahoma—sunk; the Pennsylvania—damaged; the Tennessee—damaged; the Utah—sunk; the West Virginia—sunk.” Graf felt his stomach knot up. Two and a half years had passed since he’d first heard the words he had vowed not to forget: “The Japanese are attacking Pearl Harbor.” He clenched his fists as tears welled in his eyes. Then, lowering his head, he mumbled a prayer.

The convoy then separated and the various vessels went to anchorages throughout the harbor’s West Loch channel. One and a half miles from shore, LST 43 tied off to two other LSTs anchored in the middle of a group of eight. The Navy called this gathering of ships a “tare.” A sailor dropped the hook to prevent drifting. Graf looked around West Loch, the staging area for the first two waves of the upcoming invasion of Saipan. It was full of 330-foot LSTs, all grouped in tares, and all packed with Marines, many of whom would be going into battle for their first time.

Originally designed to deliver troops during island assaults, LSTs had been replaced by 1944. Encouraged by huge shipbuilding budgets, American engineers experimented with designs ideally suited to the island campaign of the Central Pacific and developed smaller, more versatile amphibious vehicles. Amtracs capable of transporting a platoon of men through the surf and onto an invasion beach took the place of the durable LSTs, which, with their 2,100-ton capacity, were increasingly used to transport troops, wounded soldiers, and cargo across the Pacific Ocean.

Although the Honolulu hotspots beckoned, the men from the 4th Marine Division had orders to stay aboard their LSTs. No liberty passes would be issued until the following day. Graf and his best buddy, Dick Crerar, stripped down to their skivvies and claimed two of the three dozen folding cots placed under an amtrac landing vehicle that had been fastened to the deck of the LST. Mounted over the length of the amtrac was a 130-foot canvas cover. Graf and Crerar enjoyed the breeze that drifted through the harbor, but avoided the blazing sun.

Comfortable as he was, Graf was concerned about the drums of high-octane gasoline lashed to the deck of the landing ship. Someone—maybe Crerar—said what everyone else was thinking: “This is one heck of a way to run a war. Suppose we get strafed or a shell from the shore hits us? We’d be on our way to hell in no time.”

The next day, May 21, broke blissfully, but neither Robert Graf nor any of the other men had time to enjoy it. The vessels had to be provisioned for the upcoming invasion. Because of a shortage of ammunition ships, a number of the LSTs would be used as floating ammo dumps—“suicide ships,” the Marines called them. They would carry rifle ammunition, rockets, drums of diesel fuel, torpedoes, and TNT.

On two nearby landing ships, civilian Navy Yard workers were doing some last-minute welding. Graf could hear the spitting of the gas flame. Two vessels down, one hundred black laborers from the U.S. Army’s 29th Chemical Decontamination Company were unloading mortars from LST 353. The 29th had arrived at Schofield Barracks, Hawaii, in the summer of 1942.

Theoretically, a chemical decontamination company’s mission was to decontaminate men and equipment after an enemy chemical attack, but its soldiers also offered a ready source of manual labor. Because of a shortage of 4.2-inch mortars, the batteries had been dropped from the upcoming invasion plans. The workers had backed a succession of heavy trucks onto LST 353, and raised them on an elevator to the main deck. Although handling ordnance was sensitive work, since early morning the untrained members of the 29th had been removing mortars and passing boxes of ammunition from one man to the next. At the end of the chain, a man would slide a box or a mortar down a chute to men below, who loaded them onto truck beds.

Aboard LST 43, after noon chow, some guys were playing cards, using a stack of ammunition as their table. Graf and Crerar, too, had retired to the deck. Although there would be no liberty, at least they had the afternoon off. Standing at the rail, Graf could see boats filled with Marines bound for shore, where they would rush off to Waikiki for one last night of carousing before sailing for Saipan. If Graf or Crerar envied them, neither showed it. They would spend their day napping, reading, and writing letters before the mail went ashore for the last time.

Although Carl Matthews and Wendell Nightingale had liberty passes, Nightingale did not drink. So instead of accompanying a group of friends who would be drowning in booze at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel, Matthews joined Nightingale at a ball game. As a staging area for the war in the Pacific, Honolulu hosted two baseball leagues, the all-service Pearl Harbor League and the Hawaii League. Both leagues played their games at the 25,000-seat Honolulu Stadium. Servicemen knew they could see great baseball here. Catching a game with minor leaguers was guaranteed; seeing a major-league player was also a good bet. For the heads of the armed services, the games were about bragging rights, and by 1944 they were transferring the best talent in the armed forces to Hawaii.

Just three weeks before going into battle, Matthews was watching the best baseball of his life. Nobody back home would have believed it. Nor could he tell them. If he even mentioned Pearl Harbor in a letter, the censors would cut it up like a kid snipping a paper snowflake.

At 3:08, Matthews, Nightingale, and everyone else at the ballpark heard an explosion. It sounded as if one of Oahu’s volcanoes had blown. The baseball game stopped in mid-inning and the crowd rushed out of its seats.

Private Raymond Smith of the 29th Chemical Company saw balls of fire shoot from the deck of LST 353 as if propelled by a giant antiaircraft gun, and boil through the sky. Realizing that soon the mortars and the drums of gasoline outside the elevator would blow, he ran to the rear of the ship and dove into the water. Tech 5 James Caldwell of the 29th crouched to pick up a box of mortars when he saw a “bright yellow flame” and heard “a deafening noise” coming from the elevator. Nearby, Private James Cleveland was carrying a box when he was hurled through the air. When he hit the deck of the vessel, his head spun and fire encircled him. I’m a dead man, he thought. He got to his knees, wobbled, and balanced himself. Then he dashed through the flames, struggling through thick black smoke to reach the back of the LST. Like Smith he jumped into the harbor just before the fuel drums and ammunition aboard the landing ship detonated with a thunderous roar, sending flames, body parts, and red-hot fragments flying in every direction. Almost everyone from the 29th who had been lucky enough to survive the first blast perished in the second.

Robert Graf and Dick Crerar were dozing when they felt an explosion rock their LST. The blast was so intense that the air itself felt as if it was on fire. The canvas tarp was burning and pieces of it were falling down on the deck. One terrified Marine, wakened from his afternoon slumber, yelled, “A bombing. Jap planes are hitting us.… Corpsman, Corpsman!” For a moment, everything stood still. Another Sunday, Graf thought. Another Pearl Harbor attack. Then he realized that if he and Crerar did not move fast, they would be burned alive in their cots. They ran thirty feet to the starboard rail as sizzling shards of shrapnel ripped across the LST, and were planning to jump when they saw that even the water was on fire.

At 3:11 there was a blinding flash, and another explosion rocked the harbor. Everything on LST 43 was burning now—cots, blankets, seabags, even the halyards and the paint on the bulkhead. Then it hit Graf: The oil drums! Seconds later, they erupted. The blast threw men high into the air. They landed on the deck in the middle of the swirling flames. Graf and Crerar had already jumped onto an adjoining ship, but the LSTs were berthed so close together that the fire moved from one vessel to the next, igniting the ammunition caches as it spread. Graf could hear the detonations: .30-caliber ammunition from Marine ammo belts, boxes of 20-mm rounds piled haphazardly on the decks, and heavier blasts from what might have been howitzer shells stored in the cargo holds. At the far rail of the neighboring LST, he and Crerar stopped long enough to see that Navy corpsmen were already tending to the injured men.

At 3:17, Captain Craven, Navy duty officer, got a radio message from an unknown ship in the harbor: “Violent explosion in LST next to us. Send all available help.” The Navy Air Signal reported that it was already too late. The vessel blew up just seconds after sending the message. At 3:19, another LST radioed, “Two on fire here. The whole nest will soon be.” Graf and Crerar were caught in the conflagration. Every nearby LST was now engulfed in flames. LST 353 had sunk, and a number of the others were dragging their anchor chains, drifting in the direction of a collection of seven more LSTs in Tare No. 9. In Tare No. 9, men were trying to cut the hawsers that tied the vessels to the dock, knowing that it might be their only chance of escape.

At 3:20, as ammunition burst en masse, a flame shot a thousand feet into the sky. Graf and Crerar ran, jumping from one landing ship to the next. Wading through the choking smoke, they reached the last one in the nest. Graf felt as if a siren were ringing in his ears. His feet were bleeding, cut by shards of glass and razor-sharp steel, and his shoulder felt as if someone had sucker-punched him. At the rail, a crowd of men was gathered, waiting for rescue boats. Others were tearing around, looking for life jackets. If they jumped, maybe the fire tugs would rescue them.

“Let’s swim for it!” Graf yelled to Crerar. “I can’t swim!” Crerar shouted back. Graf looked at him in disbelief. A Marine could not make it through boot camp without knowing how to swim.

I’ll carry him on my back, Graf thought. Then he did a rough calculation. They were at least a mile from shore. Shrapnel was falling like hail, and the harbor was on fire. One of us, or both of us, will die. Then Graf turned to his friend. “I’ll send a rescue boat back to get you.”

“It’s a hell of a long way,” an officer cautioned Graf. Seconds later Graf dove into the waters of West Loch.

By 3:34, Captain Craven realized that he had a disaster of major proportions on his hands. Tare Nos. 6 and 10 were on fire now, too, and aboard the LSTs, many of the water pumps were disabled. At 3:35 he notified the commandant of the Fourteenth Naval District and the commandant of the Pearl Harbor Navy Yard. Ten minutes later, Craven instructed all able LSTs in Tare Nos. 6 and 10 to proceed to sea. At 4:00 p.m., he ordered LSTs in Tare 5 to leave the harbor. Just minutes later, officers radioed to report that their vessels were not seaworthy. Aboard them, small crews were trying to put out fires, but flying debris was cutting their hose lines. At 4:17, Craven witnessed another “tremendous explosion,” and a large but lesser detonation seven minutes later. At 4:30, hoping to stem the spread of the fire, he ordered three PT boats to torpedo the drifting LSTs.

Graf had not been swimming for long when he found himself swallowing oily water and fighting to breathe. His shoulder throbbed, and in the salt water the cuts on the bottoms of his feet made him feel as if he had stepped on a hornet’s nest. The water ahead of him was on fire. He filled his lungs and dove as deep as he could. His lungs, however, failed him and he came up in the middle of the blaze, wheezing and thrashing his arms. Then he dove again. This time when he rose, the fire was behind him. He looked in the direction of shore; it seemed so far away. Then he rolled onto his back and gulped at the air.

Graf looked for other swimmers. He knew they were out there—perhaps hundreds of them—because he had seen them jumping from the rails of the LSTs. But he could not spot a single person. Perhaps they had all drowned. An overwhelming sense of loneliness came over him, as if he were the last man left on a doomed earth. He rolled onto his back again to regain his strength, but saw nothing except smoke and fire. It was as if the whole of West Loch were burning.

When his feet touched bottom, he was too tired to feel relief or elation. He staggered to shore, wearing nothing more than his underwear, a belt, and his throwing knife tucked into a sheath, and collapsed. Then he realized that someone was pulling at his feet and yelling at him. Standing, Graf looked around and saw that the ground was covered with burned and exhausted men. He stumbled down a dirt road flanked by a large cane field. Glancing back at the harbor, he saw a search boat trailing a lifeline, and managed to summon the strength to call out. Motioning for the boat to come closer, he yelled to the officer that there were still men stranded on the LSTs.

“I’ll get them,” the officer shouted, pointing the bow of his craft into the wall of smoke.

Graf did not go far before trucks, ambulances, and jeeps arrived. Someone helped him aboard a vehicle, and minutes later he was in line at a field station waiting to see a Navy doctor. The scuttlebutt was that a Jap sub had slipped through the nets that guarded the entrance to Pearl Harbor and had torpedoed an LST, setting off a chain reaction. Some disagreed, saying that it was welders or ammunition loaders who set off the first blast. One man claimed he had seen oil-stained water catch fire as dozens of men swam for shore. He doubted that any of them had survived. Those who had stayed aboard ship and fled to the rope lockers to escape the fire suffocated to death. Another told a story about swimmers getting caught in an LST’s propeller. Still others saw rescue workers pulling headless and shrapnel-shredded bodies from the water. All Graf could think about was Dick Crerar.

After the doctor checked his ears and took care of his cuts and burns, Graf was issued new dungarees, shoes, a blanket, and a cot. That night, surrounded by other injured survivors, he tried to sleep, but was plagued by nightmares.

On Monday morning, May 22, Captain Craven was getting a more complete picture of the disaster. Six LSTs and three amtracs had been lost. Coast Guard boats were still fighting isolated fires. Worse yet was the human toll. Aiea Heights Naval Hospital was full of wounded troops, hundreds of them, and corpses in coolers, waiting to be identified.

That morning the Honolulu Star Bulletin reported on the incident: “There was a small explosion, yesterday, at Pearl Harbor.” Perhaps someone from Admiral Chester Nimitz’s headquarters had advised the paper to downplay the incident in order not to tip off the Japanese to the upcoming invasion. Also, it would be bad publicity for the Navy—nearly four hundred men wounded and almost two hundred killed, over one third of them from the Army’s all-black 29th Chemical Decontamination Company. If the African American press got hold of the information, there would be a great hue and cry in the civil rights community.

By the afternoon, a naval board of inquiry was questioning its first witness, the executive officer of LST 353, which was berthed in Tare No. 8. Hours later it interviewed Lieutenant Commander Joseph Hoyt, who was in charge of a flotilla of LSTs. Hoyt testified that the kind of load they were putting on the decks of the LSTs violated every safety precaution of the Navy, adding, however, that, “When you have to do it, you do it.”

On Monday morning, Robert Graf woke sore and tired and with his ears still ringing. A field kitchen had been set up near the tent where he had spent the night. He was standing in line, filling his tray with food, when he heard a loud bang. Without thinking, he dove to the ground. Lying on his belly, he realized that the sound had been nothing more than a jeep backfiring. He felt foolish until he saw that a handful of other jittery Marines had responded to the noise in the same way.

Later that day he was reunited with E Company and was overjoyed to find out that his platoon leader, Second Lieutenant Carl Roth, had survived. When he inquired about Crerar, however, Roth just shook his head; he had not been found among the survivors, and no one had heard anything about him. Lieutenant Roth then informed the company that it would be quartered at the Marine Corps transient center, where the men would draw new 782 equipment—rifles, packs, knives, canteens, and other field gear they would need to go into battle.

For the next two days, Company E reloaded ammo belts and generally prepared for combat. Graf’s mind, however, was elsewhere. He kept hoping that Dick Crerar would walk into the tent, smiling his smart-alecky grin, and asking where the hell he had been.

On May 25, trucks picked up the company and drove it to West Loch beach. There, for the first time since the explosion, Graf saw the destruction: ships burned beyond repair; large pieces of LSTs that had been torn apart by the explosions; debris scattered everywhere; and boats and their crews using giant hooks to comb the harbor for bodies. The only man from Company E who he knew had definitely died was Corporal Weber, a gentle giant of a man, liked by everyone. Where was Crerar, he wondered. Was his one of the bodies that was never recovered?

Lieutenant Roth pointed to one of a number of LSTs lying on the beach, its bow doors open and ramp down. Graf could see that the LST was empty. Near it lay a large pile of equipment. For the next few days he and his fellow Marines brought the gear aboard. The hard physical labor cleared his head and calmed his nerves, and each night after saying a prayer for Dick Crerar, he fell quickly asleep.

Meanwhile the board of inquiry investigating the cause of the explosion came up with little. It emphasized the “necessity for more careful ammunition handling,” but placed the onus on the U.S. Army. According to the U.S. Navy Bureau of Ordnance, “The ammunition was of Army design, supplied by the Army, and at the time of the accident being handled by Army personnel.” Because it was not “material under” its “cognizance,” the bureau recommended that no more action be taken. One month later it was still dodging responsibility. In a letter to Admiral Ernest King, Commander in Chief, United States Fleet, and Chief of Naval Operations, the chief of the bureau wrote that “no revision” of the Bureau of Ordnance Manual, which detailed ammunition storage on cargo vessels and combatant ships, “seems necessary as a result of [the] lessons of this accident.”

On May 29, three days after the New York Times reported the West Loch explosion, burying the news on page 44 (minus any details), LST 84 sailed for “parts unknown.” Under a hanging life raft, Graf found a comfortable spot on deck, just forward of the ship’s bridge, near the starboard rail.


CHAPTER 2

Big Dreams

In Ballston Spa, New York, the city once famous for its healing mineral water springs and the elegant Sans Soucie Hotel, Robert Graf grew up dreaming of becoming a Navy man like his father. When he was four, his father told him that the Navy would never take anyone who did not know how to lace up and tie his own shoes. Day in and day out, Graf worked until he had mastered the skill, and then announced to his father that he was ready to go to sea.

Years later, though still a boy, Graf spent the summer with his grandmother in New York City. There he met his uncles, Joe and Harold Finneran, who worked on tugboats in New York’s bustling harbor. On Sundays his uncles would allow young Robert to join them. Uncle Harold was the captain. He wore civilian clothes and spent most of his time reading the newspaper. Joe was the pilot, steering the tug through the harbor and river traffic, and shouting commands to the engine room. Wearing an officer’s cap and a blue turtleneck sweater, Uncle Joe looked the part of an old salt. He acted it, too, shaking his fist at other pilots and shouting imprecations that left young Graf in awe. Often he ordered Graf to take the tug’s wheel and steer a straight course, while he opened the pilothouse door and urinated into the harbor.

In his senior year of high school, after earning his Eagle Scout badge, Graf signed up with the Sea Scouts and decided that he would try to land an appointment as a Merchant Marine cadet. Pearl Harbor changed that. On December 8, 1941, The Saratogian blared, “Tokyo Declares War on U.S.! Hawaii Bombed.” While the elder Graf contemplated what the attack meant, young Graf and two buddies hitched a ride to Saratoga Springs to watch a basketball game. On the way home, the three young men talked of revenge. The moment Graf walked through the door, he informed his parents that the Japanese had become his personal enemy and he wanted to sign up. He needed their signature. It was hard for them to hide their disappointment, but they agreed to give it if he promised that first he would finish high school.

Robert Graf was a gifted student. He wrote poetry, acted, loved literature and history, and was an accomplished public speaker. But the attack altered everyone’s plans. Young men who might once have thought of going off to college now talked only of war and battlefield glory and making Japan pay.

One month after graduating from high school, Graf went to the recruiting station in Schenectady. First he went into the Navy recruiting office. The chief petty officer was busy and did not notice him, so Graf went to the Marine recruiting office down the hall.

Graf returned home feeling like a hero and handed his parents the enlistment papers. “Why the Marines?” they asked. What happened to the Navy or the Merchant Marine? And what about college? He was a smart boy who should be going to a good university and holding hands with a pretty girl rather than clutching a rifle. That night, after Graf had gone to bed, his parents agonized over their decision. Did they dare give him permission to join the Marines?

Over breakfast the following morning, his father, pen in hand and tears in his eyes, looked at his young son: “I’m signing your death warrant.”


CHAPTER 3

Leaving Texas

On the afternoon West Loch blew, just minutes before Robert Graf dove from the LST into the harbor, Carl Matthews was enjoying a baseball game at Honolulu Stadium. He had grown up playing sandlot baseball and like his father he loved America’s national pastime.

Not yet seventeen, and still months short of his first shave, Matthews had signed on with the Marines on August 12, 1941. Like much of America, his hometown of Hubbard, Texas, had suffered through hard economic times during the previous decade. But unlike lots of towns that by 1941 were climbing out of the Great Depression, Hubbard was still down on its luck. If the Depression was over, or almost over, no one had taken the time to inform the good folks south of Dallas. While things could have been worse, simply trying to survive was not enough for Carl. He wanted more out of life. To make matters worse, the summer of 1941 had been a “dud.” In high school he had played fiddle in a string band that was a hit at country dances and Lions Club events. Matthews loved making music. But Royce Reeves, the band’s leader and promoter, was busy working on his father’s farm. Matthews’s other sidekick, Gene Suddeth, had joined the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) in Waxahachie, Texas. Without Reeves and Suddeth, Matthews was left to bake in the hot Texas sun, feeling the absence of his best buddies.

One morning during the dog days of August, Matthews strolled uptown, along Main Street, where some of the local merchants were sweeping the sidewalks in front of their stores. South of the railroad depot, Matthews spotted a flashy blue 1940 Chevrolet convertible parked in front of Creamland, the local sandwich and ice cream shop. It stuck out in Hubbard, where folks, if they owned a car at all, drove something practical. He could not take his eyes off the car until a handsome man stepped out and walked confidently toward the front door of the shop. The man wore a uniform every bit as impressive as the car, a white barracks hat, a crisply starched khaki shirt, a Sunday tie with a gleaming gold tie clip, perfectly creased blue trousers with red stripes running down the length of each pant leg, and spit-shined shoes brighter than Matthews’s mother’s silver platter. People stopped on the sidewalk to gawk, and the man acknowledged each of them with a nod and a smile.

It was clear to Matthews that he was military. Young men from the area had joined the service and had come home to visit, parading through town in their uniforms, nodding to the admiring girls. But none of them sparkled like this fella. Compared to him, the Hubbard boys looked like dusty, dried-up streambeds.

Barely over 120 pounds, Matthews might have been too small to play on the high school team, but what he lacked in size, he made up for in spirit. Unlike many young men who would have been too timid to approach the man, Matthews strode into Creamland and introduced himself.

“Corporal Earl S. Wade,” the man replied. “United States Marine Corps.”

Matthews had heard of the Army and the Navy; he even knew about the Coast Guard. But the United States Marine Corps? The name sounded exotic, as if Corporal Wade had just told him that he had arrived in Hubbard from the Amazon.

Matthews slid into the booth next to Corporal Wade, who seemed eager to talk, explaining that he was in town to “hire” good men. Matthews was on the puny side, but Wade knew that the Texas boys were tough. Besides, the Marines could always put some meat on him.

Wade opened his briefcase, revealing photographs, pins, emblems, and striking brochures, all of which depicted the proud history of the United States Marines. The Marine Corps, Wade said, took only the finest young men in the country. Matthews wondered if he was Marine material, if he would ever amble down the sidewalks of Hubbard and be the envy of every young man and woman in town. Not long after, he got his answer. Corporal Wade asked him to take a ride with him. Cruising down Main Street, he told the starry-eyed Matthews that the Marines would be honored to have a man of his caliber join their ranks. Then he told him that he would like to meet his parents and personally congratulate them on raising such a fine son.

Feeling good and enjoying his brief celebrity, Matthews waved to everyone they passed—whether he knew them well or not—and Pecan Street came too quickly.

Matthews introduced Corporal Wade to his mother and father. The corporal wasted no time telling the couple that the Marines only chose the best and that, in his opinion, their son was an extraordinary young man. To Matthews’s embarrassment, his parents seemed skeptical.

When Corporal Wade left the Matthewses’ house on Pecan Street to make another appointment, he made it clear that he would return to Creamland at twelve-thirty and hoped to find the boy waiting there for him. Then he informed Mr. and Mrs. Matthews that he had filled out all the necessary paperwork, which simply awaited their signatures.

Mr. Matthews sat down on the couch. Carl could see the concern on his father’s face. But why? Didn’t his father understand that the Marines wanted him? Mrs. Matthews left no question about how she felt; she sat crying softly into a white handkerchief.

Young Matthews felt as if he had been swept up by a Texas tornado. Just days after his parents reluctantly signed the papers, he met Corporal Wade and a number of other recruits at the Waco Marine office. Matthews studied the other young men and was not impressed. To him they hardly looked like blue-ribbon recruits. One young man, he learned, had just been released from a juvenile reform school with the understanding that he would join the service. In Dallas the following morning they joined other prospects and went through processing. Then a doctor administered physicals, poking and prodding them, checking their teeth, feet, and legs like a rancher contemplating the purchase of a cow at a county fair. Next came the swearing-in ceremony. Barely an hour later, Matthews boarded a train bound for San Diego, California, or “Dago” as the Marines called it. The Pullman car reinforced his belief that the Marines did everything first class—convertibles and sleeping cars with fresh sheets and pillowcases and Negro porters to attend to one’s every need. He played “penny ante” poker for much of the journey. In El Paso, cabdrivers tried to entice the young men across the Rio Grande to the red-light district in Ciudad Juarez. Some of the men were sorely tempted, but decided not to risk it. What if the train left them behind? All of them, however, made a pact that if they should ever again find themselves in El Paso, they would cross the river and discover the charms of the exotic Mexican whores. When they arrived in San Diego, the bus they had boarded came to a stop at some dreary-looking buildings with dull yellow wood siding and asphalt shingles. Matthews sensed that the fun was over.

Boot camp was not easy for him. The drill instructor—Matthews referred to him as “Sergeant Mean and Ugly”—knew every foulmouthed expression ever invented, and quickly singled him out. At five-six and 123 pounds, Matthews was the runt, the platoon’s feather merchant, and the DI never let him forget it. Struggling to keep up, Matthews cursed the sergeant and reminded himself that he would get a chance to prove his worth on the rifle range.

Shooting was one thing Matthews knew he could do well. He had grown up hunting squirrels along the rich river bottoms of Navarro County, Texas. His father gave him a .22 for his ninth birthday and spent time showing him how to use it. Days later Matthews shot a crow and brought it home feeling as proud as if he had killed a charging lion on the plains of East Africa.

During week nine of the twelve-week program, Matthews’s platoon visited the rifle range at La Jolla, California, where he was introduced to his coach, a good-looking American Indian by the name of Corporal Bonchu, who was a star marksman on the Marine Rifle Team. Corporal Bonchu competed in shooting competitions all over the country. The corporal was the polar opposite of Matthews’s drill instructor. Quietly he taught the men the basics: firing positions—standing (offhand), sitting, kneeling, prone—safety, breathing techniques, trigger squeeze. Once they had mastered those fundamental skills, they moved on to the finer points of windage and elevation. At the rifle range, they began shooting with .22s. When they graduated to their 1903A3 Springfield rifles with iron sights, Corporal Bonchu walked up and down the lines, coaching them in a calm and patient voice.

On the final day on the range, Matthews and the other members of his platoon were firing for record. Matthews adjusted the rifle sights based on the speed and direction of the wind. Then the range officer gave orders over the loudspeaker: “Lock and load. All ready on the firing line. Fire at will.” Undersized and unable to hold the rifle steady, Matthews did poorly standing and kneeling. But shooting prone, he excelled. At five hundred yards, he pressed his cheekbone against the sleek wooden stock, spread his legs and dug his boondockers into the dirt, and put ten .306-caliber cartridges dead on through the bull’s-eye, a perfect score.

One week later, Matthews and Platoon 110 assembled for the final parade and inspection. The band played the marches that he had come to love. When the platoon passed the review stand and executed a precise turn, Matthews, sixteen pounds heavier than when he’d left Hubbard in August, knew that he would soon be able to return home on his ten-day boot camp furlough a proud member of the United States Marine Corps.

After visiting Texas, Matthews was assigned to Camp Elliott and B Company in the Eighth Marine Regiment. At Elliott, Matthews’s Marine Corps career got off to a less than auspicious start. He was given thirty days of mess duty, but still he had to admit that the Marines at Camp Elliott were well looked after. There were free movies and popcorn, five-cent beers at the “slop chute,” and weekend boxing “smokers.”

On Sunday, December 7, Matthews was relaxing in his bunk. Someone in the barracks was listening to a radio station. Matthews was not paying attention until he heard a special announcement: “We interrupt this program to bring the news that the Japanese are bombing Pearl Harbor.” Matthews thought it was part of an on-air radio drama. When he saw his buddies huddling around the radio, he knew that he was mistaken: the Japanese really were bombing Pearl Harbor.

Matthews and his platoon were fully outfitted and assigned to loading and unloading at the San Diego docks. In just a few days, by his assessment, they had unloaded enough artillery and mortar shells, .30-caliber ammunition, hand grenades, and wooden boxes containing five-gallon cans of gasoline to take out the entire city of San Diego.

For Christmas 1941, Matthews was staying put at Camp Elliott. What he wanted more than anything was to be home with his family, sitting in front of the fireplace that the family used for special occasions, while the aromas of his mother’s cooking wafted into the living room from the kitchen. Instead he was lying on his bunk on Christmas Eve, listening to a group of sergeants with nearly thirty years in the Marine Corps play a spirited game of cribbage. Outside, a rainy, lifeless day was turning to night. Later he wrote that he was so depressed, he would have had to “reach up to touch bottom.”

Though Matthews did not feel like laughing, he chuckled as Sergeants Frenchy LaPoint and Dave Wasserman traded insults. They were crusty, old, tough-as-nails China Marines. Both had served in France during World War I, where Sergeant Wasserman had won the French Medal of Honor for bravery for saving LaPoint’s life. When the subject had come up in the past, Wasserman was quick to dismiss his heroism. He had saved his buddy’s “ass,” because LaPoint owed him money.

After the war, the sergeants had served together in Central America for the “banana wars,” sweating it out aboard battleships and in jungle outposts from Nicaragua to Haiti. They had drunk hard together. By the looks of it, their drinking excursions had often led them to the tattoo parlor. Both had Oriental dragon designs that wound around their arms from their wrists to their shoulders.

Over the din of the cribbage game, Matthews listened to the sound of Christmas carols over the radio. Then Gabriel Heatter, the beloved radio commentator, came on the air. Instead of greeting his audience with his usual cheery catchphrase, “Good evening, everyone—there is good news tonight,” he said, “Good evening, America. Tonight is Christmas Eve. Many of our young men are not home with their families tonight. Some of them will never go home again.”
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