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6877 CHAPTER 2

IF SOMETHING’S GOING TO GET YOU, IT’LL GET YOU.


You should probably realize that I’m 89, so that gives you a perspective. When I grew up we didn’t have television or a lot of other things that we all take for granted today. As a matter of fact, when I was growing up we still had horse carts delivering things in various neighbourhoods. My father was a Navy Chief Petty Officer. That’s like a Master Sergeant in the Army; it’s the top-ranked enlisted man. He had been in the military pretty much all of his life. He ran away to the Spanish-American War when he was 17. He lied about his age and told them he was 19 so they’d take him. He spent three years in the Philippines, during which time the Spanish were defeated at the Battle of Manila, which was a presage to what we have today. When the Americans threw the Spanish out, the Filipinos weren’t all that interested in just trading them for Americans as colonial masters. They wanted to be independent so there was a Philippine insurrection led by a man named Aguinaldo.
 My father was in the 13th Minnesota Regiment, along with the Dakota regiments. Many of the senior enlisted men and officers were old Indian fighters who had fought the Sioux on the plains in the 1870’s and 1880’s, so they had experience in, as they put it, ‘good old fighting’.


Dad started out his life that way, then came back to the United States. My background is Irish, and at that time the Irish and the Chinese were the Coolies, the people at the bottom of the class system. They did the grunt work and were discriminated against. The Chinese had been imported from Asia to work on building the railroads from west to east. The Irish had come over during the potato famines in the 1840’s, and they primarily built railroads from east to west. My grandfather worked on those railroads. They began work on the railroads as fireman and engineers. If you were in good shape, you got to be a conductor and didn’t have to do the hard work. Dad came back and worked on the Great Northern Railway, on the division between Fargo, North Dakota and Missoula, Montana. In those days railroads were run by coal. There was a coal car and an engine and the fire box, and the fireman, which is where you started out, would shovel coal from the coal car or tender into the fire box, standing on a coupling that was going back and forth. It was forty degrees below on one side and on the other you had the heat of the fire box. Half of you was freezing and the other half was burning up. After a year of that he said, “If I have to shovel coal for a living I’ll do it in comfort,” and he joined the Navy.


He spent eight years in the China Station, as they called it, in the Asiatic fleet. When you signed up for the Navy, you signed up for four years, then you renewed your enlistment. So Dad did two enlistments out in the Asiatic fleet. At the end of World War I, the Navy sent him to San Francisco and so, courtesy of the United States Navy, that’s where I was born – a great break. So many things in your life happen not because you plan them; it’s just the way it happens. That was right after World War I, and at that time my dad was in destroyers. They were berthed out at Hunters Point, and the Navy didn’t have much in the way of money to do anything so they had one cruise a year that went from San Francisco to San Diego and back. That was it. That was the way they kept the Navy up. There was no money for spare parts or things of that sort. One of the ways Dad learned to keep the ship running was to have the other chiefs play poker in the fire room of the Kennedy, which was his ship. While the poker game was going on, Dad had his firemen going round all of the other ships – they were all berthed together, about five across – picking up parts out of them so that they could make the Kennedy run. Scrounging, if you will. One of the things you learned in life was how to scrounge. As a result, the Kennedy was always in good shape.


Now, is that stealing? Where’s the moral in this thing? You have a duty to keep your ship in first-class shape; then at the same time, ‘Thou shalt not steal’. Is it stealing to just borrow? You haven’t taken it away from the U.S. Navy. Who does the part belong to anyway? So there are little moral questions here. It seemed like the right thing to do was to keep your ship running. That was what you were there for. It was viewed as borrowing more than stealing. If they needed something you would let them have something of yours.


The reason I give that background is that I was brought up by my father not with all the modern ideas of self-esteem and the like. He viewed little boys as miniature sailors. I had two brothers, one a little older and one a little younger. My father’s attitude was that you treated your sons like they were men, just smaller. You were expected to do your duty and shape up. No crying. It was a tough little life but it was a pretty good one because you learned a lot by being raised that way. I suppose there’s a lot to say about modern educational methods but frankly I’m just as grateful I had a good, swift kick in the behind when I did something wrong. Physical punishment was not considered child abuse; it was part of teaching young men to shape up.

I grew up in San Francisco and went to public school there until my dad retired in 1931. We lived in what you’d call a ghetto. San Francisco in those days was divided up into ethnic neighborhoods. North Beach were the Italians, or the wops as we called them – we used language like that – and the western edition was all Irish. The Irish had a sort of monopoly on the civil service jobs. They always had a way of looking for soft, cushy things. They were the motormen and the conductors on the streetcars, the mailman. My next door neighbor was a cop. We fit into this Irish neighborhood in San Francisco. Of course there were the very fancy neighborhoods like Knob Hill and the Pacific Beach and Saint Francis Woods, where the rich, white Protestants lived. But you’ve got to realize the Irish were Catholics so were considered one of those outsider groups.


One of the first ethical lessons I learned happened right there. Our next door neighbor, Mr. O’Brien, was a cop. Every year he had a beautiful new Graham-Paige automobile in his driveway, polishing it up. That was a little much for our neighborhood, so everybody figured Mr. O’Brien had another source of income, maybe from a legacy. As it turned out he did have an outside source of income: he shook down people on his beat. Along with a bunch of other cops, he was caught and fired from the police force for corruption. So my buddy Arty O’Brien and his family were in disgrace. That was the first time I came across a crime. It worked out in time because in the Thirties they were building the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate Bridge and Mr. O’Brien was able to get a job working on those. But it was interesting to watch what happened to someone who got involved in corruption and had to pay a price for it. That gave you a lesson not to get involved in corruption.

We then moved to the country. A Chief Petty Officer’s retirement pay wasn’t a great deal of money so we were living a self-sustained life. We grew our own veggies. We had two pairs of blue jeans and two chambray shirts; one set was washed each week and that was your entire wardrobe. We went to school five miles away in the little town of Boulder Creek, and the school bus was a Ford Model A truck. Like an Army truck with a canvas over the back and seats that folded down, not one of these nice big yellow buses you have today. We’d climb into it over the back. Old Man Harter drove it. He brought us to school in the morning then took the same truck down to Santa Cruz to get the mail for the Boulder Creek Post Office, brought that back and then took us home in the afternoon. Things you think of as necessities you can’t live without today, we didn’t necessarily have. But somehow things went along. As a matter of fact that was a lot of fun in that school bus.  We had a riotous time in the back, separated from the driver with nobody overseeing us. We were in the fifth or sixth grade and rambunctious. The big kid Mario Piccone, who was probably 15, got to ride up front with Mr. Harter and then come back and open the back gates. Somehow we all survived it.

Q. There were no girls?

Oh, yeah, there were some girls. They had a terrible beating. They were teased and had their hair pulled, all the things little boys do to little girls. It was awful. Remember I said we were raised like little sailors, and sailors have a bad reputation for raising hell when they get into port! But Mr. O’Brien with the shakedowns and the Graham-Paige cars was the first example I had of an ethical issue. People in power will oftentimes get to the stage of misusing that power in inappropriate ways, whether it’s a cop or a boss in the office or so on. What do you do with them? How do you control them?


Anyway, I got through fifth and sixth grade. I even won a contest, for an essay on temperance. In those days we had prohibition; liquor was not allowed. I didn’t really know anything about alcohol because we never had any around the house but I wrote an essay about the evils of alcohol and got a prize from the Women’s Christian Temperance Union! I’ve lost the certificate some place. The high school years – you got through them. I’ll skip the teenage years because they were terrible. Teenagers are in the worst stage of their lives. They’re learning to become independent and they don’t quite know where to draw lines. I certainly didn’t.


I went off to college. I got a scholarship because I did have good grades in high school and I went to Stanford. My older brother had gone to San Jose State Teachers College. Up there you either went to Cal or Stanford, or San Jose State if you couldn’t get into those. If you couldn’t get into that you went to junior college. Very few of us were on the college prep course. Today everyone’s supposed to go to college but then only a very few were expected to do so. Most of the kids out of Santa Cruz High School took a vocational course, training them to do something practical. Auto mechanic courses and for girls secretarial or home economics. But at that time I really wasn’t all that interested in girls; I was more interested in sport. Doing things that made the other guys respect you, that was the most important thing. That brought up ethical questions. Where you draw the line?  There was always a tendency to be pushed to the point of doing something wrong, and you had to judge whether to do it to gain the respect of the other guys. I got caught sometimes. One of the wrong things that we did in my high school years was painting Class of ’39 on the smokestack of the high school, which of course was vandalism. But the other guys thought we were pretty neat. The authorities finally identified those of us who did it and it turned out we were all on the student council! We were punished with suspension. You had to make judgments whether it’s worth doing something you know is not right just to get the respect of your peers. So I got through those kinds of things, learning there is a penalty, and where to start drawing the lines.


I went off to college. The war came along and I enlisted in the Army Air Corps. I spent four years in the service, two of them in the USA while they tried to make me into something useful. There was a lot of benefit in that military training, particularly the kind of training I got as an aviation cadet, because it was a lot of discipline. How do you make somebody do something when they don’t want to? Maybe because there’s some risk to themselves? How to get someone to the point where they obey the order right now as compared to arguing about it or wondering whether they should or shouldn’t? In a military situation instant obedience is a requirement. It’s a necessity. There was a great deal of that training.  
I spent two years overseas out in the Pacific. You probably don’t realize this but we had five wars in World War II. There’s the one you hear about and read about in your history books, which was Eisenhower and the invasion through Normandy. There was another war in Europe, which was the southern war. It came across North Africa, through the boot of Italy and was a very hard war for those who fought it. The major resources all went to Normandy. Those guys in south Europe got what was left over. The idea in World War II was to defeat Hitler first and then deal with the Japanese, so in the Pacific the idea was to hold as best as we could with what limited resources we had left. That was where I went. We got very little in the way of support and equipment.

In the Pacific there were two wars. There was the MacArthur war, up from Australia back through the Philippines; and there was the Nimitz
 war, which went across the central Pacific, island hopping. There was a fifth war I may have already mentioned, the General Stilwell war in China. That was primarily to keep the Japanese occupied. It got the minimum amount of activity or support that could be given. The Nimitz war was a Navy and Marines war, and that was the one I was in. I was an Army Air Corps guy assigned to the Navy. That taught me about inter-service politics. The Air Corps had been assigned all the radio navigational aids throughout the world. We were supposed to provide those for the Navy. The Navy didn’t like that. You began to learn about the strategic things that went on at the top. These were the issues of inter-service rivalries. I didn’t understand this at the time. I just knew we were short of things in the Pacific, compared to what was going on in Europe. 
I ended up being the operations officer for the 78th AACS group, based on the Marianas. I’d gone to the invasions of the Marianas and Iwo Jima and Palau. I was a First Lieutenant in a Lieutenant Colonel’s berth. Here was I, twenty years old and the rank that supposed to be doing my job was three ranks above me. That was how short the Army Air Corps was of qualified people. We were having a lot of trouble maintaining adequate communications, contacts and equipment. We were all cast-offs and rejects, and my commanding officer was a drunk. We hardly saw him.

We got a call one day from the headquarters of Admiral Nimitz, Commander-in-Chief in the Pacific, CinCPac. They wanted the commanding officer to come down to headquarters to answer for why we were not supporting them adequately. There was nobody else available so I climbed into a Jeep and went down to CinCPac headquarters and met with Captain Shepherd, who was the Chief Communications Officer and worked directly for the Admiral. He was nonplussed that the Colonel hadn’t shown up. He asked me, “What’s the trouble up there, son?”

I explained that the Colonel was ill. He was in his cups, which was unfortunate. I told him all the things we didn’t have and the problems we were facing and he said, ‘Let’s see how we can fix that.’ Next thing I know I’ve got a bunch of Marines and sailors to fill in the empty spots. A Marine radio teletype repair man we needed showed up. We got some Navy TDQ transmitters because the ones the Air Force had furnished us were inadequate to stand up to the tropical heat and humidity. Soon we had everything humming. Everything was fine. The Captain was happy. I was happy.

Next thing I know, a message had gone back from Admiral Nimitz’ headquarters, all the way to Washington, explaining what they had to do to fulfil the Air Corps’ other mission and how inadequate it was. Of course that also came all the way down the line the other way, to the Colonel in Hawaii, who got a reprimand. I thought we were fighting the Japanese. Turned out we were fighting each other! That’s one of the things you learn about bureaucracies. You get people with different turfs and different goals or priorities. What are they trying to do together? Are they all caught up in little fights with each other? This was a classic case of that. Of course with Colonel Smith in Hawaii, it really wasn’t his fault. It goes all the way back to the priorities that were given to the various theatres, and the shortage of resources. You can understand why he was upset. His career was ruined by something I had done, not knowing what the impact would be.

Q. Why did your actions hurt that Colonel so much?
Because the Navy complained to Washington. They had always fought the fact that they were reliant upon the Army Air Corps for support for things they felt they could do themselves, and do better. That was hurting their ability to pursue their part of the war. The real reasons were the shortage and reallocation of resources. Everything went to Normandy first, Italy second, MacArthur third, Nimitz fourth and Stilwell fifth. There really weren’t enough resources.

Q. Do you think this was because of a strategic decision that was rational?
Yes, the rational strategic decision in Washington was: defeat Hitler first. Once we have Hitler defeated, we can go after the Japanese.  Until then we just hold them. Then on the Japanese side was a contest between the Navy and Marines going across the central Pacific, and MacArthur coming up the south Pacific, as to who was getting human resources. Just like how it was in Europe. In Europe there was a contest for who was going to race across Europe and get to the Rhine first. Those things are good and bad. It’s good to have stimulation and competition to get the best out of people but on the other hand that can be somewhat destructive too.

So the Navy had gone back and complained to Washington about the inadequacy of the Air Force support. The Air Force had to admit to it, and then who’s responsible? Well, sooner or later it’s some poor guy in the middle. That guy was a guy in Hawaii named Colonel Smith, whose career was ruined by all of this. I had told the truth, and from that point I got what was called a ‘very satisfactory’ proficiency rating – which is as good as saying ‘F’! And why? The Navy was now happy. Captain Shepherd and Admiral Nimitz were very pleased with what had occurred once we had the Navy and Marines helping us out doing our job. I thought it was wonderful too because I thought we were fighting the Japanese. No. We aren’t! We’re fighting each other. I was very naïve as to the politics of these inter-relationships. I didn’t mind but it made sure I was never going to be a military officer.

Q. Did the heightened awareness of the importance of the power of politics help you later in life?


Yes. What you began to understand is that things are not just straightforward. There are these other inter-relationships. I didn’t completely understand at the moment why these things went on, but when you became older and more mature you could look back and see what really had gone on and why these things occurred. There was always that contest in the Pacific between the Navy and the MacArthur forces. MacArthur had the greater political support so when the war was over he became what you might call the Shogun of Japan. That’s a whole story by itself. He was a character! He finally got fired by Harry Truman for insubordination. So I went to war, and fortunately I came out of it with absolutely no scratches.

Q. Were you ever in battles?

I was in battle areas. I was not what you’d call a combat soldier; I was a support. My duties were to set up, maintain and operate communication and navigation aids. We went in over the beaches right after the Marines with our portable equipment. We were bringing in airplanes to land on Iwo Jima and they were pushing the Japanese off the other end of the airfield, so you’re in the middle of combat. I always carried a 45. With the Japanese you could never know when they’d pop up. There were a lot of banzai attacks and hidden traps, so you were always in a situation of having to be sure you were able to defend yourself.

Q. Did you have to kill anybody?

No.

Q. Did you see enough of combat that it had a significant effect on you mentally or emotionally? Did you see enough that it traumatized you?

I wouldn’t call it ‘traumatized’ but it made you very aware of the terrible impact of war, that it’s not glamorous. You’ve got to realize there was a lot of propaganda in World War II to develop patriotism and support. You found out that was an awful lot of baloney! It was a very messy thing. When you think in terms of the destruction! You’d see one of those islands with all the palm trees levelled, and the natives on the island having to suffer through it all. The Japanese as a military culture had a position of never surrendering; they fought to the last man. If the Germans got themselves surrounded they’d put their hands up; Italians would run before then! But the Japanese were wholly different. It goes back to the culture of the samurai and the shoguns, and the whole nature of Japanese culture. They were a formidable fighting group because they never gave up.

Q. Did you feel – do you think your comrades felt – they were the enemy and you only felt hatred and hostility toward them? Or did you empathize with them and sympathize that they were going through similar things to you?

Well, you learn to hate. As far as I’m concerned the tendency for all of us in the Pacific was to hate the Japanese. We hated them for things they did, like on the Bataan Death March. To them, if you were willing to become a prisoner then you ceased to be a human. You were no better than an animal, maybe not even that good. It was against their culture and they wouldn’t respect a person who would do something they considered beneath them. The samurai code caused them to be very brutal. If you look at the history of the Japanese in China and what they did to American prisoners, that leads to the ability to hate. It led to the view that the only good Japanese was a dead one. Ask and give no quarter. It was a whole different affair from the war in Europe thinking of ethical ‘rules of war’. I get a bit cynical when I hear all these things about the Geneva Convention and stuff like that. You fought the war the same way the enemy fought it. We fought the Japanese like for like. You’d bring them out of the caves with flamethrowers. You only go to war to win. It’s not a game, and you don’t win by scoring a certain amount of points. To the Japanese it would have to be total destruction. You can view that attitude with disdain or pride, depending upon your direction and point of view.

Q. Do you still feel that hatred?

I did. I did for fifteen years.

Q. If you had the opportunity to meet someone who had fought against you on the Japanese side, would you shake his hand and talk with him?

Let’s put it this way. I was involved with the early days of the occupation. I found I hated and detested the Japanese. It took a long time but finally after fifteen years it dissipated. In later years I did business with Japanese; in fact I learned the language. The company I was with did business with them and we had good relationships.

Q. Did you learn Japanese during or after the war?

I learned it during the war because I had to be able to decode and understand intercepts. So I’d taken Japanese and had a moderately fluent capability in it during the war. I renewed it again later when we were doing business in Japan. Now I’m the same way I am with my French. Très mal! I’ve learned French, German and Japanese, as well as several forms of English, one being British English. 
Q. When we’ve spoken before you said the war was so horrific you did not want your parents to know what it was really like, that you protected them from that knowledge by what you wrote in your letters.

At first you couldn’t write very long letters. V-mail, as they called it, could only be one page, and it was all ‘I’m okay’. You didn’t go into detail. I didn’t need to because my father had been in war himself in the Philippines. He knew what it was like.

Q. Did your mother know what was going on or were you trying to protect her?

No. We just didn’t talk about it. It was one of those things you repress. That’s how you cope.
Q. Did any of it come out later in any way?

We didn’t talk about it. I never talked about the war. I’ve probably talked about it more tonight than I ever have. To me it was a chapter and when the chapter was over you closed it and put it behind you.

Q. You said it took you fifteen years to stop hating the Japanese. Was there any one event that prompted that?

No. Just the simple fact that after about fifteen years I finally realized I’d reached the stage where I didn’t hate them any more. It had passed. I’d gotten over it. No particular event caused it. I think that’s the way hatred oftentimes works.

Q. Did you ever want to get back at the Japanese?

We got back at them. They had Hiroshima and Nagasaki. They were going to get a couple more if they hadn’t quit. On the other hand I have no regrets about dropping the bombs on them because they’d asked for it. There was lots of debate about dropping the bombs but it ended things.

Q. Did being in the war affect your feelings about war and make you see it as a last resort?

Well, yeah. Let’s put it this way. You certainly don’t go to war if there’s any other reasonable way of solving the problems at hand. But you’ve got to be prepared to use force when it becomes evident there’s no other reasonable solution. Most of us think of problems as linear things. Something that has a beginning, a period of solution and an end, and then is completed. But the major problems of the world are not linear; they’re circular. They have no beginning. They have no end and they don’t disappear. They just get larger or smaller, and they’re always going to be with us. With issues between countries and people, there are times when war becomes necessary but in general it’s certainly not the first option. At the same time I think those who oppose you need to understand war’s an option that’s on the table.

Q. You said earlier that instant obedience is required in the military. Do you think it’s okay to prosecute lower ranked soldiers for torture authorized by higher ranked officials?

No. What is the level of responsibility? A soldier is told to follow orders. That’s how he’s trained. At some point there’s an authorization to do something. By the way, I’m not sure it’s easy to define what torture is. We all have different views as to what is torture and what is acceptable pressure.

Q. You don’t accept John Yoo’s memos
 then?

He’s given a definition. I don’t know whether I accept it or not. I’m just saying there are different views as to what constitutes actual torture. But whatever it is, the level of responsibility rests higher than the individual who is ordered to do it.

Q. If the soldier has a moral code that makes him feel he’s not comfortable obeying an order, do you think he should speak up?

There is always the ability of the individual to refuse an order he or she feels is inappropriate, and to take the consequences of that, which could be a court-martial or discharge. No individual is compelled to do something they find totally repugnant or unacceptable. Yes, they’re taught to obey, but sometime you’re given an order to do something that your self-programming, if you will, won’t allow you to do. You can certainly refuse that order but you must take the consequences.

Q. So you’re saying you have to do what is right for you, but you have to take the consequences. That’s what you did during the war, by speaking up when you needed to, and you were prepared to take the consequence and felt no bitterness about it.

Yes, you accept that. You have your own moral compass that evolves over your life. You have to live with that as the primary guidance of your behavior. You will face conflicts at times over what you feel is morally acceptable. There are alternatives and consequences.

Q. When you’re told to follow orders and you have a certain set of morals, do you think that because you know you’re expected to follow orders and that not following them will have consequences, your morals eventually change a little bit to be able to fit in with those orders?

It can change your values. If you’re asked to do something that’s contrary to what you feel is what’s morally right, and you do it, you have perhaps made an adjustment or a change to your values. You apparently didn’t feel strongly enough about that particular issue.

Q. Has that happened to you?

I’m trying to think of an instance. I’m sure it has at some point. I might have had an aversion to doing something and did it even so; and having once done it, I guess you could say I found it acceptable.

Q. You’ve spent most of your professional life in the defense industry, is that right?

Yes, except for two years.
Q. Did you feel being in that industry posed its own ethical questions, if you’re making a living making weapons that kill people?

No. Let’s put it this way: I believe that whether or not we appreciate or like it, one needs a strong military. While I was growing up we went through a great period – between the wars – of isolationism, disarmament and appeasement. That was considered the proper way to deal with conflict. In our country and Europe the issue was of negotiation and appeasement. It didn’t solve the problems; it merely encouraged the Fascists and the Nazis. If you didn’t have a military force you were basically toothless and unable to cope with that situation.

Q. So did our country approach the Cold War in the right way?

Yes. Whether or not you agree with the strategy, over the years we didn’t have a war. We basically had peace through all that time, from World War II to today. We’ve had conflicts around the edges but we didn’t have a nuclear world war. If it had been approached with the tactic of stripping ourselves of all force and military capability, would it have gone the same way? I don’t know, because we didn’t do it. We rather chose to match force with force. You have to remember that power is not just force; it’s force and will. Force without will gives you no power whatsoever, as does will without force. And what is power but the ability to cause someone else to act in a fashion that’s adverse to his interests and more in line with yours?

Q. Do you think if we had not engaged in the Cold War there would have been nuclear attacks?

I honestly don’t know, and I don’t think anybody can, because that’s not what we did. You make a judgment, or a judgment gets made. The alternative doesn’t get explored.

*     *     *     *

Let’s resume our conversation. You’ve taken us through the war. Can you tell us where you were and what happened when the war ended? 


In Guam, preparing for the invasion of Japan. The war ended in late August. Before that, we were planning the invasion of the main islands of Japan, late that fall. All those who were to participate were getting whatever we needed to be prepared and ready for that invasion.

Q. Were you scared? Were you frightened?


No. The one time I got frightened was when the war was over. I realized “It’s actually over and I’m still here. Nothing has happened.” Then I began to get nervous. I was frightened that at that point something might happen.  

Q. Frightened they would just keep you there?


No, no.  It was that here we were, the war’s over, and we were still among the living. Fear that something might happen to me now. That was the one time I got nervous. You go to these things like invasions, you can’t afford to get frightened.
Q. That’s interesting.


You put all that behind you. You have to take a fatalistic attitude.

Q. Sometimes when you are in a stressful situation of one kind or another – obviously, war being such a situation, but it can be a job interview or another kind of stress – after you are out of the stress, then the adrenaline drops back. Or whatever it is that constitutes the psychological mechanism that lets you get through it, after it’s over is when you experience the fear and anxiety. It’s ironic, isn’t it?


That’s basically right. You take a major stress, the only way you can handle a major 

stressful thing like war is to become fatalistic. In other words, if anything is going to happen to you, it’ll happen. The way that it’s put by a lot of soldiers is that if it’s got your name on it, you’ll get hit; if it doesn’t, it won’t.

Q. Do you think people adopted that way of looking at things because it was the most healthy?


It was the way to survive it. To get through it. 

Q. Psychologically.


In other words, it was pure chance. I do what I have to. It’s my turn, I’ll get it, and if it’s not [Frank shrugged]. It’s an attitude you develop. Everybody, to maintain their sensibilities in such a situation, that’s generally the way they cope with it. It was fatalism. It was… If something’s going to get you, it’ll get you. If it’s not, it’ll not. That was the basic thing.

Q. Is fatalism a general pattern for you?

A lot of men in the war thought that way. They used to joke about who’s going to get it next, that type of thing.

Q. Do you still think in fatalistic terms? Or is that a way of thinking you strategically took on just during the war?


I guess I still am fatalistic. That is to say, I don’t believe I have a predestined direction or that somebody has got a plan for me, that I am fulfilling this plan. My reaction is that you live in a world where all sorts of things are happening. Events occur, and it’s how you react to them. But you don’t control events. You don’t control the world around you.

Q. When you say you’re not living out some plan, does that mean something like a god is out of the picture, or is not that important? 


Religion provides a lot of strength for a lot of people. Religious belief keeps a lot of people going. I am not religious. I was raised religious. My mother was very devout in her religion. In about my teenage years—maybe when I went to college—I basically broke with organized religion because I couldn’t accept the premises. 


As I began to lean toward the scientific side of my schoolwork, I began to find things that contradicted the assumptions of the Bible. That caused me to lose faith in what you might call the truths of the Bible. There’s a lot in the Bible that’s very worthwhile. The ethical teachings, rules on how to live: all are very important. But in terms of their being a creator who made the world in his image and likeness and who’s overlooking it, I couldn’t believe it. I ceased to believe in a One who had a plan for the world and a plan for me or anything of that sort. You then substitute something else for it. 

Q. And so what did you substitute for it? 


Fatalism. In the beginning, you are born. You don’t choose your parents. You don’t choose the date. The same way when you finally leave the world.

Q. You told me once you took an online course on religion and discovered you were Navajo. 


When I looked at other religions and their beliefs, I found myself more in tune with some than with others. I discovered that if I were a religious person, I would be more likely to be a polytheist. I would believe in multiple gods. That this one central, all-purpose god who looks over everything and everyone is like the federal government. About as competent, too! The Navajos believed in individual spirits: the sun god, the rain god. I can relate to that. They can provide sacrifices to him. Or give gifts, if you will. It was a polytheistic view. The gods they worshipped were essentially various elements of nature. If I were to be anything, I might have been a Navajo. The Hopis and the Zunis have similar concepts. You have to have something. We humans, we come up and say, “Who am I? Why am I here?” These are the questions you ask. It’s a puzzle to any human.
Q. Have you found answers for yourself to those questions?


I think I’m here by pure fate. Or, the urges of my father and my mother, if you get down to it. The fact that they were married and decided to have children, that’s why I’m here. And what am I here for? I don’t think there’s any purpose that they had in mind for me. Maybe they had in mind that I would support them in their old age, which I did. 

Q.  So let’s go back to the war’s end. What did you do after the war?


After the war? I went back to school. They had a GI bill and I wanted to get more engineering education. So I went back and did two years of graduate study in electrical engineering at Stanford. It was at the end of my second year that my father had the stroke.  I went to work to be able to provide support.
*****
Q. How do you want to be remembered?

I don’t expect to be remembered. I really don’t care. I have no legacy I want to leave. I have no memorial. I don’t need an obelisk some place. Rest in peace. That’s it. Somebody has passed through. I’ve enjoyed my life. I’m glad I had it.

Frank died on November 21, 2010, shortly after this interview.
ENDNOTES


� Emilio Aguinaldo y Famy, born March 22, 1869, was a Filipino freedom fighter, general, and politician. Aguinaldo played an instrumental role in both the Philippines' fight for independence against Spain and the subsequent Philippine-American War (also called the War of Philippine Independence)� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emilio_Aguinaldo" \l "cite_note-3#cite_note-3" �� that Frank described� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States" \o "United States" �� The youngest Philippine president, Aguinaldo took office when he was only 29, and died on February 6, 1964, at age 94.


� US Navy Fleet Admiral Chester William Nimitz (February 24, 1885 – February 20, 1966) was a five-star admiral with dual command of Commander in Chief, United States Pacific Fleet (the "CinCPac" that Frank refers to) for U.S. naval forces and also the Commander in Chief of the Pacific Ocean Areas (CinCPOA) for both the U.S. and the Allied air, land, and sea forces. Nimitz was the leading Navy expert on submarines during WWII.


� John Choon Yoo (born July 10, 1967) is the UC Berkeley Law School professor and former official in the US Department of Justice lawyer during the George W. Bush administration who wrote what has become known as the Torture Memos, detailing the use of so-called enhanced interrogation techniques, techniques critics say far exceed the traditional concepts of interrogation under the Geneva Conventions.





