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Four Years, Four Months, and Fourteen Days: A Collection of My Dad’s World War II Stories

By Lynn Harmon Ward

My Dad was an old man of 25 when he joined the Navy just before World War II.  He did not want to be in the army. He speaks a lot about how much he would have hated slogging around in the mud and being pushed around by the “big shots.” Since everyone knew a war was coming, and it was fairly certain that he would be in the service one way or the other, his enlistment was a preemptive strike.  He wanted to fly planes, but when that fell through; he went to the Navy recruiter and said, “Tempt me”. The Navy was looking for some older, steady men to ride herd over the teenagers they knew were coming and offered to bump him up a rate. So he entered the Navy two months before Pearl Harbor and was put directly into managing an office without ever having to go through the traditional basic training at all. Actually he did go to flight school while in the Navy, but not until later, and the war ended before he finished his flight training. 

Once he entered the service, Dad rose to be Chief Petty Officer in a matter of around seven months, and was the fastest man to ever make chief. There was a newspaper article about it at the time, which he is really proud of. He likes to recite the total time he spent in the Navy: “Four years, four months, and fourteen days.”

Dad got to Great Lakes Naval Station in September of 1941. On December 7 he, along with many others at Great Lakes, had to get out a map to see where on earth Pearl Harbor was. That day Dad was in charge of the main gate in terms of letting men out on liberty. Most weekends, the men stationed on the base would get one or two day passes. This was called being on liberty. Longer passes, harder to come by, were called leave. The line of men waiting to go on liberty grew long as for two hours his orders were not to let anyone leave, even if they had a pass. Thing were quite chaotic as the brass struggled to come to terms with the fact that many of their ships and men had been wiped out in one morning in Hawaii, and war was now a foregone conclusion. After two hours, someone finally decided there was nothing these young recruits could do at the moment and an attack on the south side of Lake Michigan was not imminent, so they gave the order to Dad to let the men out on their liberty passes for the day.

Great Lakes was much smaller in 1941 when Dad got there, but as war drew closer, the military started buying up land and constructing buildings as quickly as possible. These were constructed by local civilians (not Navy personnel). Interestingly, two hours after the news about Pearl Harbor, about the time Dad was letting that long line of recruits out for a day’s liberty, Great Lakes Public Works Officer, Captain Spaulding, acting on his own with no approval from Washington, authorized construction of 32 barracks, two galleys, and other miscellaneous buildings on the north side of the base. On December 7, there were 8,518 military personnel at Great Lakes. Six months later, in June of 1942, there were 44,000. By September of 1942 there were 100,000. The Navy made this a bit more manageable by separating the base into a series of Camps. Most personnel there stayed within their own small camp during the time they were there. Dad was in Camp Dewey. He says that during the war, although Great Lakes is right on Lake Michigan, he rarely even saw the lake. Throughout the war, 965,259 recruits were trained at Great Lakes.
 

They all were processed through my Dad’s office.

All through the war, there was a constant barrage of construction as the base made room for all the new sailors to get their training. The idea was to get the recruits in, train them, and ship them out as soon as possible. Dad says at the height of the war some men came in, trained, and shipped out in as little as a month’s time.

Dad’s job, throughout the war, was to supervise the process of interviewing each man who entered Great Lakes, and assigning him to a billet, or job, in the Navy. It was a heavy responsibility for a farm boy from North Dakota. The weight of the realization that he was sending many of these boys to their deaths by his assignments was always heavy on his mind. He took his job seriously, and made sure all those he supervised did the same.

One story Dad likes to tell is about an interviewer who was not doing his job. A young recruit came out of the little cubby where he was being interviewed and rather sheepishly told dad, “my interviewer is asleep, sir.” Dad had to go wake up the interviewer and tell him to pull himself together, and then find another interviewer for the young recruit. He always stressed the importance of the interview process in this and other stories about the office. He was very aware of the fact that he held these young lives in his hands, and really tried to make sure that each person who went through his office was given the best consideration possible. Dad kept letters from some of the recruits and their parents thanking him for their placement and for his care of these young recruits. 

 Many of his stories are about the men he interviewed, his brushes with famous people, and funny things that happened on the naval base during the war.  Dad joined the Navy, as many others did, to “see the world” but as fate would have it, ended up spending the whole war in Illinois at Great Lakes. One of his favorite stories involves one of his superiors dressing him down for something (never specified in the story) and telling him they would ship him out if he wasn’t careful. “Why do you think I joined the Navy” was his cheeky reply. His superior would laugh and say, “Oh, don’t worry; you’ll be gone soon enough.” But he was needed too much where he was and his “seeing the world” would come much later in his life, well after leaving the Navy and raising a family.

Dad has quite a few stories about his boss. His office had a Navy officer in charge of the operation, but Dad oversaw the routine stuff. Each morning they would touch base. Dad had to get up each morning before he got in to work and read the Chicago Tribune before this meeting because his boss never wanted to talk about the office work – he wanted to discuss what was going on in the comics…especially Dick Tracy. When Dad would bring up serious office related questions his boss would say, “Oh, you go ahead and handle that, Harmon.”

One day, Dad’s boss called him in to his office and seemed to be quite happy to have caught him in a mistake. When memos went out from their office, they were numbered – and the memo on his desk was numbered 1. “Harmon, you mean to tell me that this is the first memo we’ve sent out all year around here?” he asked gruffly, thinking Dad had skipped a number or something. 

Dad just answered, in a puzzled voice, “Well, yes sir.” Then the officer looked down at his calendar which said January 1 and said, “Well I’ll be damned!” Dad says he didn’t try to catch him at any more errors for quite some time.

Dad tells a few stories about his foibles as well. He liked to get to work early each morning, before his staff, so he could get a jump on the day’s work. One day he got there about 45 minutes early, as usual, and found a window had been accidentally left open. He went over to close it and it came down fast – pinning both of his hands as it came down. He was stuck there until one of his staff showed up to work and helped him raise the window. He says he saw several people walking past but didn’t bother trying to attract their attention. The window was closed so they couldn’t hear him shout and he sure couldn’t wave!

Dad was very proud of the famous people he interviewed. The one he talks about most is Linwood Rowe. Rowe was a pitcher for the Detroit Tigers in the thirties, and led the team to win the 1934 World Series. Linwood Rowe, nicknamed and known all over the country as “schoolboy” came in to be interviewed. He said to Dad, “Linwood Rowe reporting, sir.” Dad said, “I don’t know much about baseball, but…are you “Schoolboy”?”  Linwood smiled and said, “Yes, sir.” This is about as much of the story as Dad tells. Researching this on my own, I found Schoolboy Rowe was billeted to the Great Lakes baseball team and spent the rest of the war going around to bases playing baseball games to entertain the troops.

Dad’s stories include work related and liberty related tales. 

On liberty, he would often take the train to Kenosha, Wisconsin where service people were well received. He spent many hours at the local KYF, the Kenosha Youth Foundation, where they held USO dances. In my teens, I attended dances in the same room of the KYF where he danced some 20 years before.  He also often ate at Frank’s Diner in downtown Kenosha. Franks is located in an old railroad car, which was made over into a diner. The management of Franks is proud of the fact that it is “the longest continuously running diner in the US.” Dad lives in Kenosha now, and we sometimes take him out to breakfast at Franks which is, Dad says, “just the same as it was during the war.” Dad likes to tell these stories of his early connection with Kenosha, where he’s lived now for over 40 years.

Dad was always disappointed about not being able to be in any part of “the action” overseas during the war. Many of Dad’s stories emphasize the important role he played at Great Lakes and the fact that although they told him his stay there would be short and that he would ship out “soon enough”, it never happened for him. My Aunt Fern kept a scrapbook during the war that demonstrates how he must have felt. Dad’s sister, Aunt Fern, lived in Los Angeles during the war, and her mother would send her newspaper clippings about the servicemen from their area of North Dakota which Aunt Fern glued into a little war album. These men were sent all over the globe! My Dad’s and my Uncle’s clippings are next to each other. Uncle Vern, Dad’s younger brother, got to go all over Europe in the Army Signal Corp. If you’ve seen the film Windtalkers, Uncle Verne worked with the Navajos who were able to use their language as a code which the enemy was never able to break. It must have pained my Dad to sit at home in the states and not be over there. 

One question I asked him was how much he kept track of the war news. He said he was so busy in his job that he wasn’t really able to keep up with the news. He had to read it later when he had time. It was very difficult to get any information about any individual servicemen, and you didn’t even know where your loved ones were anyway, so for the most part, no news was good news. As long as no one heard from my Uncle Vern, that meant he was OK – Communication from the military was only for bad news.

Over the years, it has been plain that Dad was a valuable worker where he was, which is why he never got out of Illinois, but it must have been hard for a 25 year old to see men going through his office every day, most of them much younger and more inexperienced than him, who were being sent to all the places he wanted to go. One of his Navy pictures, an 8X10 of the one from the clipping Aunt Fern collected in her scrapbook, hangs on the wall in his living room along with many other family pictures. Whenever I see that picture, I think of James Stewart who played George Bailey in the film It’s a wonderful life. Like George Bailey, who always wanted to see the world, who watched his younger brother get glory, honor and respect in service to his country, 
 Dad just stuck it out as honorably and responsibly as he could. He put aside his disappointment and did his job. Although there were some angry moments, and a lot of frustration, he didn’t let his disappointment make him bitter, sour his love and loyalty for his country, or defeat his always present optimism.

More than ten years after the war ended, we see yet more pictures of Dad in uniform. In these pictures, taken around 1958, he stands proud and tall in his old Navy uniform with his three children. In the first, we see him in his own home in front of the fireplace he loved. In the next, he is also in uniform, but hatless, as all his children are wearing one of his Navy hats. His love and pride, in his uniform, in his own home, in his children, are completely visible for all to see. He has lived through the hard times, and now he has his own hard won American dream.

Tom Brokaw calls this generation of people who fought and lived during World War II “The Greatest Generation”.
 Dad has taught me, through personal example, and through his stories, the value of loyalty, hard work, and responsibility. His stories taught me to take responsibility even for jobs I didn’t particularly like or choose, to stand up for myself, to laugh at myself, and, possibly most important, he has imparted to me over the years, a world view full of optimism and love for other people.

In 2001, Lane Evans, ranking Democratic member of the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Veteran’s Affairs, made a floor statement about the importance of expediting the construction of a WWII memorial planned for Washington D.C. In his statement, he said, in part:

“…More than 16 million Americans served in uniform during World War II.  More than 400,000 gave their lives, over 670,000 were wounded, and millions more supported the war effort on the front here at home.  Of the 16 million who served, only five million remain alive today.  

World War II veterans, who saved democracy and served heroically, today are battling the diseases and disabilities of older age.  Today, our World War II veterans are dying at a rate of 1,100 per day…” 

  

This is why it is important that I have made a start in collecting my Dad’s memories. His generation made a valuable and lasting contribution to the world, and each of their stories enriches us all in the telling and remembering.

This project was much harder than I originally thought it would be, and it turned out quite different than what I first envisioned. I take heart from Bruce Jackson who says in his book, Fieldwork, “I would probably say that if you finished the field project and got exactly what you’d expected and did with it exactly what you’d planned, that you’d planned a simple-minded project to start with and your fieldwork was superficial and so was your thinking about what you’d seen. Be ready for surprises and be ready to welcome the unexpected.” 

Jackson talks about the difference between conversation and interview. One of my major obstacles in this project was that my Dad, at 88, is really not up to a long, in depth interview at one sitting. We did most of our interviews about this project driving around town, sitting in the car and looking at Lake Michigan or amid the day to day interaction around his house when I visited him over a series of weekends. Some questions were asked over the telephone.

In Dynamics of Folklore, Barre Toelkin advises to ask ourselves as fieldworkers, “what is the tradition I seek to record, and how can I put the tradition-bearer in such a frame of mind and personal context to encourage the performance of the things I want to study?” 
 I tried to put my Dad in a frame of mind to recall his stories by finding pictures and artifacts from his Navy days and just letting him talk about them.

Always in the back of my mind, as Elizabeth Stone points out in Black Sheep and Kissing Cousins, has been the knowledge that as a collector of this folklore, my position as my Dad’s daughter has inevitably shaped his stories. If they had been told to an impartial observer, or a peer, his stories would not be the same as the ones I’ve collected. And, as Stone points out, “The facts of a family’s past can be selectively fashioned into a story that can mean almost anything, whatever they most need it to mean.” 
 My Dad has always presented an unswerving optimism about his Navy days and about his life in general and that optimism has been one of the most important traits he has passed along to me. 

Of course Dad wants to present himself in a good light to his children. Of course he will dwell on the good and not the bad. He has no combat horror stories. His tales are of the everyday courage he needed to keep away disappointment, boredom, and homesickness as he spent his four years, four months, and fourteen days away from his family in a period of great stress and hardship in this country and in his personal life.

In Dad’s stories, he is sometimes the trickster, almost always funny and knowledgeable, and always with a Scandinavian way of speaking which is short, to the point – in as few words as possible, with little or no visible emotion. 

As I’ve been involved in this project, it has helped me to consider the research of Lynne C. Landcaster and David Stillman in their book When Generations Collide. Landcaster and Stillman categorize people into four different generations by different general traits. Dad’s generation, which they call the traditionalists, are those born between 1900 and 1945. The hallmarks of this group are loyalty, patriotism, hard work, respect for leaders, and faith in institutions. They lived through a depression and a time of massive upheaval that shaped them greatly. Their no nonsense attitude of quiet determination was a major factor in the success of the Allies in World War II. In their lives, they have had to surmount obstacles most generations are fortunate not to have to face.

On his 88th birthday, my brother, sister and I drove Dad to Great Lakes for a visit. We had a wonderful day full of memories and family togetherness, but while I drove and had Dad in the front seat with me and my tape recorder, I had trouble recording because my siblings were having their own conversation in the back seat which interfered with my recording. I didn’t feel like I wanted to tell them to shut up, it was their day too, so that evening I took the best notes I could and just worked with that. The stories I’ve heard since I was a child were all there, but in some there is a maddening lack of detail which will never be there. As Bruce Jackson says, in Fieldwork, “It’s always too late to capture such things…all historical inquiries can never be more than partial…Learning what we can about their world might let us know them better, but we can never know them for what they were before our sense of change and loss moved us to begin looking for what was no longer commonly available.” 
 Jackson calls this salvaging folklore and deems it much less satisfying or successful than collecting current folklore. He says, in Fieldwork, that when folklorists are asked why they do what they do, they generally have three answers. The first one is because they have to for a class assignment. If this is your answer as a folklorist, Jackson suggests you just go take a different course, because you will never be able to successfully collect anything with that attitude. The second answer is because this folklore is dying out and I want to collect it before it is gone. As I quoted above, Jackson sees that this is a valid reason for collecting folklore, he just wants the collector to realize that there are many pitfalls to this and it can never be totally successful. The third, and best, answer as to why to collect folklore is because I love the lore itself and want to preserve it. That attitude will always produce the most success. 

For me, and many other collectors of folklore, this is just an unfortunate aspect of my collection that I have to work around. I know the limitations, and state them in my research, but this is what I want to collect, before these stories are forever lost – even though I know that what I collect now will not be as complete as if it had been collected in the late 40s, or at least a little sooner.

Looking back, I regret that I didn’t make more of an attempt to collect these stories before time and failing memory has dimmed their details. I plan to share all the stories I’ve collected with my Dad to see if he can add some details, and with my brother and sister to see if they can recollect details I’ve missed from their hearing of his stories over the years.

I think I have always put an optimistic spin on my Dad’s stories when I’ve heard them or thought of them or told them to others. Is it the truth? Is it my way of seeing the stories as I need to see them? If I put an optimistic spin on Dad’s history and it is because I’ve been taught that very optimism from him in the first place does that not make his stories especially true? These things are all in my thoughts as I continue sifting through Dad’s stories, and enjoy hearing him tell me more.
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