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I was accepted into the navy on December 6, 1942 but was told not to report for induction 

until after the holidays, January 6, 1943.  Leaving the house on the morning of January 

6th was a somber occasion for me and especially my parents.  We were all proud but sad.   

 

The transition to navy life began immediately.  No more civilian clothes. I was now an 

apprentice seaman, the lowliest of the low.   

 

After a few hours of orientation we were shipped off by train to begin our boot camp 

training at the Great Lakes Naval Training station in Illinois.  The trip took about 18 

hours, plenty of time to explore every possible fear of an unknown future.  The train 

spent about 4 hours on a side track in the Chicago stock yards while we waited for them 

to switch engines.  It is impossible for me to describe the homesickness I felt at this time 

except to say that it must have been as close to terminal as homesickness can get.   

 

We arrived at Great Lakes after midnight.  We were offered some food and assigned a 

bed.  The next day we were assigned to a training company and a permanent barrack.  

This was to be my "home" for the next twelve weeks.  (My "class" was the last one to 

receive 12 weeks of training.  Future classes received only four weeks.) 

 

Ask almost anyone who has survived a "boot camp" atmosphere and they will tell you 

their most important needs were sleep and food.  Standing "watch" for 4 hours in the 

latrine was not what we imagined navy life would be like.  (Actually these were fire 

watches, made practical by the fact that the barracks we lived in were temporary 

buildings made entirely of wood.  Smoking was allowed only when the "smoking lamp" 

was on, which made sneaking a smoke at other times a real art.)  It seemed to me we 

would never be able to sleep for 8 hours straight again in our life.  People complained 

about the quality of the cooking but I couldn't seem to get enough of it.  I would go to 

two or three mess halls in order to satisfy my appetite. 

 

While at Great Lakes I went into my first sole-proprietor business.  Sunday proved to be 

the one day when you could get a little extra sleep. It also was also the day when 

attendance at the religious service of your choice was mandatory.  All of this added up to 

a business opportunity even I could not miss.  I discovered that most of the men would 

rather sleep in than get up for breakfast.  When they got back from church services they 

were pretty hungry.  To meet this need I would go to the Ship's Store on Saturday and 

buy 5 to 7 hundred candy bars for 2 1/2 cents each.  I usually sold them out within thirty 

minutes for a nickle apiece.  Men used to come from surrounding barracks to buy 



whatever I happened to have for sale.  (Joe Leverone did the same thing at his barracks 

located in another part of the camp.)  I made enough profit to pay for my transportation 

home and all my other expenses during my leave before reporting for my next 

assignment. (Technically this was a "delay-in-transit" and not time charged to the leave 

system, primarily because we hadn't been in the service long enough to earn leave.) 

 

While at Great Lakes I became a "square-knot admiral" which meant I was given a patch 

and put in charge of window cleaning.  I also took an aptitude test for radio school which 

I passed easily.  It consisted of distinguishing the difference in code signals, something 

my musical training helped me with.  My next stop was the radio school at the University 

of Wisconsin in Madison. 

 

Duty at the University of Wisconsin was as close to ideal as one could want.  We stayed 

in student dormitories and ate in the University dining room which was supervised by the 

regular university chef. The food was great! The campus was located on the shore of a 

lake and within walking distance of downtown.   

 

We put in a full day at radio school learning Morse code and basic electronics.  One of 

the basic requirements for a passing grade was to copy Morse code at 18 words per 

minute.  Copying code at this relatively modest speed proved to be very difficult for 

many of the men. Success had much more to do with aptitude than with intelligence.  

Copying up to a speed of 12 words per minute was relatively easy; getting beyond that 

speed was impossible for some students.  We took courses on theory, transmitter 

operation, and various navy procedures.  We also were expected to be able to transmit in 

morse code at about 14 words per minute.  (Most of the code we were to receive on board 

ship was sent by machine at a constant speed of 18 wpm in the Atlantic and 25 wpm in 

the Pacific.).  Sending messages manually in Morse code established a very identifiable 

"voice" or "fist" which was unique to each sender, so much so that when we joined the 

fleet we could often identify the "fist" of other radiomen in our squadron or task force.  

 

We were treated well by the staff and the population of Madison.  There was an Army 

Air Force base (Truax Field) on the other side of town which added population and 

problems to this capital city.  The civilians were remarkably tolerant of all the servicemen 

and often entertained us in their homes and churches.  There were quite a few store-front 

missions in Madison that would lure servicemen in with the promise of food and 

refreshments.  Many of the clergy tried to convert us to their religious doctrine or theories 

or otherwise reassure us of our salvation if we would just take their advice.  For the most 

part we went in for the food and that was it. 

 

Discipline was relatively loose during this period of time but not totally lacking.  When 

we were in the last few weeks of our 12 week training period we were moved to quarters 

located under the spectator stands in the football stadium.  The entrances, and exits, to the 

stadium proved to be great places to hang our laundry.  We were told not to hang our 

laundry in the stadium when there was an event scheduled.  No one is perfect and some 

of us forgetfully hung out our laundry when a concert was taking place.  Unfortunately 

the Commanding Officer was in attendance at the concert.  The next day we were ordered 



to perform eight hours of marching and other inhuman exercises.  At the end of the day, 

having paid the price of our indiscretion, we were allowed to go on pass.  My feet hurt 

me so bad I could hardly walk, but I went anyway.  When I returned to quarters that night 

I found a pair of scissors in one of the shoes I had changed into before going on pass.  I 

was now ready for sea-duty! 
 


