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This interview is being conducted on March 10, 2010, with Mr. Ken Nedbal at the 

Indian Prairie Library in Darien, Illinois.  My name is Deb Barrett.  Mr. Nedbal 

was born on December 12, 1932, in Chicago, Illinois.  He is a retired business owner.  

He owned an auto mechanic shop.  He learned of the Veterans History Project when 

his wife read about it in the library newsletter.  Mr. Nedbal has kindly consented to 

be interviewed for this project.  Here is his story. 

 

Life Before Military Service 

 

Ken, let’s talk about where you were just before you went into the military.  Where 

were you living?  What was your life like? 

 

 I was living in Elmwood Park.  All my school friends were going to Proviso High 

School because it was in the neighborhood.  Somewhere around sophomore or junior year 

I took auto-shop class.  I was always crazy about automotives.  This was something nice.  

I met my friends in there.   

 When I graduated in 1950 I had a job immediately with a Chrysler dealership.  

The reason they wanted me right away was because my dad knew one of the mechanics 

who worked for them who didn‟t want to work for them anymore – he was a problem 

child.  He said, “I told them about you.”  So my dad got me my first job early in 1950 

working for Chrysler.  It didn‟t take but a couple of months and they had me on the line 

as a mechanic.  And that was hard to believe because I was only 17 years old.  They liked 

what I did.  The big move on the automobiles back in 1950 – the big move was that 

everything changed.  People don‟t realize that.  That‟s when automatic power steering 

came out, transmissions were changed to automatic transmissions, power brakes – all this 

equipment you‟re used to in every car now, that was the beginning of it.  What they liked 

about me – at least Mr. Harrigan liked about me – was that I learned about all this new 

stuff at school.  When I came to work for Mr. Harrigan after school, the same day I 

would teach the other mechanics what had been changed and was gone.  I felt that was 

really great.  The mechanics didn‟t like it because I was a kid!  But it was great.   

 Also, at the same time, back in 1950 – 1949 and 1950 -- I bought a stock car, and 

I was racing it at Soldier Field.  Granatelli was running auto racing, and it was fixed 

racing.  This little kid, me, I couldn‟t race because I was only 17.  So I took my brother‟s 

name, Tony, because he was a year older.  He was 18.  So I could race and get away with 

it.  But I wasn‟t winning anything.  I didn‟t like the way they drove over at Soldier Field.  

So I moved to Half Day – not moved, but took my racing to Half Day racing track; I can‟t 

remember the name of the track.  Anyway, it was a shorter track, muddy track.  I was 

racing there when I got my draft papers.  That had to be two or three years of racing at 

Half Day.   

 

So you were drafted – this would have been 1953? 
 

 Yes.  I was 20 years old, and I was a draftee.  The draft said I was going to Korea; 

there was no leave after basic; tell your mothers or wives and everybody.   
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 Two of my buddies that I went to high school with couldn‟t wait.  They enlisted. 

One went into the Marines.  The other went into the Army.  I lost one of them – he didn‟t 

come back.  The story was that he died without even having a weapon in his hands.  He 

was in Korea.  He was in his truck being transferred to go where he was going and a hand 

grenade came in and he was killed – right in the truck.  I was so mad I wanted to go to 

Korea. 

 

You wanted to get back for his being killed. 
 

 Yes.  But I had too much going on in my civilian life doing what I did with this 

big Chrysler dealer.  It turned out he was going to give it to me.  I thought, I can‟t leave – 

I‟m staying with it.   

 Well, the good point is that Korea had quit – they signed the armistice in July of 

the same year, 1953.  I didn‟t find that out until I was in Germany.  But I felt better about 

the issue that I didn‟t have to go where I lost two friends. 

 When I got through with basic we all – my mother and everybody knew – I‟m not 

getting leave, I‟m going to Korea.   

 

Let’s talk a little bit about your home.  You said you were 20 years old. 

 

 Yes.  Home was in Elmwood Park, Illinois.   

 

Your family – was anyone in your family in the military?   

 

 No.  I was the first.  I was the second – there were four boys and I‟m number two.  

My older brother went to college so he wouldn‟t get drafted.  He went someplace in Iowa 

– he went with the cows out there – I can‟t remember which one.  My other two are 

younger.  My younger brother after me was five years younger, and we were sending him 

to college in southern Illinois.  But that had to be right before I got drafted.   

 

So there really was no military history in your family. 

 

 No. 

 

So how did your family react when you got your draft notice? 

 

 My mother was very sorry.  She didn‟t want me to leave.  The biggest thing about 

my mother – she wanted a girl and I was a boy (both chuckle)!  So she didn‟t want me to 

go anywhere.   

 But the reaction I got from my older brother – it bothered him that I went.  It 

didn‟t bother him until I came back.   

 While I was gone – I didn‟t notice any difference from anybody. 

 My younger brother, who is thirteen years younger – he was a baby.  But, 

surprisingly, nowadays he lives in California and he was one of the millionaires with the 

computers.  Now that he‟s 60, he‟s trying to remember things and everything he 

remembers is me – the cars that I had.  And I never realized he knew any of this.  But it‟s 
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fascinating.  He just wrote a book on automobile engines.  And when he wrote the book 

he started out with how he got into this.  He drag races.  It turns out that at the beginning 

of this book he says he‟s doing what he‟s doing, my name comes in there.  Because when 

I came back from the service my mother got mad at me because I didn‟t build a go cart 

for him like I promised him when he was a kid.  So I did build a go cart for him. 

 

When you got back. 

 

 And it was the first car – what do you call these hot rods the kids drive around; 

my mind is gone!  Anyway, I built him this car with parts from a Plymouth Crosby car.  I 

built the car and gave it to him.  He raced until a cop stopped him racing this little car 

around town.   

 So somehow I made more of an impression on my youngest brother than I did on 

the other ones. 

 

So there was no history – your mother was sorry you were going and they didn’t 

want you to go.  Where were you inducted? 

 

 I was inducted at Fort Sheridan in Chicago. 

 

Induction and Basic Training 
 

What do you remember about your first day?  What was it like? 

 

 It was funny.  Another buddy of mine – we had a social and sport club together – 

he got drafted the same time I got drafted.  We were going to Fort Sheridan on the same 

day.  His girlfriend drove us to Fort Sheridan that day – not my mother, not my brother 

(chuckles); I went with someone else to get there.   

 Well, what do you know, the first job I get when I get to Fort Sheridan – we were 

there a week … 

 

Let’s talk about that.  What was that first day like?  What did they do when you got 

there? 

 

 They put a weapon in my arms and said, “You‟re on guard duty this week.”  

Honest to God – my first duty was guard duty.  I guarded – there were four barracks with 

inductees in them and they all had pot-belly stoves.  My job was to make sure each 

barracks had the stove running overnight – I had to keep the fires going!  This is my first 

Army job! 

 

Let’s talk about before they even gave you that job.  What was it like?  You went in, 

you signed in – what happened? 

 

 You know, there‟s nothing I can remember of what happened.  They gave us 

clothes to wear; took our sizes.  I can‟t remember too much of it.  I wasn‟t too impressed 

by it. 
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You got socks and stuff? 

 

 Obviously.  The first part of the Army, the first part of basic – we got a lot of 

shots.  We were getting shots all the time. 

 

Do you remember what they told you they were for? 

 

 No.  I remember that you were in lines and they shot – one guy on the right side 

and one guy on the left side.  What happened, the guy on the left broke the needle.  So I 

didn‟t get that shot.  I had to stop.  While I was waiting for him to change the needle I got 

the shot in the right arm.  When the guy on the left got his needle fixed, he gave me the 

shot in the left arm and the guy on the right was ready to shoot me again.  If I didn‟t 

move I would have had three shots of the same stuff.  So I moved!  But that‟s the only 

thing I remember on that. 

 Then I got my clothes and everything.  Like I say, it seems like the first day you 

were told what to do and that‟s all I did. 

 

What happened with your civilian clothes? 

 

 I gave them to them, and I don‟t know what they did with them (both laugh).  

They might still be at Fort Sheridan – I don‟t know! 

 

So you exchanged your civilian clothes for your Army clothes. 

 

 Right – underwear and all!   

 

Did they give you a duffle bag for all your stuff? 

 

 Yes.  You had that duffle bag all the way through basic.   

 

And you were assigned to barracks.  What was your barracks like? 

 

 You mean at Fort Sheridan – the first one at Fort Sheridan?  Single – they weren‟t 

doubles.  There was one floor.  How many people were in these barracks I have no idea.  

In fact, when me and my buddy went in there, we didn‟t see many – not until my guard 

duty when I had to walk through four barracks.  Then I saw how many men were there.  I 

didn‟t count them, but if it‟s anything like in basic, at least 16 per barracks.  That‟s what 

we had. 

 

Did you have bunk beds? 

 

 Yes.  Bunk beds.  That‟s the first thing we saw and it‟s all I saw the rest of my 

time in the Army – bunk beds.   
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 Not until I went to Germany and I was in charge of 15 - 30 people did I have my 

own room.  I had a double bed.  That‟s the first time I had that.  Everything else was bunk 

beds.   

 

So, when you got to the barracks you had a sergeant or someone else telling you 

what to do. 

 

 I don‟t remember who was telling me what to do.  But somebody did. 

 

Do you remember any of the rules about the barracks? 

 

 No.  Just to keep the fires going.  That was my job.  That‟s what I did.  If it was 

night time I had to walk around and make sure the fires were going.  I don‟t remember 

for the week – we were there for a week.  I do remember when they said we were going 

to basic, they didn‟t tell us where we were going.   

 They took us to a train – in old Army trucks to the train.  It took us from Ft. 

Sheridan to Ft. Riley in Kansas – it took us two days!  

 

Was it just troops who were on the train? 

 

 That‟s all.  But every train that was on the same track, we had to pull over and 

park while it went through.  We were not a priority.  I kept asking why we were stopping, 

and then I saw some train coming.  We got to Ft. Riley – I didn‟t think it was that far 

away, but it was by the time we got there! 

 

What did you do on the train? 

 

 Talk, meet friends – nothing that stays in my head to remember anyone.  In fact, 

even the buddy who was drafted with me, he had the same job as me – guard duty – in 

the train I don‟t remember us even seeing each other. 

 

Did you have anything you had to do while you were on the train, or just pass the 

time? 

 

 Just pass the time. 

 

What were your meals like on the train? 

 

 I don‟t remember any meals!   

 

Did you play cards?  Did you read? 

 

 You know, the only answer I can give you is, maybe.  Maybe I read some books, 

but that‟s a blank time in my life – getting from Ft. Sheridan to Ft. Riley, and when I got 

to Ft. Riley there were some things I didn‟t like. 
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 When they called my name to change me, I did one thing – you‟re not supposed 

to do anything in basic training; you‟re stuck in basic training.  I met one guy, his name 

was Orr.  Yes, I had a motorcycle in my younger days.  I enjoyed biking.  And he came 

and said he needed somebody to go with him to his farm in Kansas, not too far from Ft. 

Riley and asked if I could go.  I said, “I‟m in basic with you.”   

 

So he was in basic with you. 

 

 Yes.  But he had it set up where we could leave Saturday night and come back 

Sunday night – the beds would be checked and nobody would miss us – “would you 

come with me.”  His dad had a sheep farm, and it was the time when you had to take the 

sheep, put them on a truck and take them someplace where they would shear them, and 

he needed help and he wasn‟t going to be there to help him this year.  He asked me if I‟d 

like to help.  I said, sure – how would we get there.  He said, “I‟ve got my bike.”  How he 

got his bike there, in Ft. Riley, Kansas, I‟ve got no idea!  (Both chuckle)  He must know 

someone or something.   

 But sure enough, Saturday I walk right through the front gates with no problem.  

He was there with his bike running – it was an Indian bike.  I jumped on and away we 

went to his dad‟s farm.  I don‟t know how long it took.  He was driving. 

 

And this was during your twelve or sixteen weeks of basic training? 

 

 Yes, during basic training.  The time of it – I couldn‟t tell you what month, what 

day or anything; I was doing this guy a favor.  I thought it was nice.   

 So we got there. 

 I learned how to pick up sheep – there‟s a way – and put them in the truck.  And 

we drove them to where they weigh them – they were weighed before and after – and we 

picked them up after they were sheared.  We made two trips.  And we weren‟t the only 

ones doing it.  He had Mexicans helping then – the farmer.   

 But when we got all through – this was Sunday, now – they fed us the best dinner 

I ever had.  A farmer – she made it; the mother made everything.  We ate like mad.   

 He said, “You drive back.”  I said, “Fair enough.”  And I almost killed him.   

 

You got into an accident? 

 

 Almost.  I‟m driving back, he‟s riding and it‟s dark, around 10:00.  I‟m on the 

highway and the yellow center line – I‟m driving, and I estimate I‟m going 80 or 90 miles 

an hour – I was going pretty good.  And there‟s a headlight coming at me on both sides of 

the yellow line.  He never believed me.  He thought I fell asleep.  I didn‟t!  I thought it 

was either a car driving the center line or it was two separate cars coming.  I didn‟t take a 

chance.  I cut the speed – they‟re not mountains, they‟re hills – and I went up there.  It 

scraped his legs, the bike was dead.  He had a scrape on his leg, but that was it.  

Surprising enough nobody really got hurt.  Even the bike ran.  But then I was to blame – 

“You fell asleep!”  He would never believe me.   

 Anyway, he took over and drove us back. 
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What happened when you got back to camp? 

 

 Nothing!   

 

Nobody said anything? 

 

 Nobody said anything. 

 

What about the guys in your barracks? 

 

 Nobody ever said anything.  I guess he had it all set up with the boss.  They have 

a bed check and they said we were there.  Even the sergeant said we were there, not to 

worry about it. 

 

So none of the guys in your barracks asked questions. 
 

 No.  They all knew what happened – even the CO, and he didn‟t care. 

 

So you had this little excursion while you were in basic.  Other than that, what was 

your typical day like in basic? 

 

 Work! 

 

What time did you get up, for example?   

 

 4:00 a.m. 

 

How did you get up? 

 

 Easy!  I had been doing it all my life.  When I worked at Chrysler, before I got 

drafted, they couldn‟t believe it.  They gave me the key to the dealership because I was 

there before anybody.  This is what I had done all my life.  If something had to be done, I 

didn‟t wait.  I got up and got it done.  That‟s the way I am, so I had no trouble getting up 

at 4:00.  Everybody else didn‟t like it. 

 

How did they wake them up? 

 

 You heard the bugles, and it‟s playing on a record.  Nobody moved – the sergeant 

in charge of that barracks, he gets them up. 

 

Gently (both chuckle). 

 

 He slaps them.  If you don‟t get up, you‟re going to get it.  They didn‟t have that 

problem with me.  There were times I slapped the guys to get them up.   

 

Once the bugles went off, how much time did you have to get ready? 
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 If we didn‟t get ready in the first three minutes, they didn‟t want to know why.   

You didn‟t play around.  I don‟t think we had a half hour to report.  And you had to stand 

up and report.  We didn‟t have to go out in the street to report – they had a lot of rain, if I 

remember the first time in basic.  We trained in the rain – we had a lot of rain time.   

 You stood up right by your bed, and it had to be made.  You had to get that turned 

over and made.  And you had to be dressed in your uniform, which was fatigues.  You do 

it in the first three to five minutes or the sergeant is going to start whacking you around. 

There was no, “If you don‟t do this, you‟re going to get that.”  You learned rather early 

that you‟d better do what they say right away.   

 I have never felt as good as I felt after basic at any time in my life.  It was pretty 

good. 

 

So they got you up ... 

 

 And you did exercise, out in a bunch. 

 

You did your push-ups … 

 

 Push-ups and everything.  You had your white shirt on – t-shirts.  You go out 

there and there were a lot of people.  Rain or shine, you were doing calisthenics.   

 

Push-ups in the rain! 

 

 Every day!  But they were soft rains.  The hard rains we weren‟t out for.   

 That‟s when I started smoking.  I had never smoked a day in my life. 

 

What started it? 

 

 You just brought it to mind.  

 You‟d get through exercising, or anything we were doing hard.  The first thing the 

sarge said was, “Okay, we‟re going to take ten – smoke „em if you‟ve got „em.”  I turn 

around and I was the only one who didn‟t go out and light a cigarette!  Everybody else – 

and they had the easier time.  They‟d go out, sit down and light up.  The guys that didn‟t 

smoke „em – which was me and another guy – it was, “Go get him to do this or that.”  

We were gofers! 

 

So if you weren’t smoking they gave you things to do.  So you thought smoking 

might be a good thing to do. 

 

 Yes.  So we said, “Let‟s try this.”   

 Now that you bring this back, the first cigarette I had in my mouth was at Ft. 

Sheridan.  When we were checking on the fires, there was smoke going – not the smoke 

from the fires …  

 

Everybody was smoking. 
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 Yes!  And somebody gave me a Lucky Strike.  Now, I didn‟t know beans about 

Lucky Strike – I wasn‟t a smoker.  My dad didn‟t smoke – nobody.  I took the Lucky 

Strike and I thought it would kill me!  I‟ll never forget that.  And I said to myself, “I‟ll 

never have another cigarette in my life!”   

 But in basic training I thought, “They know something I don‟t.” 

 

So you figured it was worth the pain … 

 

 Yes!  Just play the game.  Which I did. 

 

How long did you smoke? 

 

 40 some years – I never quit. 

 

Are you still smoking? 

 

 No.  I quit when I had my second heart attack.  I had a quadruple by-pass and 

three years later I had another one.  This was when I was working for the airlines, now.  

And I talked to my doctor.  Oh, I had a stroke first.  Then I went and had a quadruple by-

pass a year later, and then a triple.   

 I thought, this is not me!  I had never seen a doctor in my life up until the Army.  

And he blamed smoking.  You hear all the stories, but he‟s the only one who ever 

explained it to me.  When I take a cigarette, you‟re arteries are going to close because 

you‟re inhaling the smoke.  He said, “You‟ve got bad arteries.  They‟re as weak as can 

be.  You can‟t smoke.”  So, believe it or not, I quit.  I had one more heart attack, and this 

is when I retired.  I had an aneurism go, a kidney, cancer; after one more heart attack I 

thought I really had to listen to the doctor.  That was 1998. 

 

So you quit as quickly … 

 

 I quit a week before my last heart attack.  The doctor asked if I‟d quit smoking.  I 

said I‟d quit the week before and now I had a heart attack! 

 

So you picked up this habit and then you got rid of it. 

 

 Yes.  It took that many years. 

 

What else did you do after calisthenics?  Did you go to breakfast as a unit? 

 

 Whatever they had.  We had to learn everything the Army did – every weapon 

they fired; we had to know it all.  If you were going to Korea, you had to know how to 

fight.  So the first thing we did – our training was based on rice paddies.  These rice 

paddies were homemade to look like where we were going.  So we all had the mind if we 

were going to fight people, we‟d better get used to it. 
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What did they teach you about the rice paddies?  What sort of exercises did you do 

there? 

 

 Well, all you had to do with the rice paddies was we had to march through them.  

We had to run through them.  We had a weapon and we had to fire.  We had to run 

through the fire.   

 

So it was just getting used to the conditions.   

 

 That‟s what you were trying to do.  It was not very good, all that crazy stuff.  

What I liked was when you had to go up a hill – one of our trainings was we had to take a 

hill.  You‟ve heard this about the blue army against the red army – being trained how to 

take a hill. 

 

Like ___(Indistinct)___. 

 

 That‟s exactly what it was.  And we were going to do this at night – no lights, no 

sun or anything.  I can‟t remember if I was red or blue – I think I was the blue army.  And 

we had to take this hill, and take the captain – the red army‟s captain.  We‟re running up 

this hill, there were so many of us running up this hill, and we‟re all falling – we‟re 

slipping, falling and dropping our weapons and we couldn‟t understand what was going 

on.  We wondered if it had rained – there was a lot of water.  They were training us to do 

something.  We made the hill.  We got up there and these spot lights were on – they had 

these big lights all over.  They turned them on and we looked to see that the whole hill 

was loaded with snakes!  That was not expected.  They were all baby rattle snakes! 

 

Rattle snakes! 

 

 They were poison snakes, they said.  I don‟t know – I‟m not a snake man!  When 

I found out I was falling on these, because I was slipping on them – I had never seen so 

many snakes in my life.  I never heard why, never heard we had a snake problem … 

 

They were just there! 

 

 They were there and we had the hill.  Until the lights came on, and then we knew 

it wasn‟t water!  It was funny.  I can‟t understand that one either. 

 

Nobody got bitten? 

 

 Nope.  Not that I know of – they were too small, really.  I couldn‟t believe it.  

When the lights went on, I wonder how many twigs I thought were snakes that weren‟t.  

But all I remember was the sergeant:  “How many snakes have we got there!”  I know I 

told my mother they had me running in snakes.   

 

What else did you do?  Did you have classes in classrooms? 
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 At first we had classroom.  And this is where people have to know – the new 

ones.  In this classroom you take certain tests and they weigh where you are.  They try to 

figure if you are a 90-day wizard.  We heard about that.  These were guys who became 

lieutenants with the Army.  If you were intelligent enough in these tests, they offer you 

90 days to become a lieutenant if you go through the training.  I was offered that.  I don‟t 

know who else was offered it, but they offered me the opportunity to be a 90-day wizard.  

They didn‟t call it that – we called it that.  They said they had more training they wanted 

me to take.  I asked what it was.  They said they would give me the opportunity to be a 

lieutenant.  I was not interested in a rank.  So I said no, what I was doing was fine and I 

didn‟t want to be a 90-day wizard.  But they all had this.  If they find something out on 

tests you take, they put you where you belong.   

 I think it‟s an important test – don‟t flub it.  I enjoy tests, so I didn‟t mind taking 

the tests.  I knew of a few who didn‟t do anything, and that‟s not to their benefit, to me.  

Take the test.  Show what you are and what you can be, and I believe the service will find 

what they are looking for.  I think it‟s to their benefit.  I really do.  And I‟m for that, all 

the way. 

 

So they wanted to put you through this 90-day training and you weren’t interested.  

What else did the test tell them about you? 

 

 That‟s all they ever told me.  You don‟t get to see the test results, or how you 

marked the questions.  I don‟t think it was only to see if you were good for leadership.   

 

It was to determine your MOS. 

 

 That‟s my opinion.  Nobody told me what it was for, but they do give you that 

test.   

 

So you did that testing, you did the exercises, you did some classroom work.  Did 

you have any free time while you were there? 

 

 Yes. 

 

What did you do? 

 

 You played cards with the kids.  You talked.  You went to the PX.  You couldn‟t 

leave base anytime – and we did (both chuckle).   

 

Did you get caught? 

 

 No.  I thought I did when they called my name at the end.  Norm Williams looked 

at me and asked why I was being called.  I said I knew why I could – the bike incident.  I 

said, oh-oh.  He said, I didn‟t do anything.  I said, you‟re safe but I was worried they 

found me.  But it wasn‟t.  It was to give me 18 ½ day leave because I was going on to 

Germany.  That‟s what they did. 
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Did anybody get caught leaving the base or doing anything they shouldn’t be doing? 

 

 No.  If they did, we didn‟t know about it.  There were four of us – they used to 

have a lot of these when I was a kid – they set up a carnival not too far from us, in town.  

I can‟t think of the name of the town.  And five or six of us snuck into the carnival one 

night.   

 

In your uniform. 

 

 Yes. 

 

Because that’s all you had! 

 

 Yes.  Well, you walk in with a uniform and everyone is calling, “Play this, play 

this.”  We had a ball at the carnival and we got back in time for bed check.  How we got 

there – what truck drove us – I have no idea.  It couldn‟t have been the right thing to do, 

but it was in basic training. 

 

So, you’re saying the security in basic training was not very tight! 

 

 No, now that you mention it.  It couldn‟t have been!  What else went on, I don‟t 

know.  But I did go on that one. 

 

What were your meals like? 

 

 You know, it‟s funny.  I didn‟t think any meal wasn‟t good enough to eat.  All my 

life, it‟s still that way.  My wife would tell you.  Make plenty of it, and make sure there‟s 

a lot of meat.  That‟s what I like.  And until I got overseas, I liked bacon, eggs and 

everything for my breakfast.  It‟s a habit my mother must have started.  No, we didn‟t get 

that kind of meal in basic.  It was a little egg, a little of this – none of the meals were 

great.  But I was hungry, so I ate what they gave me.  I didn‟t mind it; I ate whatever they 

put in front of me.  But that‟s the way I‟ve always been.  If you asked me to go out and 

order whatever I want, I‟d order the steak and all.  But the meals – at mealtime I was as 

hungry as everybody.   

 The thing I didn‟t like about mealtime was that you had to do chin-up‟s in order to 

get fed!  You walked right up to it – they had a bar across the door – and you had to do a 

chin-up; they were pull-up‟s, the hardest kind to do.  And they started out with two, then 

they went up to three of them, then they went up to six, to get your food. 

 

So they were watching your physical condition.   

 

 All the time!  As I said, I felt the best I ever did in my life.  I don‟t think it‟s the 

food – you ate the right stuff; they didn‟t play any games with you.  If you were hungry 

you ate it.  If you didn‟t, you let it sit there I guess.  Nobody fed you in the Army.  You 

had to help yourself. 
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Did you have a certain amount of time? 

 

 Yes.  They told us we had to be someplace for a training at 8:00.  You better eat 

and go, because if you didn‟t finish eating you were going anyway.  There was a routine 

you had to follow.  And you didn‟t fight it.   

 I‟ll say something that really got me.  We had hand grenade training, where we 

learned how to throw all the different hand grenades.  It was about three days long.  

When that was all through I was tired.  And one reason I was tired, you were supposed to 

throw a hand grenade over a wall and it goes in a big hole.  Well, I knew how to throw a 

hand grenade – I paid attention when they taught me.  I don‟t know if you know how the 

hand grenade has a pin. 

 

Right. 

 

 Well, the pin doesn‟t do anything unless you let go of the handle.  Then you‟ve 

got three seconds.  Don‟t let go of the handle, and you‟ve got as long as you want.  So 

I‟m in my little cubby hole, and they don‟t want you to be John Wayne and pull the pin.  I 

laughed at that – don‟t be John Wayne.  I pulled the pin.  I‟ve got the handle!   

 “Hey, you in #3.”  I‟m in number three.  “Throw the hand grenade!”  And I‟m 

wondering if there was something I didn‟t see, so I throw it.  Well, he saw me pull the pin 

and I‟m holding it.  He‟s excited – not me!  So when I threw the hand grenade it didn‟t 

make the top.  It hit the rim and didn‟t go over.  It hit and blew up just as it went over.  

Nobody got hurt or anything.  But I got reamed out for it.  And it wasn‟t my fault!  I said, 

“You‟re the teacher, you know it doesn‟t blow until I let it go!” 

 

So, did he just chew you out? 

 

 Oh, he chewed me out!  And I told everybody.  You don‟t have to worry about 

anything until you let the handle go.  I wasn‟t going to let the handle go.  They said, 

“Safety measures – that‟s why the pin‟s in there.  You‟ve got to do what we tell you.”  I 

said, “If I‟m watching a Jap come over and I‟m not pulling the pin, and I don‟t have time.  

Come on!”  Well, they didn‟t want to listen to me.  I learned that quick! 

 

So, your basic training was 12 weeks, 16 weeks? 

 

 I can‟t remember.  The only thing I can remember is that we were told when we 

were through there was one big deal we were going to do.  And that was in full dress – 

ninety pounds on your back – all day we were going up hills and down hills; we had 

machine guns firing; we had to go through houses to check.  It was the routine at the end.  

Everybody has to go through it.  And there‟s a dummy that comes out - you‟ve got to go 

through it with your bayonet; you can‟t just hit him.  They said, “90% of you don‟t have 

enough effort to kill them.”  And I was one of them.  I hit that dummy!  And they won‟t 

let you out until you put that bayonet through that dummy. 

 

So it was like a final test. 
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 Yes.  So when I was through with that I thought I was finally through.  No!  I‟ve 

got two more weeks!   

 

Really! 

 

 And now I did truck work.  I had to drag two trucks – a jeep and a truck – through 

this water, this deep (Ms. Barrett states Mr. Nedbal is indicating the water is about three 

feet deep).  Sitting in a two-and-a-half ton truck and the water has to come up to your 

belly – the engine and everything is under water.  And you have to be in your Class A 

uniform!   

 

Your Class A uniform consisted of what? 

 

 What you had to do to the engines to make sure they go through the water – I 

know how they‟re made and where they can‟t get any water in the spark plugs, and your 

exhaust has to have these funnels put on; you have to do these things.  Well, I made sure 

they didn‟t leak and the engine wouldn‟t die.  And when you‟re sure you‟ve got it right, 

you have to drive them through.  And if it dies while you‟re in there, you‟re the one that‟s 

wet – your Class A‟s and all the way up. 

 

What was your Class A uniform? 

 

 That‟s what you see in the pictures; all your dress stuff.   

 I can‟t remember too many who did it.  I was doing it – going through the trucks 

to be sure they were ready.  Every truck I said OK on and checked all right made it.  I 

still got wet – I learned with the first one out to pull the throttle out so it was running fast 

because when the fan hit the water, that‟s what would bring the engine down.  If you 

didn‟t do that it would die all the time.  I knew that.  I figured what would happen.  If you 

knew anything about mechanics – the ones who went through them, all the trucks we had, 

we all made it.  We all got wet.   

 That was two weeks of training afterwards.  I don‟t know if it was part of basic.  I 

really don‟t understand.  I thought I was through and here I had two more weeks. 

 

Did everybody have those two more weeks? 

 

 I have no idea.  When I went back and we graduated and were waiting for the 

trucks, all the guys who were with me at the beginning were with me at the end.  So I 

have no idea – did I get pulled out separately?  No, I don‟t think so.  I don‟t know how 

they figured it.  I really don‟t. 

 

So you had your basic training, your graduation – did they have any ceremony for 

your graduation, or did they just tell you? 

 

 They had a party before the graduation where the CO‟s and the Cadre guys went 

someplace and we all went with them.  And we had a party.  And you don‟t want to know 

what I saw the guys to do the Cadre!  I think that was a bit entertaining.  They didn‟t kill 
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them – they painted stuff that shouldn‟t be painted.  And everyone in the Cadre were 

blue.  I looked at that and thought, I don‟t think that way.  But these guys did and that‟s 

what they did.  It was a party.   

 The next day was pack up, put everything in your duffle and be ready to go.  You 

had to wake up at a certain time and we were all set.  I was happy with basic.  I enjoyed 

it.  I said, “Okay, this is it.  We‟re going to be in Korea.”  And we‟re waiting – whether it 

would be trucks to take us to trains to go to Korea; I had no idea.  I‟m asking everybody.  

And they said, “We‟re waiting for them to pick us up.”  And then the speaker opens up 

and there‟s two names called – my name and Norm Williams.   

 

The other guy in the picture with you. 

 

 Yes.  And I thought what the heck did we do! 

 Now, he‟s in first platoon and I‟m in third – or the other way around, I can‟t 

remember.  Anyway, we were told to go across the street to the CO – it was where we 

were going to report.  They said to leave my duffle and don‟t take anything with me, just 

get there now.   

 So I take off.  And that was the first time I met Norm – it was the first time I ever 

met him.  So we get in there and say, “Yes, sir, I‟m reporting.”  “You were the first words 

out of the CO.  Were you a mechanic in civilian life?”  And I said, “Yes, sir.”  He asked 

who I worked for and I told him I worked for a Chrysler dealer, which he had heard.  And 

he asked Norm, “Who did you work for?”  And Norm said he has worked for Ford in 

Davenport.  He threw us papers and said, “Okay, you have 18 ½ days leave.”  I looked at 

him and said, “We aren‟t going to Korea, I guess!”  He said, “No.  You‟ve got 18 ½ days 

leave and you‟re going to report to O‟Hare Airport.”   

 And that‟s what I never understood.  Norm Williams – he‟s a “W” – maybe that 

has something to do with it – I was an “N.”  He said, “You‟ve got to be there on a certain 

date,” and so on to take flight and so on.  Well, it turned out that he went to my house and 

stayed in my room, and when he went, my Dad took him to the airport.   

 Me, he said I had to go there but on a different day, but I was flying to New York.  

And I said, “What?”  We‟re going to the same place – he‟s going to the 17
th

 Signal 

Battalion and I‟m going to the 17
th

 Signal Battalion – why is he flying and I‟m going to 

New York?  Well, I‟ve got a ship to take!  So it took him 17 hours to get where we were 

going.  It took me seven days!  Because I had to be on a boat.   

 So I thought the Army was doing something here I didn‟t know about.   I get on 

the boat – I‟m doing what I‟m supposed to do.  I took the flight and they picked me up 

and took me to Pier 2.  Don‟t ask me the name of the ship because I don‟t know.  But 

here we are.  I was told to find a bunk to sleep on.  And, boy, they are six high.  And if 

you get somebody who‟s seasick or something …! 

 

So how high were you able to get (chuckles)? 

 

 This is the funny story.  

 I thought, I don‟t want the low one and I don‟t want the high one.  But they‟re all 

gone already – I‟m not the first one up there.  Everybody said, “I‟m going to stay on the 
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deck.”  And I said, “Well, for tonight that‟s what I‟m going to do.  I‟m going to figure 

this thing out.”   

 Don‟t ask me how or when.  I don‟t remember it ever going to a vote.  But I got A 

deck – I had a cabin with the captain!  How that happened, I don‟t know!  I asked, “What 

am I doing here?”  He said, “We want you to count and write down everybody who turns 

in money and gets [German] marks [money].”  I had to offer if they had American money 

to give me the money and I give the amount in German marks.  This was the most 

ridiculous thing in the world.  If you had American money in Germany it was better than 

the mark!  But that‟s what I did.  For seven days going across I sat in that office. 

 

Overseas Duty 

 

So you were sailing from New York.  Where did you land? 

 

 Well, the white cliffs of Dover!  That‟s a story, too.   

 We were going to Bremerhaven, which is where everybody goes.  And at the 

white cliff of Dover, the beginning of the English Channel, we got hit by a mine.  

 

You did! 

 

 I found out, these mines, during World War II, these mines were tied down in the 

English Channel at different heights so submarines from Germany couldn‟t get in there.  

But they didn‟t take them out!  

 

So these were mines that the Allies had planted.   

 

 Right, England had planted them.  And they‟re rotting.  They‟re getting bad.   

 At the white cliffs of Dover a different captain comes in.  This is what I‟m 

hearing – to take a route to get around these mines.  What was happening, one would 

break loose.   

 Thank God it didn‟t explode the way the mines were supposed to do.  They all 

have pins on them – they‟re all explosives.  Well, two or three of them blew and broke 

our propeller.  So the next day they brought another ship behind us.  They went down, 

took the old propeller off and put a new one on for us to continue. 

 

But the mines were still there! 

 

 Yes.  They told us what had happened – one of them broke the lines, part of it 

broke and exploded.  I said I was a mechanic and asked if it broke the propeller, what 

about the shaft – the drive shaft.  The captain took me down to the bottom.  And I‟m the 

only guy I know – he walked with me the whole length of the shaft to see where it went 

and where the bearings were.  He asked if I saw anything wrong with it and I said it 

looked all right.  But I got to see everything in the bottom the ship.  And I asked why 

didn‟t I take pictures.   

 

So, after the rudder was fixed … 
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 It took us an extra day.  It took seven days.  We could have made it in six – I 

don‟t know.  But we got to Bremerhaven.   

 And there‟s a story, too.   

 When we got to Bremerhaven we were at the wrong time to get the trains that 

were set up for us.  So we had time to have a beer or eat or something.  So we‟re in 

Bremerhaven and I‟m with all these guys who knew me.  They said, “You know all the 

words.” 

 And that‟s another story.  I had a book – I was supposed to learn the language 

while I was taking the money – so I had a book to learn the German language. I didn‟t 

learn much at all!  I did learn “waiter,” “ein beer” – stuff I needed.  So they said, “You‟re 

here, we‟re still in Bremerhaven, let‟s go to this tavern.  You know how to speak.  Get the 

waiter.”  “_(German words),” and he comes over, “_(German words)” “What kind do you 

want?”  He spoke American!  I took the book and threw it!  And we had a beer. 

 

So you were in Germany.  You went from New York to Germany … 

 

 Yes, to Bremerhaven, Germany. 

 

How long were you there? 

 

 You know, we were waiting for a train to take us to Pirmasens.  And that night, 

after the beer and everything, we were in Pirmasens.  We went through Frankfurt to get 

the train.  So it couldn‟t have been far from Bremerhaven.   

 

This was still 1953? 

 

 Yes.  We‟re getting to the point I enjoyed; What I‟m trying to bring out is why I 

did the things I did; Why, why did I get picked.  I‟ll tell you, when I came back, 

afterward, I had to take a ship to get home.  I didn‟t get to fly like everybody else does!  I 

took a ship.  And guess what they did with me when I got on the ship to go back home.  I 

was a staff sergeant now – I had all the KP!  (Both chuckle)  I had a crew – 8 men – to 

work with the Navy for feeding. 

 

Now this was on the way back. 
 

 On the way back.  And the crew I had, they had to cut potatoes and do whatever 

they had to clean up.   

 

Let’s go back to where we were. 

 

 Okay.  I‟m back in Bremerhaven.   

 

Okay.  So you went out and had a beer or two or three (chuckles) … 

 

 That was the first thing we did when we hit Germany – we had a beer. 



 19 

 

How long were you in Bremerhaven? 

 

 I‟d say it was just a matter of hours before we went – I don‟t know how or where, 

it‟s vague; I can‟t think of it – we ended up that same day, we were in Pirmasens.  How 

we got there – it was a train.  I remember it reminded me of Elmwood Park.  We had 

trolleys that went downtown – streetcars.  And that‟s what it reminded me of – streetcar 

seats or something like that.  I think it was a train.   

 

Was it all American troops? 

 

 Basically, yeah.  There were no foreigners there.   

 

You were the foreigners! 

 

 Yeah.  I don‟t remember how many cars … 

 

So you didn’t see Germans on the train; it was all soldiers.  Was it all American or 

were there other … 

 

 You know, going, they were all American.  Coming back home now, when I had 

the KP crew, they were not Americans.  They were American soldiers, but they were 

Mexicans – not like me; they were ones that would be good at KP.  But going was strictly 

American. 

 

So you left Bremerhaven and went to Pirmasens.  What did you do in Pirmasens? 
 

 What I did there – the CO called me into his office.  And I was the only one and I 

was trying to figure out where my buddy had gone – he was there the seven days before 

me.  I asked him – he was coming.  All I was told then was that we were the total 

communications for the Americans.  We were at cold war with Russia, so if they want to 

outfight us the first thing they want to get out is the communication people and that‟s 

who we were.  So we were split up. 

 

So they didn’t want the two of you together. 

 

 That‟s right. 

 

Because that was too dangerous. 

 

 Me – in Pirmasens, I would estimate 200-something trucks. We didn‟t have that 

many people. 

 

You had more trucks than people. 
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 We had the main pool.  If there was any trouble, or trucks that needed work or 

something, this was the motor pool – that‟s where they went to get fixed.  I never met 

anyone from other places or anything.  The only ones I worried about.  Because we were 

gone a lot, too – we took off to go here; we took off to go there – we were only home a 

week or two weeks at the most.  We were there – it was only us.   

 I was going to get court-martialed.  I‟ll tell you about that later.  But that was 

early-on.   

 But we got there and this CO came to me and said he needed three people:  A 

barber – I never cut a hair in my life; I‟m sitting here because I‟m a mechanic.  He said 

he had an opening for a barber and if I wanted to be a barber he would put me there.  I 

thought this didn‟t sound right.  So I told him I wasn‟t a barber.  He said he needed – 

what do you call them; you order something, you need new pants, you need a new shirt, 

you need a weapon; what do you call them? 

 

Like a supply … 

 

 A supply guy.  He said, the supply guy was leaving.  I said I was a mechanic.  He 

could care less if I was a mechanic or not.  I said that was all I was good for.  He said all 

right and that was that.  The rest was go to eat – he told me where it was.  He showed me 

where to sleep.  In Germany the soldiers had it beautiful.  These were big brick places – 

four levels.   

 

It was different than your barracks (both chuckle)! 

 

 Oh, yeah.   

 

So what were your living arrangements like? 

 

 Like having the best motel as far as I was concerned, only there were no walls – it 

was all one big place. 

 

So it was still multiple beds. 

 

 Yes.  There was only one room and that was for the CO, just like in the barracks, 

and I ended up getting that one.  That came a little while later.   

 They had a sergeant first class, an African American, he would call you out and 

get your names and tell you what had to be done and where the motor pool was.  I said 

okay.  So the first walk to the motor pool – there was quite a bit of walking; we had forty 

guys at least – and he marches us down to the motor pool.  We get there and he said there 

wasn‟t a motor officer in the division and he didn‟t know anything about all the stuff, so 

we were going to have to pick who was going to be truck drivers and everything.  

 I thought this was getting ridiculous – there was nobody in control.  We marched 

back, and they all looked at me and asked what were we going to do.  I said I didn‟t have 

the faintest idea.  We had a captain who was supposedly our CO and was supposed to 

know what we were doing.  He didn‟t want to talk to anybody – our CO.  I didn‟t know 

what his plans were or what.   
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 So this same sergeant, the next day, picks me – for no reason – said I should 

march them down.  I didn‟t even have a stripe on my arm yet! 

 

So all of a sudden you’re in charge and you’re the same rank as these guys. 

 

 Three of the first guys I meet in a bunch are three sergeants – a master sergeant, 

first sergeant – all wearing World War II Battle of the Bulge, and they‟re only there for 

their twenty year finish and they‟re out.  They said, “I‟ll drive a truck for you.”  They 

didn‟t want anything to do.  And they were the nicest guys I ever had.  They froze their 

feet every day.  They were cutting out … they grow these … and they cut them out with a 

razor.  I gave them a lot of extra things – I felt so sorry for them.   

 Anyway, I wondered why they didn‟t pick one of these guys to march everyone.  

But they couldn‟t march too well.   

 So we went down there and the CO said I was the mechanic in the bunch.  He 

didn‟t meet me once!  He said he didn‟t have the motor officer there yet.  He told me to 

pick guys and give them trucks.  In other words, he left it up to me.   

 And I asked if anyone was interested in being a mechanic.  And I got five guys 

who said they were interested in helping me.  I told them we were going to fix whatever 

was broken.   

 The trucks had deadline signs hanging all over the place.  And the CO said we 

had to get at least some of them running because the first trip would be in two weeks.  So 

I picked two drivers for each truck and he told me how many vans were for the radio 

company – which were from Korea, who we would take if we had to take … 

 

Because this was all communications stuff. 

 

 Yes.  So I said, “Well, we need a PE unit because we can‟t plug it into a tree out 

there; we‟ve got to plug it into electric; we need wire.  We‟re truck people.”  He said he 

understood.  I asked if we had any PE units to run the things; we had two of them.  I 

asked if they worked and he said he didn‟t know.  Nobody knows nothing!  I‟ll never 

forget that! 

 So I went out and started them up, and they worked, they were all ready.  So I 

said we would take one command unit with us when we go anywhere, and one PE unit.  

We had to have a truck to pull it.  What would we use to pull it?  I found a 7-ton wrecker.  

He said that was my problem.  I said, okay.   

 I looked.  We‟ve got nothing – no tools!  If we had any truck work we would need 

an acetylene torch to do welding and we had nothing.  He said, we weren‟t allowed to.  I 

asked why we would take the trucks out.  He got me everything I asked for – the welding 

torches, the tools – the CO got me all that: “There you go, you know what to do with 

them – I don‟t.”   

 I found out what I had to do.  Nobody else wanted it, they were giving it to me to 

do and I said I would take it.  So I did.  I found out everybody who was in my group that 

I called out every morning for work are the cooks -- and they‟re all in my platoon!  So 

besides the truckers I‟ve got everybody else.  I was running the place, and I wondered 

where the CO was! 
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So they wanted to make you a lieutenant back in the States and you turned it down.  

And now you were doing it anyway!  (Both chuckle) 
 

 That was the offer they gave me when I left – they were going to make me the 

highest they could for enlisted.  I turned it down.   

  

So you were running the place.  You were running the motor pool. 

 

 And whenever I told someone to do something they did it like I was a general.  I 

never had a problem. 

 

How long were you doing this? 

 

 For two years. 

 

Two years.  No problems, everything ran smooth.  Did you ever run into your 

buddy? 

 

 Not until after when he lived in my house because he was flown back home and 

my mother put him up.   

 

[Disk 2 of 2] 

 

While you were still here in Germany, running the motor pool, did you get any 

leave? 

 

 Yes.  I had leaves.  I did things.  And this is where Captain Valandry wanted to 

court-martial me.   

 

Why was this. 

 

 Okay.  I‟ll give you another story.   

 Since I had to get these trucks in shape – nobody had been doing this prior to us 

getting there.  These trucks were dead (indistinct), carburetors missing – somebody didn‟t 

know what to do.  And I asked why they would get rid of a carburetor – I could rebuild 

and fix that.  They said they couldn‟t get the parts.  It was always the same story.   

 Well, I was getting them working.  I was getting them on.  And I got the best 

trucks I could find and put guys on them.  I told them there were two things we had to do 

– put them in shape, make sure all the painting was done right, here‟s what they look like.  

I wanted all the oil separated – you had to put the oil in blue; and all the grease stuff 

you‟ve got to grease in red.  I gave them the grease guns – he got me all the grease guns; 

I had no problem.  I said, Okay, this is your truck, you‟ve got two guys, you‟re going to 

drive wherever.  This has to be done and it has to be done right.  If you have something 

wrong we‟ll fix it up.  There was no problem.  The guys were all happy, they all got a 

truck and the first thing they did was put the numbers – all the trucks had a number.  I 

never had to force anyone to do anything.   
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 When we went on little trips and took something, the first one we had trouble.  

They dropped trailers down a mountainside and I had to go pick the trailers up.  We had a 

lot of problems.  When they came back they were sorry about it.  The word was out – if 

you ruin a truck you had it on your list until it was repaired; you couldn‟t get out of your 

enlistment.  Whether they believed me or not … 

 I had a search light.  One trip they made me take the search light with.  I hadn‟t 

the faintest idea why.  And these things were as big as this room.  I wondered why, and I 

asked.  The rule was we had to bring a search light on this trip.  So we did.  The guy 

forgot to lock the trailer on the deuce-and-a-half and dropped it down the mountainside.  

And all their mountains are high hills with trees.  Luckily the trees caught it.  The frames 

on these search lights are solid.  With my torches I couldn‟t get them!  I looked at it.   

 We were out bivouacking.  We were at an old airport or air base the Germans had.  

And we had some Air Force guys there – they didn‟t have any planes.  Anyway, it was 

night and I had a tent up to be a working tent for this search light.  The CO came and said 

we had to fix it – we couldn‟t tow it back like that.  I told him it worked.   

 I spent all week with my torches and everything.  I straightened the frame as best 

I could – cutting it, rearranging it, painting it; I had paint – got it all through and the CO 

came and said it looked like new.  He thought so highly of it, he thought it was the 

greatest thing in the world that I saved him.  I said I didn‟t save him – it was something 

for me to do for the week.   

 What was nice, the cooks were in pup tents and didn‟t have to cook a thing.  

Because the Air Force guys who were there fed us.  So we took trays and they gave us 

what they had, pick it up and ask for seconds.  The guys said, “We never lived like this!”  

I said, “Don‟t knock it.”  Well, guess who goes into the hospital –  

 

Why were you at the hospital? 

 

 That‟s where I got pyorrhea of the gums.  Every tooth in my mouth I was going to 

lose.  And I‟m running this place!  So the CO said, “What do I do?”  I said, whatever you 

want; they want me to go to this Air Force hospital.  Well, what they had me do to save 

every tooth, I took hot water and salt and rinsed my mouth out three times a day.  Oh, 

boy, was I in pain!  But it saved my teeth.   

 I ate good.  I stayed with the Air Force that long. 

 

How long was it? 

 

 I was there a week.  I drove back in my jeep.   

 But when I went back the trucks were lined up perfect.  You wouldn‟t believe it.  

My boys took care of it.  They were all worried about my teeth and everything.  I said I 

was fine; I got shots too!  I could eat, so I‟m happy.   

 I asked if anything was needed, and they said everything was fine.  And they 

were. 

 

And, so, why was the CO going to court-martial you? 
 

 That‟s coming! 
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 We used some paint – the trucks needed some paint.  I was told by the CO that the 

general was coming down to check how we were doing and the motor pool had to be in 

top shape.  I had nothing I needed in the motor pool.  He said I had to paint the trucks 

because they looked terrible.  I agreed:  we were in mud and trees.  I told him I had been 

trying to get OD paint and I hadn‟t got any.   

 My guys told me – my truckers:  “You‟re not using your head,” he told me – this 

one trucker.  I asked what he meant.  He said I never went to the PX much.  I said I did, 

but why was he saying this.  He said, “They‟re all Germans back there.  The PX is our 

stuff, but they‟re all German civilians.”  Well, I couldn‟t believe it.  We get our 

paychecks, and this is like World War II – you get stamps.  If you wanted to buy 

cigarettes or coffee, you had to have stamps.  Well, I‟m not buying cigarettes or coffee.  

If I needed them I had them.  He said to take the stamps, go to one of these guys and tell 

him you need OD paint.  I had a load of coffee and cigarette stamps.   

 So I go to the PX and told the guy I needed paint, and asked how many stamps it 

would take.  He said, “All of them!”  He said he would get me paint, that they knew 

where to go.  I said it was great.  Well, the next day I marched everybody down there and 

I‟ve got cases of OD paint!  Guess who‟s? 

 

The commanding officer’s! 

 

 Headquarters!  (Both laugh)  Captain Valandry .   He‟s got one jeep to his name 

and a lieutenant who graduated West Point as his motor officer, sitting in the corner of 

Headquarters Company.  He didn‟t have anything to do!  That‟s all they had.  Well, they 

stole his paint!  What was he doing with all that paint?  He doesn‟t have but a jeep!   

 I never did figure that out.  My thought was that all the paint that our guys ordered 

always went to headquarters.   

 Well, Captain Valandry, first time I met him, he‟s got court-martial papers.  He 

said I stole his paint.  Then it dawned on me where they got the paint – they stole it from 

him!  He shouldn‟t have had it because he had only one jeep.   

 So I called my CO – he was Captain Williams.  I told him I was being sued for 

court-martial.  I asked him if he wanted to take a look at it.  He said, “You‟re what!”  He 

could do whatever he wanted; he didn‟t have any worries.  He was down in a shake of a 

lamb‟s tail with his Mercury – we took care of that, too, by the way; I washed it for him 

and everything.  So he came down, looked at Captain Valandry, and that lieutenant was 

there.  He said, “What is this!”  “He stole my paint!”  And I told him what happened.  I 

got the stamps and gave it to the German guy, they found my paint.  I had no idea where 

it was coming from.  My question was what was he doing with all those cases of paint.  I 

never got an answer, but he ripped up the papers right in his face.  He told Captain 

Valandry and the lieutenant, if they had any more trouble with his boy here, we‟re not 

only going to rip papers, we going to take care of you.  I never had any more problems. 

 

Got those trucks all nice and pretty (both laugh). 

 

 And they enjoyed painting them.  And the general came and they were looking 

like they were supposed to.  And they were standing tall, and I praised my boys because 

every truck looked perfect.   
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 Yeah, I had some trouble.  One guy had an accident.  He hit a honey mover – do 

you know what a honey mover is? 

 

No. 

 

 The old fashioned wagon train with all the crap from the [latrines], and they‟re on 

the road.  Well, he didn‟t give him enough time and he got hit.  The jeep was totaled.  

“Hit the honey wagon and it was totaled?”  Well, he tried to miss him and went off and 

did a good job on the jeep.   

 But we never had any other problems.   

 We had dropped a van down a mountainside, and it was down quite far.  And I 

got this big wrecker and I couldn‟t go down there with it.  But I had to get all the cables 

that I could.  It was a little engineering – putting pulleys on trees to get down there.  

When I got down there I couldn‟t pull them up anyway.  The wheels had [separated] – the 

tongue broke and the wheels went their way.  They didn‟t have brakes.  It was just bolts 

that held them.  Now, I never looked at a trailer – that was not my concern.  Well, 

somebody hadn‟t been greasing the bearings and the bolts came out, and the wheels left.  

Now I knew how it got down.  Thank God it broke off the truck that was pulling it, or 

else it would have pulled the truck with it!   

 So I‟m looking down at this.  This was a four day job I had out in the middle of 

nowhere, and I‟m supposed to get the communications going, and it was sitting here 

between trees.  I talked to my mechanics and said we didn‟t only have to get the van up, 

we had to put the wheels back on.  They asked how were we going to do that.  Well, I got 

down there and said all we needed was some bolts.  So I measured for the size bolts I 

needed and said if I could get it up I could get in there and put the wheels back on.  

 So to pull it up, I had to get a pulley, to go around a pulley, to go around a pulley, 

to get to the van.  Then when I got it so high I had to bracket it so it couldn‟t fall, and this 

road we were on you could only get one car – you couldn‟t get two or three by.  We had a 

lot of fun getting it pulled, having it winched by other trucks to keep it so it wouldn‟t fall, 

and to keep it straight.  But we did it!  We got it all the way up and got it on the road and 

hooked back up.  And I never got a thank you!   

 The boys couldn‟t believe we did it, and if it weren‟t for all of them we wouldn‟t 

have.  My CO had a free week – not with his wife; I found out what he did there, too.  

 But I got it back and got it in shape.  I did a lot of those. 

 

So it sound like you did a good job of leading this group, even if you didn’t want to 

do it. 

 

 If you want to call me a leader in that way, yeah.   

 We had a fallout just about monthly – that some girl in town or wherever we 

were, are claiming one of our guys did something to her or this and that.   

 We had this one girl, and we always had a walk-around.  We were going to take 

this girl and make sure we had everybody standing, because she‟s going to walk through 

and if she points a finger he‟s going to be in trouble.  So I did something I think really 

helps me have them listen to what I had to say.  Because I went to all of them and said, 

“If you‟re the one this girl is talking about, tell me now.”  They asked why.  I said I 
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wouldn‟t have that person stand in for this, but we were going to do something.  But I 

wouldn‟t let them be in the stand for the walk-through.  And she didn‟t pick anybody.  

And I came back and said, “You‟re the one.  I want to know what you did – I want all the 

facts and I wanted it in writing.”  He asked what he was going to get.  I told him it was up 

to the CO, but I wasn‟t going to have her put him in a bad light – I wanted the truth; 

that‟s all I wanted.  That he would do.   

 I did that the first time, and you don‟t know – anything I asked these guys they 

did it.  I never had problems.  And I think it was because … 

 

They felt they were on your side. 
 

 It happened how many times.  This one guy came and they told me he wasn‟t in 

the line-up.  I didn‟t know why – I didn‟t take him out of the line-up.  I thought he got 

drunk, which happens, and I called him and he was there, said everything was fine, so he 

wasn‟t marked absent.  It lasted three days.  And I couldn‟t hold out for him any more – I 

had to find him.  So I‟m going to the CO because we had to do something about this – he 

might be dead out there somewhere.  And they all understood that.   

 So I went to the CO and he asked if I had pulled his pass.  I told him, no.  I said 

why was I going to pull his pass – he wasn‟t there; why would I be worried about that.  

But he said, he‟s going to wake up one of these days and want to pull a pass.  He 

wouldn‟t be able to pull a pass – you would have it.  Take his pass.   

 So I went down there and sure enough, his pass was still there.  So I put it in my 

pocket and said, if he came for his pass he knew where my room was.   

 I‟ve got my own room already.  Well, this wasn‟t the way you want to wake up in 

the morning – I woke up 3:00 in the morning with a .45 in my mouth.  It was him.  He 

came for his pass.  I told him I had it, and he‟s drunk as can be.  He got in my room and 

put the .45 in my mouth. “I‟m going to pull the trigger and kill you unless you give me 

the pass!”  Don‟t ask me what I said or did.  When it ended, I had the gun and I had his 

arm.  We went to the CO.  I found out his wife back home was pregnant and it wasn‟t his 

kid – it‟s a long story.  But he was so good I had never had a problem with him.  He 

didn‟t go out with the guys to get drunk and went around with women.  The other guys 

told me he didn‟t worry about a thing.  And his wife went out and did this – he went 

crazy.  So I told all that to my CO and asked what we were going to do.  He said, “I‟ll tell 

you what we‟re going to do.  We‟re going to send him home.  We‟re going to put him on 

a ship, and he‟s going home.  He‟s not going fast on a ship.  And we‟ve got to have the 

right people talking to him.”  And he told me I should say something to him.  And I 

asked, “Me?” 

 

So what did you say to him? 

 

 I told him, “She‟s as bad as you are.  It‟s not a one-deal affair.  You‟ve got to 

believe that not only did the guy …” I heard he wanted to kill the guy.  “She did the same 

thing – there‟s two here.  I don‟t think I‟d want to do anything to either one of them like 

you‟re talking.”  That‟s all I ever said.  I said to pay attention.  Take this long trip home 

and realize you‟re a lucky person.  He got it in the right way.  I said, “I‟ll miss you.”   

 He was the truck driver who dropped the search light! 



 27 

 

So maybe you wouldn’t miss him that much! 

 

 He was a good boy.  But I found out from the CO that he got a letter back – I 

didn‟t get one, but he did – saying thanks for the words; it was the most intelligent move 

he had ever made in his life.   

 He did the right thing.  I don‟t know where he is – somewhere in Illinois; in 

Peoria.  I thought many a time I would look him up, but I never did.  I figured there was 

no sense.  If it came out the way I wished it would, and it seemed like it did, he wouldn‟t 

want to know me – my name is Nedbal.  I‟m still here.   

 So that was a good fact.  I felt good about it.  Sorry about it for him.  But he 

wasn‟t the only guy who had trouble with women.   

 There were a couple of them that got a woman pregnant.  The one I found who 

did that, I turned him in.  He married the girl and took care of her.  The one I‟m thinking 

about was the nicest guy I ever met.  He was quiet.  And that‟s why he got in trouble.  He 

didn‟t know what a pro-kit was.  I blame me.  Everybody in the company had to pick a 

pro-kit up when he picked his pass up.  He didn‟t know what a pro-kit was.   

 

Tell us. 

 

 Rubbers, condoms – stuff you put on to protect yourself and her.  And it‟s 

important. 

 

A protection kit.   

 

 That‟s right.  And we called them pro-kits.  If you didn‟t take them you were in 

trouble.  And this kid didn‟t know what a pro-kit was; didn‟t know what he should do – 

he was a kid.  And he learned the wrong way. 

 

He learned the hard way. 

 

 Yeah.  Well, I blame the guys that he hung with who allowed that – that was my 

drivers.  I can‟t blame them for what somebody does.  He learned the hard way.  If he did 

what he was supposed to … I don‟t think he would have married her. I really don‟t 

believe that.  But I don‟t know – I have no idea. 

 But there were a few occasions.   

 There was a guy didn‟t listen to me and got into trouble with a girl – not what he 

did to the girl, but what he got from the girl, and he looked at me.  I said there was a 

reason a pro-kit is given and now he was going to have to suffer.  And he did.  He had to 

go to the doctors, and thank God for who we are – Americans.  We didn‟t put him 

through hell, I mean – he was put through what he had to go through and we took care of 

it.  And he thanked me all the way to the end!  “I‟m glad you made me do that!”  I told 

him I didn‟t have a choice – he would have been in worse trouble if I didn‟t let the Army 

take care of him.   
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 We‟re getting to a few stories.  I‟m getting tears in my eyes.  There were a few 

people who would have been in chains if I had more power than I had.  The biggest thing 

is the Army should realize who they have as leaders. 

 My company commander did not do anything for us. When I went camping with 

him, when we went out to get communications going, they asked me, “What are you 

going to have, Ken?”  They were the cooks asking me.  I‟d say, “You know what I like.”  

I had my separate table.  I had my bacon and eggs.  I had everything I wanted delivered 

to me.  I‟d ask what the guys ate.  They told me that they got what they were supposed to 

get – powdered eggs!  I treated them like they should be treated and they knew it.  And I 

had no problems.   

 The only problems I had was getting parts, but it was no fault of the guys.  But I 

had carburetors come that they couldn‟t get.  I had parts that nobody could get and I got 

them.  I asked how they found them.  And they said, “Don‟t ask me!”  Whatever they did, 

I got the parts I needed.   

 The mechanics who worked with me … We had air brakes on these big trucks.  

They‟re wooden brake shoes; they‟re not like you buy a car or anything – they‟re 

wooden.  And when they start hollering – the driver – “Hey, I can‟t stop this thing – 

they‟re a little hard.”  I said, “Pull the wheels off and call them in.”  We had to get our 

big rasps and cut them up and make them rough.  If they were soaked with oil we had to 

dig them out.   

 

They had to be able to grip. 

 

 You had to get the wood back to being wood.  They said, “These things are not 

power brakes!”  I said it would make a difference – when you notice them starting to fail, 

you drivers get a wheel off and start roughing them up.  You don‟t need a mechanic, but 

we‟re here.   

 And we used to do that constantly.  And they loved it.  And they had good brakes 

when we left.  But if you don‟t follow up on it, forget it.  The next crew that came, I don‟t 

know – they didn‟t know how to do anything.  And I could understand why they wanted 

mechanics.  (indistinct)   

 July 13 they signed an armistice.  The squad knew that.  I felt better when I found 

that out.  Because, hey, I‟m not a guy who ran away from fighting or something.  But I 

had a reason I didn‟t have to.  I didn‟t believe in the war to begin with.  It wasn‟t a war – 

it was a peace action.  But I had a feeling.   

 My buddy that died over there; my other buddy – he‟s a Marine; he joined the 

Marines.  And he got in trouble with all my friends at home because he had five battle 

stars.  And to get battle stars you had to be in a battle.  And he was in all of them.  He ran 

a tank in Korea.  And in Korea a tank was no good.  He had a flame-throwing tank – you 

burned people with that.  And what he did, and he told my buddy – right next to him, my 

buddy in the Army who didn‟t make it – he made it back.  He was all cut up, and he knew 

him over there.  And my other buddy who joined the Marines, he‟d get on his tank and 

take a sun tan.  When the mortars would start coming from the North Koreans, he‟d get in 

the tank and close the hatch, turn on the fire and burn up the area.  He‟d get a star for that.  

My buddy didn‟t get one.   
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 And he had eight South Koreans who he handled, who had to do what he said.  He 

told me a story.  He said when the North Koreans he had to turn his gun on his crew to 

fire above them to keep them from running away!  He went out with a whole battalion 

and three came back.  He had some stories.  The letter he wrote me was only a paragraph 

long, all blood.  How it got through the Army and it got through to me – this is Tom, a 

nice guy; he made sergeant under fire; he was drafted and went to Korea.  That‟s one of 

the reasons I was sorry I wasn‟t going over there – he was already back and I was still 

here – I was waiting for the draft.  He was a good guy.  He taught himself how to play the 

guitar and everything.  We started the Friars Club in Berwyn.  The guys who were drafted 

with me were in there.  But Tom, he got drafted early – he was a little older than most of 

us.  And he went through hell over there.  My other buddy who joined the Marines, he 

was my age, he‟s the guy with the five stars.  They wanted to drink a beer together with 

Tom.   

 You know how Tom died?  My buddy came to my shop – I was in business now 

and I‟m out of the Army, and he was a carpenter.  He said “Take care of my truck.  It‟s 

not running right.  Call me when you‟re done.”  I took a look at his truck.  The front end 

was shot.  Everything was bad.  So I took care of him and fixed him all up.  Yeah, I 

charged him, but I gave him a break.  But I fixed it.  I called him and said, “Come and get 

it, Tom.”  He asked if it was all fixed.  I told him not to worry about it, that I saved his 

life.  I seriously thought I had saved his life, because that front end was so bad – he was 

going to lose a wheel.  He died that day in an accident with his truck.  It took me a couple 

of years to realize those were the last words I said to him, and he dies in the truck I gave 

him.  The only explanation I could give was that it was the first time he could drive the 

automobile.  Before he was trying to keep it up.  And he was drunk.  That was his 

problem after the Army – he couldn‟t stop drinking.  The girl he married said she‟d have 

divorced the guy – if he hadn‟t killed himself. I was going to get rid of him because he 

drank too much.  But, anyway, the last words I remember saying to Tom, my buddy, was 

that I had saved his life.  But that weekend, with the truck, he hit a camper and died.   

 

So let’s get back.  You were in Germany and you were in the motor pool, and you 

did this for the two years you were there. 

 

 All the time I was there I was in charge of that motor pool. 

 

How did you find out … 

 

 He came out.  I kept track.  Every month, believe it or not, when I was drafted.  I 

left Tom Harrigan, Chrysler-Plymouth, he would call my mother and dad – somebody in 

that dealership – “Is Ken going to get home, yet?”  Everybody knew I had two years.  I 

got drafted in 1953; in March 1955 I‟ll be home.  Every month!  Somebody would ask 

my mom, “Is he coming home quick?”  No communication in that dealership, but they 

wanted me real bad.   

 Believe it or not, when I got back I went back to work.  I didn‟t take a leave or 

anything. 

 

You just went straight to work.  But you found out – your CO told you … 
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 At the end, my CO said – how did he word that.  He was being transferred to the 

States – “Get my car ready, the radio isn‟t working.”  But I always took care of his car.  

And he gave me – you‟re bringing back a memory – he gave me a bottle of wine, which 

are in liters; two bottles of wine.  He said “Get my radio working and my car cleaned, and 

park it where you always park it.  Leave the keys in it – they‟re picking it up and shipping 

it back home.”  I said, “You‟re leaving us?”  He said, “Just like you!  You‟re going to be 

picked up; you‟re going back home.”  And he handed me the papers.  I would be back on 

a ship!  They were picking me up the next day.   

 And he was going.  His car was going.  And I‟m going.   

 So we had these two liters.  It never happened the whole time I was there in the 

Army, and I drank these two liters of beer – me and one of my mechanics; I forget which 

one it was.  Well, we lost control of his car and we went down this hill.  And if you know 

about Germany, they have trenches down these hills with water running all the time when 

it rains.  If you get a car stuck between the two with just the right … I did!  His car is 

stuck.  So I get the jack out; I‟m drunk as a coon.  I get the jack, and the jack goes into 

the mud and it won‟t pick up the car.  In fact, if you go to Germany they‟ve probably still 

got that jack there!  So I told my guy who I figured was a little more sober, that we‟d go 

to the motor pool which we run, tell the guard who we are, who I am, go get one with a 

winch.  So he went and got a ¾ ton with a winch – and it was a broken one (both 

chuckle).  So we tried winching this thing and everything, and the winch is busted!   

 So I‟m mad already at him for getting the wrong truck.  I said I‟m going to take 

the truck back and get another truck with a good winch, and I told him to stay there with 

the car and I would come back with the truck – which I did do.  I went to get the new 

winch and I couldn‟t winch the car out!  I was falling all over the water and I was really 

in trouble.  So I went to get another one with pulleys – the wrecker, which I should have 

done.  So now we‟ve got the wrecker, a deuce-and-a-half, and this car.  And only the two 

of us, half drunk.  To cut it short, I manage to winch it out – I had the winch on one side 

and the wrecker on the other side – we get it out and his car was a filthy mess.  I parked it 

where it was supposed to be with no jack.  I left that thing.  I remember leaving the key in 

the ignition.  Mud – you couldn‟t believe how muddy that thing was!   

 Well, anyway, the only thing I could think when I sobered up was they did pick 

up the car because it was gone.  He was gone – we all knew that already.  And I‟m going 

to get picked up.  They‟ll think whoever picked up the car did all this!  I never did know.  

They picked up the car and I never did hear anything about it. And I was on my way 

home, too, the next day.   

 The worst thing I ever did in the Army was that! 

 

Returning to the States  
 

So your guys must have been really sorry to see you go. 

 

 You know, I was treated so well all my life with all the guys – no problems at all; 

they did everything I said.  But nobody said good-by, see you later, or nothing!  I don‟t 

recall anyway.  But I took it in stride and I really can‟t tell you.  There were a lot of guys 

who left there earlier than I, and there were a lot of guys still there when I left.   
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 They all knew what I wanted to do.  They all knew I wanted to get home.  And 

the only one who cared about it was Norm Williams – the guy who took the flight.  He 

came back and stayed in my room at home. 

 

Did he come back the same time you did? 

 

 Yeah.  Only earlier.  But he flew, so he was there and I was still on the ship 

because I took a ship back. 

 

And he stayed in your room. 
 

 In my room.  The thing is, when I got home I went right to work.  He took a week 

off!  He called me up and he wanted me to be at his wedding in Davenport, Iowa.  So I 

took the car – it was a brand new car I bought, by the way; while I was in Germany I sent 

my brother to get me a brand new Ford Crown-Vic; the money was in my bank because I 

took my money and sent it home.  My mother came to pick me up.  And she was mad 

because I was more interested in the new car than I was in seeing her!  They picked me 

up at Fort Sheridan. 

 

So, when you left, you went to Fort Sheridan.  You took a ship to New York?  And 

then … 

 

 There‟s a story – you bring back a story again.   

 I told you in the ship I was in charge of KP, and the men they picked for me.  And 

I had to make sure … I lost one on the ship deck.  Don‟t ask me where he went – he 

didn‟t show up in the middle of the trip back.  I couldn‟t find him.  I had guys looking all 

over.  He must have jumped ship.  We never had the ship turn around looking for 

anybody.  I had the records of all the people of all the people I had.  When I got to the 

end I had the record for the person I couldn‟t find.  And it was sealed by the captain who 

was collecting the records.  I was the first off that ship on the way back.  I had my records 

and gave them to the captain.  He asked if they were all accounted for.  I said all but the 

one, and we lost him half-way back; I didn‟t know where he was, I couldn‟t find him.  He 

said, okay, he understood.   

 I was the first one.  I was lined up to go to get the plane.  We were the last ones to 

leave a day later!  Everybody got off that ship.  They had a place to go; they had a flight 

to catch.  We were just sitting there.  It was unbelievable.  We had to go eat out of 

machines. 

 

Like an automat? 
 

 Yeah!   

 

And you had no idea why. 

 When we got to the plane to go to Chicago, and I asked why I was the first one off 

the ship and the last one leaving.  We‟re getting on the plane and we had to wait.  It was 

dark and we‟re sitting in the ship.  I forget how many guys – there were a lot of us.  They 
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said they were turning the lights off because they had no power to turn the engines over 

to get them started.  They couldn‟t get the engines started – none of the four motors.  I 

asked if they wanted me to get up there and help them!  They get one engine – this is the 

honest truth!  They get one engine going on an Army plane, one engine going.  And they 

turned the lights off to try to get another one going.  So they did get two engines going – 

one on each side.  They said when they got rolling they would have enough air to get the 

other ones going and maybe they‟d get another one started.  I was sitting there thinking I 

was going to die in an airplane on the way home!  This was ridiculous!  They said they 

knew what they were doing.   

 So, by the time we got to taxi to the end, one more engine got going.  We did get 

the other one going during the taxi.  So we took off with three engines going, and I hoped 

the pilot knew he had a fourth.  As we were taking off, the other one got going.  So when 

we were in the air we finally had the four engines going.  (Both laugh) 

 I went through two years of hell and look at this plane wreck! 

 

So you landed in Chicago at O’Hare.  Was your family there?  Did they know you 

were coming? 

 

 We landed at O‟Hare at midnight.  We loaded onto trucks to go to Ft. Sheridan. 

The next day was when my family was notified to pick me up at Ft. Sheridan. 

 

Resuming Civilian Life 

 

So you were discharged at Ft. Sheridan. 

 

 It was not a discharge.  I pulled two years of active duty, and I had eight more 

years of inactive.  So I‟m not discharged.  I went on inactive duty.  

 

So you had eight years of inactive duty? 

 

 Yes.  I was married, had six kids and was living in Darien when I got my official 

notice.  And I can‟t find it!  I got the official letter.  I remember reading it – my official 

discharge as staff sergeant from the Army.  That was March 3, 1960-something.   

 

Eight years of inactive duty seems like a very long time.  Did they have a reason? 

 

 That was standard for everybody.  They don‟t call you back, though, unless 

you‟re not married, or they need you, or we‟re in a war.  And there was one – Vietnam.   

 

But you didn’t get called at all. 

 

 I was married.  If I had any thought that they would have grabbed me again I 

would have been mad.  I put in my time and I think I did a beautiful job for them. 

 

So you got home, your parents were called and they came to get you.  You must 

have been excited. 
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 My mother and one brother came and got me.  And, like I say, I ran to the car 

before I ran to anybody!  I found that car in the paper you get in the Army:  the Crown 

Victoria – that‟s my car!  Because I sold the car I had when I got drafted.  And that was a 

Ford.  And I worked for Chrysler!   

 And I‟ll tell you another story.  I got home and got the Ford.  And the old man, 

Harrigan, got on the phone and said to get over there.  I told him to give me some time 

off!  I drove to the shop – in my new Ford. 

 

You drove to the Chrysler shop in your new Ford. 

 

 I pulled in and asked where Mr. Harrigan was.  He was dressed in a green suit – 

he‟s Irish all the way – and he got a new Imperial every year.  I had to put in his radio 

which would play the tune:  H-A-double R-I … 

 

I remember that! 

 

 I had to install it in every car he had.  Anyway.  He looked at the Ford and said, 

“You‟re coming back to work for me in that Ford!”  So guess what I did.   

 

You got another car. 

 

 I sold the Ford and got a Plymouth.  And the greaser – he bought the Ford.  I had 

no trouble selling the Ford.  That was a beautiful car.  I wasn‟t there three months when 

Tom came to me and said he had this deal for this Plymouth that I couldn‟t beat.  It cost 

me next to nothing.  So I bought the Plymouth and sold the Ford for the cost of the 

Plymouth.  I sold it to the greaser.  And I had that car for about four months – the 

Plymouth.  I didn‟t have it long at all.   

 I put a Continental kit on it because the girl I started dating wrecked it.  She 

backed into a car and I had put the Continental kit on it – this is not my wife, it‟s a girl I 

started dating.  I said I had to make it look good.   

 I had this Crown Vic, was what it was.  Settle down, relax, and I bought a coupe.  

It was nothing fancy.  The Plymouth – that didn‟t last long.  That‟s when Plymouth came 

out with the ‟57, fin in the back – that was my car.  So I told Tom, “I‟m selling this one; I 

want that one.”  So he got me a special deal on that one, too.   

 I got married in that – the ‟57 Plymouth.  I put 150,000 miles on it, got married in 

it and did everything in it.  But I did buy three cars in that short year‟s time (laughs). 

 

So you got home and went right back to work, bought two new cars. 

 

 In between that – I still had the Ford – he called me and wanted me to be the best 

man at his wedding.  I took my buddy; he told me to bring somebody with me, so I 

brought my buddy – he was not one of my original buddies.  So I took him with me and 

we went to Davenport, Iowa.  And there‟s another story on that trip, too. 

 

This is Norm’s wedding.    
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 Yes.  He‟s a farmer, and you know farmers are farmers.  And he expected – this 

was his honeymoon:  with me coming to his farm, living with him and his new wife on 

the farm, doing the chores with him in the morning.  He told me to take all the pictures.  

And I did.  That was the first time I ever took pictures with the little camera.  I took all 

the pictures of his wedding.  And then he‟s telling me – this was my room; the best room 

he had in the house.  I said, “What do you mean?”  He said, “You‟re staying here.”  I told 

him, “No!  I had to go home because I had to be at work the next day.”  He expected me 

to stay there with his wife and everything! 

 

So have you kept in touch with him? 

 

 You know, no.   

 

You lost contact with him. 

 

 We kept in contact for about a year.  And he was not a mechanic anymore.  He 

sold insurance.  He wanted me to get involved in that.  He sent a guy to teach me in it and 

that was the end of everything.  I was not an insurance salesman.  I didn‟t get a license to 

sell insurance.  That was not me.   

 

Do you have any friends that you have from that time yet?  Any people you still 

keep in touch with? 

 

 Yeah.  All the ones I had from that time have died.  The best buddy I had from 

that time, Vince, died last year.  And I went to his wake and everything.  My wife and I, 

we camped with him and his family.  They had four kids.  And those kids were so happy 

to see me.  We didn‟t keep close contact.  We played cards with him.   

 When I went into business for myself – my club that we started, the Friars Club, 

was still going.  And all the buddies that got me into that died or left.  One moved to Las 

Vegas.  They had a reunion and they called me up because they wanted me to come.  

When I went into the business – 1962 or somewhere around there – the Friars Club was a 

social club and bowling team.  We played baseball, all the women …  All those guys 

disappeared!  A lot of them died – the buddies I knew.  But the club was sold.   

 They got rid of me.  When I got in the business I said I couldn‟t do what I 

normally did with this club.  I was in business in Glen Ellyn and they were in Berwyn.  I 

said I would have to quit.  But they didn‟t want me to quit.  They said I‟d be honorary.  

Well, after I didn‟t sell any tickets for the New Year‟s Eve Party they got rid of me.  I 

was too busy in my own life and my business – and I was busy.  I was surprised that 

woman put up with me.  I‟m serious!  All those years, she raised the kids – I have six of 

them.  Without her raising them …  My kids didn‟t know me.  The only way my kids 

know me now is what I‟m doing with you.  I talk to them, they ask me questions and I tell 

them.  I‟m getting feedback.   

 My granddaughter got married – we‟re just getting back.  She‟s 23 and graduated 

college two years ago.  She married this guy.  I didn‟t like the idea she was marrying this 

guy at 23.  She‟s a gorgeous girl.  I wanted to meet this guy, so I went down at graduation 
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and met the guy.  He seemed like an all right guy, but no guy is good enough for my 

granddaughter!  (Both chuckle.)  But she married him – not my way, I‟m Catholic but 

none of my kids are following Catholic.  We took them to Catholic schools, took them to 

Catholic high schools – everything Catholic.  My wife is Catholic.  But they‟re not 

Catholic.  They tell me, “Dad, I believe in Jesus.  I talk to Him, I pray to Him all the time.  

But I don‟t go to church now.”  I said you don‟t go to church for the priest, you go to 

church for God.  If you can do without church I‟m not going to say you‟re wrong.  But 

that‟s what they tell me.  She got married on a beach.   

 

So it sounds like your life after the military went well for you.   

 

 Yes. 

 

How did your experiences in the military affect the way you look at things – the way 

you look at life? 

 

 The way it affected me is how I think of people who go and fight and do what we 

did – like where they are now. 

 

Iraq and Afghanistan? 

 

 Yes.  This is not draft guys – these are volunteers.  So they asked for this in a 

sense.  They should know what they‟re volunteering for.  I give them more credit than a 

draftee – which they always did.  When they checked me I was a draftee – I didn‟t have 

an “R” in front of my number, I had an “H.”  They had to come and get me.  If it was 

World War II and I was a little bit older, they wouldn‟t have had to come and get me.  I 

knew my neighbors and friends, my cousins were in World War II.  I was sorry I couldn‟t 

help – I was only 14.  What these guys are doing and have asked for – they volunteered – 

is something different.  I don‟t know how they could pull …  I got drafted.  I didn‟t fight 

anybody.  I fought my own men because of bar fights.   

 That‟s something you didn‟t hear from me.  I not only took care of my men and 

my drivers.  When they went on leave, which was nightly, they went to town and went 

drinking.  We had three bars in Pirmasens, Germany.  They were called the Texas Bar, 

the Chicago Bar and some other bar.  There were fights there all the time.  And the old 

man – our CO – said, “You‟ve got another job to do when you‟re back home.  You‟ve got 

to get two jeeps going and you‟re the bar patrol.”  “I‟m the bar patrol?”  “Yes.  You carry 

a carbine with you.”  And I took anybody I wanted to pick and we would patrol the bars 

and keep them quiet.  They moved in an all-African artillery in our camp – all blacks.  

The atomic gun – have you heard of it?   

 

Yes. 

 

 I had never heard of them, and here it is – atomic gun.  There were four men in 

the back and four men in the front to move this big gun around.  You could push the gun 

with your finger.  It was something new.  Yes, when they brought the atomic shells, yes 

they were here, in Pirmasens underneath my bench.  We had to unload them from our 
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trucks and put these atomic shells where two tanks could drive under us, where we 

stayed.  I asked what was going on.  In the first place everybody in the artillery unit was 

all black.  We‟re gone most of the time because we traveled with our radio group.  We 

came back, there was no more Texas bar, there was no more Chicago bar.  These black 

people took all our bars over.  You want to talk about fights?  They woke me up one day 

in the hospital because I was whipped.  We put regular live shells in our carbines now 

because we had to stop a lot of fights.  You‟re talking about fights, I had fights.  And I 

had to pick a prison, which was right next to our guard duty shop, which was where we 

put the guys we had to pick up.  And I had to get my men carbines loaded because if they 

took off you had to kill them or you‟d go pull their duty.   

 What happened to my shop!  And I had the last part, I was critical.  I had two 

jeeps going and we were stopping fights.  I had to do it when we were out in France 

someplace on the duty with our communications.  And I got a call from the CO that he 

got a call from some Germans saying that my men were killing the bartender.  I said my 

men were here – we were camped in tents.  He said to go find out, that it was one of our 

guys.  I had to go get a jeep, take one of my best men to go with me, to find this tavern 

where I had no idea it was.  It was a little town sitting out in the middle of nowhere.  And 

I see a jeep.  I thought it must be the place, otherwise what was one of our jeeps doing 

there.  Anyway, we went in and there was blood all over this bar.  The guy – my driver, is 

an Indian.  He was a big guy – he had to weigh 350 pounds.  You don‟t feed an Injun 

liquor.  I found that out the hard way.  I knew the stories they used to tell.  Well, this 

Indian had never given me any trouble, and here he was beating up this bartender.  I 

didn‟t know if he was alive or dead; his blood was all over the bar.  I picked him up, put 

him in the jeep and took him back to the CO.  What he did with him I have no idea.  I‟ve 

never seen him since.  But he beat up the German. 

 

So you saw action in the bars.   
 

 That one was the worst.  And it was my driver.  How he got the jeep and where it 

came from I don‟t know.   

 

So, considering everything you went through – good and bad – what would you say 

was the biggest influence the military had on your life? 

 

 The bad things? 

 

I mean the difficult things, like the bar fights.   
 

 They influenced me more than you would think.  The way the guys treated me 

and the trucks, the way the took care of everything I told them to take care of.  It was 

gorgeous.  There was not anything I had to work out or learn from.  The ones who gave 

me the trouble – and he was the one who did it to a German bar – which I didn‟t like at 

all.  And how it made me feel was terrible, the way we allowed these things to happen.  

Like my company commander.  He‟s the one who heard what was happening.  Why 

wasn‟t he down there with me to see what I had seen.   
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So it was a matter that you didn’t think there was strong enough leadership above 

you.  And they relied on you to do that. 

 

 Yes.  Since he found that out before I did, none of my help came to me and said 

he was pissed at me; I didn‟t do anything.  I heard from my company commander who 

was with me on this where we were.  Why didn‟t he do something – get me if anything.  

He sent me over to this bar.  Why didn‟t he come with me to see what I had seen.  

Something was wrong with that.   

 I found out later that he was reprimanded, and that was why he was pulled off the 

ship.  Because his wife got him because he was cheating and doing everything else.  I 

didn‟t know what was fact.  I still don‟t know what was fact.  And I didn‟t let that bother 

me in any way.   

 But when I went to patrol these taverns and found out that the blacks were taking 

over our guys, in a sense, we‟d go in and they‟d say we couldn‟t sit there because we 

weren‟t black.  They called me on that because I was in on it.  And I‟ll tell you the story 

on that.   

 I walked in to this bar.  There was a little walkway and you went into a door, then 

you had to go to another door to get in this bar.  Well, I got there and this black guy was 

right in front of me.  And I caught him with my two guys I had and we had carbines.  

They didn‟t have loaded weapons at this time – this was before I found out what was 

really happening.  I let them go in the bar first because who am I – I didn‟t even have 

stripes on my arm.  This black guy took his hat off – you know what you see there, 

there‟s a name which they cut off.  He took the hat and swung it at me.  This is the guy 

that met me.  I ducked my head and said that would be enough of that.  I never got the 

words out.  You know what was in the top of that hat?  Razor blades – sewn in the top of 

that hat.  And when he swung at me he ripped the wallpaper off with the hat.  And I hear 

it going, and I turn and see the wallpaper fall and he‟s ready to whip me again with it.  So 

after what happened next, I‟m out.  Somebody hit me and put me out and I was in the 

jeep.  It was very frightening. 

 Needless to say, I was not pulled off this new deal that the CO had me doing – the 

patrol.  I‟ve got something else now.  I‟m fighting a whole new battalion of blacks.  

We‟re going to lose – I don‟t have that many whites.  I thought something was wrong 

with this.  America is on to this.  Something is wrong with this.  And when I woke up I 

had fully loaded carbines the next time I went out.  Yeah, we shot loads off in the bars to 

stop the fighting.  It shouldn‟t have been.  But that‟s something I don‟t think they know 

about – until now. 

 

Is there anything else that we haven’t talked about that you’d like to add before we 

finish? 
 

 No.  I agreed with this interview because of the reason of what the guys can get 

out of the armed services.  They gave me a general care and enough to give me the rank 

to do what I was doing.  And nobody here (indistinct).  I could work with a guy in the 

Army two years and I was a sergeant.  And they don‟t hear that.  How did you get that?  

What fight were you in?  No.  I was just doing a job.  They can get in the Army and get 
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what they can get out of it the right way.  It doesn‟t have to be the bad way.  I told you 

the last story which was a bad story.   

 I don‟t think my kids heard that story that I just told you.  Because it‟s something 

I don‟t like to talk about.  It‟s not a fun thing.  I‟m crying now.  It was the wrong thing to 

get out of the service.  It shouldn‟t be.  That boy I blame the army for that.  I felt like 

writing letters to him about that, but I didn‟t think anything would come of it.  It was 

really a shame.  I think we killed a bartender he was a German.  I think we killed, and  

how many people were hurt because of color, rank, what have you.  I never had the rank 

that I was doing.  I should have been a captain with the captain bars, doing what I was 

doing with the patrols at the bars.  I never had the rank to stop what these people were 

doing to me, because I didn‟t even have a stripe on my arm.  Wrong! 

 

Too many divisions between people.   

 

 Wrong.  They have had the right people – military police.  They should have had 

the right people doing the jobs that they were made to do.  I did it.  I took everything they 

gave me.  It never bothered me.  I did what I had to do.   

 

Okay.  On that, thank you very much for sharing your story, Ken. 
 

 Sorry for the break down. 

 

That’s okay.  And we’re going off record. 


