Today is January 13, 2014.  This is Fidencio Marbella with the Westchester Public Library in Westchester, Illinois.  Also present is Patrick Callaghan, Reference Librarian here at Westchester.  Today we will be speaking with Mr. Russell Frillman.  Russell served in the United States Navy from ’43 to ’45 in the South Pacific.  This interview is being conducted for the Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress.  Let’s get started.  Russell, why don’t you tell us when and where you were born and a little about your family growing up.  
I was born on the northwest side of Chicago and I had a brother and two sisters and my mother and father.  We had a little bungalow on the north side and I went to school not far from my home.  You know, years ago, they didn’t have a lunch program or anything, you walked home for lunch and anyhow, I went to elementary school and then at the high school, Lane Tech. Then we moved, I think early ’42, we moved from our house to an apartment in the northwest side, off of Mildred and Diversey, Chicago.  I used to ride my bike to Lane Tech and I was supposed to graduate because I was eighteen years old and so I decided, I enlisted because I didn’t want to get in the Army.

That was smart.

So I went in the Navy right, and so I went to boot camp in October of ’43.

Where was your boot camp?

Athol, Idaho.  Hold your tongue and say Athol.
Athol.

Anyhow, it was a nice place, right next to Coeur d’Alene, Idaho and that was the boot camp.  The funny part about it, right here was Great Lakes, but no, I ended up on the train to Athol, Idaho.  

Was that your first time away from home like that?

Yes, and then I came back after boot camp, I came back to Chicago, University of Chicago, radioman’s school.  I was in there for a month or so and then the next thing I know, I was taking care of a cleaning store, in the school basement.  The guys all bring their uniforms and we had an outside person come and take the clothes and clean them, package them and I would handle the money.  So I did that for a couple of weeks, real nice duty, I had weekends off, I had nights off.  So all these guys I went to school, they were going, calling me names and everything else.

They were a little bit jealous?

Next thing I know I was transferred out to the amphibious at Oceanside, California. I was there for three months, making amphibious landings, mock landings, getting ready to go make landings.  The petty officer came one day and he said we need a volunteer for destroyer duty, so I raised my hand and next thing I know these guys all said to me you shouldn’t go on destroyer duty, stay here, the war will be over and we’ll be going home.  I said okay, then the next thing I know I went to San Diego from Oceanside and here comes this big, brand new aircraft carrier, the Franklin, and I get on there to go to Oahu.  The guys were roller skating in the hangar deck, beautiful ship.  I was just a young guy and I see these guys roller skating and I say this is for me.  So I went for a captain’s mast and I got turned down because they wouldn’t transfer anybody who was in transit to the permanent ship’s company, so I got dumped off in Pearl Harbor.  I was there for a couple of weeks and then I went on a baby flattop, this was a small version they used for transport for planes.  Next thing I know we went to Majuro in the Marshall Islands, different islands, and here was the Sperry, a submarine tender.  So I was on the Sperry, and next thing you know I’m part of the ship’s company.  Okay, so I never did get on the damn destroyer.  We went from one, we were there for five months in the Marshall Islands.  We had five submarines on each side all the time.  They’d go out and come back and we’d put torpedoes on them and restock their ammunition, whatever, food and fuel and for two weeks the crew was off these subs and be on the island, they’d have free beer and steaks, movies, this kind of stuff.  Once in a while we’d get these groups that would come, Bob Hope, different groups.

Oh, like the USO?

Yeah, and that was interesting and then after we left there they had the big Third Fleet I think it was.  Oh, you could, a thousand ships, I’m not kidding you, you had to see that.  They were all over, as far as you could see, to the horizon.  We were in Majuro Island and after that we went to Guam, when they were invading Guam, so we were in there but not, shelling the beach, we didn’t get involved with that, we were back in the auxiliary.  So we stayed near Guam for quite a while.  We put a submarine recuperation camp on the island for the submariners and it was interesting.  I got my arm infected there and that climate was really, you’d get infection really easy and I had a tattoo on my left arm, my arm was like that, blew up.  We had a doctor on the ship and he said, well, we should lance that thing.  He didn’t, he was a horse doctor so when we went to the beach I went to the sick bay because, oh, I got a fever and everything, this arm, and the doctor was a young doctor, probably just out of being a doctor and he lanced my arm and he said well, you couldn’t complain about that long, he went a little deeper and all of a sudden my arm went shooooo!  Like custard was coming out.  The doctor said if he didn’t get that he would’ve had to take my arm off.  I was lucky I got him.  That goes to show you, get the right doctor.  Well, I spent the rest of my time on that ship, off and on; I mean where do you go?  You’ve got to stay on the ship.  Of course I wasn’t interested in ranks; I liked what I was doing.  I was a gunner’s mate on the ship.  The only thing we had was some Japanese planes came over at night and they’d rev up the engine and we’d go to general quarters and we’d sit there for a couple of hours and we’d shoot at the planes, never hit them.  I don’t know, I was sitting down in the magazine.  We had two five inch, 38s on the bow and two on the stern and then we had these big telescopic cranes, one on the port and one on the starboard side and we’d take the periscope out of the subs because the periscope was really long.  We maintained the submarines and then they’d come back, they got rid of all their torpedoes they’d put up brooms on their periscope for a clean sweep.  They had sixty days and that was it.  They’re not back in sixty days they’re considered lost, they had enough fuel for sixty days, food, and when they’d come back the crews would go for two weeks on the island where we made this recuperation camp.  They’d have steaks, watch movies, drink beer.  They had better duty than we had.  Every other day we got three cans of beer.

Warm beer?

That was the other thing.  They had one of these big lockers, freezers, on the ball field, played a lot of baseball, that’s all there was to do.  So I said to this one other guy, his name was Blackie, I said Blackie, that locker’s full of beer.  He said for two dollars, I could break that lock off with a rock.  No you couldn’t.  Oh yeah, so he goes over there, bang, off comes the lock and next he goes, free beer!  So we’re all running with cases of beer, blowing the whistles, MPs.  We buried that beer on the beach not realizing that the tide came up and we came back later that night and couldn’t find it, it was all under water.  We’re digging underneath the sand trying to find the beer.  We found it finally.  When you’re young you do a lot of foolish things.  Anyhow, it was good duty on that ship.  Actually, I was very lucky to be on that ship.  A lot of guys got killed, I had a lot of friends in the Marines.  I wrote letters to this one guy, Rizzo, gone, so I was glad to get out of the Navy.  It was a good service, we had good food, every holiday we had turkeys.  Every holiday, I’m serious.  Really good food, so you couldn’t complain how you were treated.  Good food and we did a lot of good.  You couldn’t see the results, but I’m sure we did.  We had a lot, with these subs, they did a lot, with these guys I tell you, my hat would go off to them because they had to sit in that cabin, water . . . 
Being on a ship that’s designed to sink.

I wouldn’t.  I went on a sub a couple of times; we had to take their small arms, guns.  They had a deck gun on the subs and if they had a problem we’d have to repair it and sometimes we’d have to go on a run with them, they’d submerge, go out and come back and I was how can you sit on a sub like this, scared, hear the thing, shooo! All the different, I couldn’t take that.  I guess you have to be a certain person to put up with that.  Well, that was about it.  

Let’s go back a little bit; do you remember where you were when you heard about Pearl Harbor?

I was in high school.  I was about seventeen I think.

Were your parents pretty worried when they heard about it because they imagined you . . . 

Everybody was upset because of the fact all of a sudden we were at war and they had the food stamps for everything, gasoline, meat, sugar, butter, anything that was of importance that was going to the services, there was a shortage.  People cooperated real well, there was nobody grumbling, they were all glad to contribute to the war effort, war bonds, all that good stuff.

Everyone had to pitch in.

Yeah, right.  And the women went to work.  One of the years we came into the shipyards with the ship, Vallejo, California and that ship, they put us in dry dock so we had port and starboard liberty because we were overseas for all that time and it was really good to see how they handled everything, the women in the shipyards building the ships.  I couldn’t believe it, they’d blow the whistle and there were thousands of people.  They’d come out and thousands would go back in, just like animals, making ships and repairing ships, that was something.

So how did your parents feel about your decision to join the navy?

Well my dad, I talked to my dad, I said I really don’t want to go in the army, I want to go in the navy and enlist so I could choose my own branch and he said, well, you’re three times seven, but I wasn’t, I was eighteen, if you want to go, go.  So I did.

So what was that trip like from Chicago to Idaho?  You mentioned that was your first time away from home.

As a young person, you took it in your stride, it was an adventure, you know what I mean?  It was something different.  The hardest part was when I gave up my clothes.  My mother got all my clothes and she was crying, she was missing me, but that’s the way it was going years ago.

So what kinds of things did they teach you in boot camp?

Oh, we had to learn everything.  They had a swimming pool, you had to learn how to swim if you didn’t know how to swim.  Some of the guys were hillbillies so they didn’t know what water was, just a pond someplace.  You had to learn how to swim.  We’d go to Coeur d’Alene to drink three two beer.

That’s where you went for R&R?

Yeah, they let us off in boot camp for a couple of hours then we had to come back.  It was a very nice boot camp, they had it on a plateau, see deer in the morning, deer walking on the plateau.  I could never understand why I was here going out there, I could never figure that out, but that was the navy.
They send you halfway across the country when Great Lakes is right up the street.

My training experiences were all with the navy, then back to Chicago, then back to the amphibs, I was on the train.  Then when I got leave I had to train and come back to the ship.
So you got leave before you shipped overseas?  Got to come home for a little while?

No, the leave was after I was overseas, came back with the ship.  Oh, I want to mention to you about that ship, the Franklin.  A year later, when I was on the Sperry, we came back to Pearl Harbor, here comes the Franklin, towed in by tugs, big holes, I mean you could drive a truck through the holes, the gun barrels; there were fires for three days.  They took the ship back to Brooklyn and scrapped it.  They didn’t want the Japanese to know that they lost a ship.  One plane overhead dropped a bomb right on the deck and they were all loaded with napalm, rockets, everything in the planes and it was one explosion after the other, one plane blowing up, go down and blow up.  They fought the fires for three days on that ship, couldn’t put it out.  Scrapped it.  They lost nine hundred guys.
That was one of the biggest losses of life during the war.  So you were very lucky you didn’t get accepted to go there.

That’s what I said, I was lucky, my whole career.  I was supposed to get on the Perry, but I swear somebody typed it in on a typewriter and instead of putting in “PERRY” he put in “SPERRY”. 
So the Perry was a destroyer?

A destroyer.

And the Sperry was the submarine tender?

Right, that’s why I say, lucky, yes.

So let’s talk a little bit about the Sperry.  About how big was that ship?

Oh, it was five hundred eighty feet long.

And how many crew members were on board?

Oh, they had about fifteen hundred, I think.  They had two five inch, 38s forward, two five 38s on the lower deck, super deck.  And then they had twenties, forties alongside them, both sides, starboard, port.  I could never understand sometimes we’d go from one island to another island and never had an escort.  I could never figure that out.  I guess they must’ve known what they were doing, I hoped.

So it must’ve been, so what was it like dealing with the submariners?  What kind of people were they?  They had to be a little different.
They kept to themselves more or less.  They were all good.  But everybody, but one thing, none of that salute crap.  These guys were all first name basis, the officers.

Even the officers?

When I was in, when we took the ship in and we had liberty, that’s where we had the ship in dry dock, we’d go up this hill about two blocks, Vallejo, California, and there was a tavern, three taverns, one hamburger joint.  So by the time you got to the top of the hill, you were drunk.  So there’s this officer, he was an officer, he was a full commander, he was a captain on our ship, he wasn’t a captain, he was a full commander.  We had a captain and then he ended up on the ship.  He was a submariner but he ended up on the ship.  So, he’s got a bottle and he’s sitting there, drinking out of it, on the curb, honest to God.  We got our arms around each other, I’m a seaman first class and he’s a full commander.  That’s the way these guys were.  Submariners, none of this officer stuff.  That’s the way they were.
Now did we lose a lot of the submarines?

Oh yeah, they were, we lost a lot of them.  You know what they used to do?  The Japs were real clever.  A plane would come down, right?  In fact the President, what’s his name?  He was a pilot.

Oh, Bush.

Bush, he got picked up by a submarine.  What submarines used to do, they used to see the guy come down, they’d go in for him.  Okay, but, the water was only maybe eighty feet deep or something like that so the Japs would wait ‘til they picked the guy up, they submerged, looked down, there’s a sub there below so they could throw the cans down right on top of them.  So they lost a lot of subs picking up pilots.

So they used the pilots as bait for submarines.

Yeah, that’s what they did.  Yeah, they were clever.

Tell us about your crewmates on the Sperry.  Did you have any very close friends there?

Oh, a lot of hillbillies.  I’ll tell you what, you learn a bad language.  I came home and my mother had dinner and we’re all sitting there at the table.  “Pass the effin’ butter.”  Everybody’s quiet, ohhh.  
So were your parents kind of understanding?

They had to be, I think.  Well, when I got out of the service my mother wanted me to come live with her, my mother and my dad, above my brother, he had a two flat above there.  I said, no, I’ll live with my sister so that’s what I did.  My sister took over the apartment above where my mother and dad were so I lived there after I got out of the service, before I got married.

You also mentioned you spent a little bit of time on a little escort carrier?  A baby flattop?

Yeah, just transportation, actually from Hawaii to getting on the Sperry.

So that must’ve been a bit of a difference between that and the Franklin.

Oh yeah.  The Franklin was like brand new, brand new, modern, brand new on a shakedown cruise.  They were churning them out as fast as they could because they wanted to make a lot of carriers.  They had a lot of those after, well, they only had originally four carriers at the start.

Some of the battles that the Sperry was at included Guam and Saipan?

Yeah, Saipan, we picked up some survivors off the Indianapolis with our fifty foot motor launch.  I don’t know, they dropped them off at another ship and they picked them up someplace.  One guy had a, he had on a clean uniform and the only thing he saved off the ship was his toothbrush.  That thing went down like this and they didn’t know because they had radio silence.

So that was the ship that had delivered the atomic bomb to Tinian.
Yup.  They had a, when we were at Guam we loaded for three days because we were going to go to Japan after they dropped the atomic bomb.  Here comes the Bushnell, a sister ship to our ship, but it was a newer ship and they loaded up for Japan, but we stayed in the harbor.  These guys were really mad because they were on this ship in Australia before they came to Guam and so they were on the ship for years and here comes a ship out of the states and goes right to Japan, probably because he had a bigger officer on the ship.
So the Sperry never had to go to Japan?

No, we never did get there.  After the war we took a tour to all different islands and that was very interesting.

What were some of the islands, do you remember, that you stopped at?

I can’t remember the names but this one island was an island where they had all the supplies, a Lend-Lease island?  The British, I think, had a lot of stuff on that island.  You could buy a jeep for a quarter.  I’m serious!  You could drive it on the island but you couldn’t take it.  So what do they do?  They put all this stuff on a big float with a Caterpillar tractor right on top – right into the water.  That was it, deep six.  They had beer, three tiers high, stacked it up, pushed it off because it was all stuff they wouldn’t bring back to the states.  When we came back to the states they picked sides of beef they got from Australia, opened the side doors on the ship and threw them over the side because you couldn’t bring it back in.  anything that was Lend-Lease, they dumped it.  They took brand new fighter planes on Guam, they lined them up, then they had a big crane, they took the machine guns out of them and the radios and they picked a clamshell like this . . . and first they dropped one of these big things like they wreck buildings with on the cockpit, boom!  Down on the plane, it’ll fold up, they’d pick it up, they had a pile three stories high, fighter planes.  $75,000 a piece.  That’s what they cost when they made them.  That was years ago.  If you had one of those today it’d be worth millions.
Were you on board the Sperry when you heard that the war was over?

Yeah.

What was your reaction?

Oh, everybody was happy.  See, they had a point system.  If you were overseas you got so many points, how long you were there, you’d get so many points for that.  Of course the guys that were there for a long time, they’d go home first, right?  They had more points, so that’s how they worked the system.  So I finally got out May of 1945.

So the Sperry came back to the states?

Oh yeah.

What port did they arrive in, do you remember?  San Diego?

Well, I was on the ship and we went to San Francisco, Mare Island and then I can’t remember, I think we got off the ship in San Diego.

Then from San Diego you went back to Chicago?

Yeah, up and down across the country like this.  Every time a train went by it was a troop train so we got sidetracked.  Took us like four days to get from I think it was San Diego, to get to Chicago.

Four days on a train.

We had a troop car and it had bunks four high and all the guys took their shoes off and guys would go get beer, run, stop at a station, guys would run in, grab the, everybody chipped in, buy cases of beer, ice would melt, next thing you know the water was on the floor and all the shoes were going this way and that way.
Like you were at sea again.

It was the Ruptured Duck Express, that’s what they called it.

Now did your parents know that you were coming home?

No.  My dad was a conductor on the “L” in Chicago and I got off the train and I came up on the platform and I said to this conductor “Where’s Frillman?” he said, oh he’s on the local, this guy was on the express train and my dad was on a local train.  So I passed him in the other station I got off, Fullerton, and my dad’s train pulls in and they had the old train where you pull the wire gates, the gates would swing open when you pull the handles.  So he’s there and I walk past him, walked into the car and he walks, he turns around and walks into the car and I say “Hi Dad!” and he goes “Russell!”  He’s telling everybody on the train “This is my son!”

What a great way to come home.

Yeah, it was.  So he got off work and we went back home and that was it.

What was your mom’s reaction like?

Oh, she was glad to see me.

Now how has your service in the military affected your life afterwards, if at all?

I think it was really good because I learned how to respect other people.  A young person, you don’t get that experience in school but in the navy you learn how to live with people, get along with each other.

Even hillbillies?

Even hillbillies.  I would think that if our president, to this day, would take all the young people and serve a year in the service, regardless of what service and then be a year in the reserves this country wouldn’t be having the problems it’s having.  Young kids making mistakes, that’s really what it is, they’re free.

Every veteran we’ve spoken with has said exactly the same thing, that there should be some kind of service for all the young people.

Sure, all the countries in Europe, they do it.  I don’t know why, we’ve got a free society but these people don’t believe that it’s ever going to happen.  Who’s in the military?  The blacks, the Hispanics, the poor people, right?  The ones that can afford not to be in the service, what are they?  I’ve got twelve grandchildren that are all grown up and I’ve got about thirteen great grandchildren and my daughter had four boys and four girls and my other son had three boys and one girl.  So that’s a total of seven boys, right?  Out of seven boys, not one of them was ever in the service, so what does that tell you?  

A little disparity there.

Yeah, and they don’t have the patriotism is what I’m saying that they should have for this country because this country isn’t going to last the way we’re going.  We’re going downhill.

Any other closing thoughts, anything you’d like to share with us?

I’m glad I was in the navy.  At one time I thought about putting my service in there but it was good.  I can’t complain about it, the service was pretty good to me.

So you decided you didn’t want to become a lifer?

No, I gave that up.  For a while I did but then I soured on the fact.  A few things came along that I didn’t like very well.  One thing about the navy, you were at the bottom of the crop.

Anything else?

No, that’s it.

Thanks for sharing your memories with us today.  Thank you very much.

Thank you. 
