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29 March 2006

“Just sit right back and you'll hear a tale, a tale of a fateful trip, that started from this tropic port, aboard this tiny ship. The mate was a mighty sailin' man, the Skipper brave and sure….”
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General C. G. Morton

Well, that isn’t exactly how it started in 1952 but that is the ship. Yes, the General C.G. Morton was the finest military transportation that the United States had available to take my mother and me the Marshall Islands. I didn’t even know what an island was but I was embarked on a great adventure that fateful day when we sailed from San Francisco.

The events of the trip have mostly faded with the years but I remember the swimming pool, was a steal frame with a canvas lining that was about three feet deep. 

I don’t know why, but I had to eat baby food during part of the trip. To this day I have no great love for apple sauce. 

During the trip there was a scary party when the crew and passengers engaged in some wild and crazy activities. I seem to remember mops, grease, and a tunnel. At the time it was quite frightening for a lad of my age.

Some others on the ship were going to Guam.
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Memories of Kwajalein are more vivid. We had a house on the beach on the end of the island closest to Ebeye. There was a driveway just outside the back door and next to that was a sea wall. At high tide the waves would hit the seawall and run down the roof to the front of the house. My mother would put towels under the back door to keep the water out.
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At low tide the reef was exposed and there was a little sandy beech. I had a spot on the reef where I would fish and catch some pan sized fish that we froze and ate. Out the front door and to the right was a Japanese concrete bunker where there had been a naval gun.

Between the bunker and the house was a tree where the Sea Bees built me a tree fort. The Sea Bees painted our house with red and white paint and left me some to paint my tree house. Like in the movie Operation Petticoat, I mixed the two colors and YES, had a “coral pink” tree fort.  One of the Sea Bees also made me a footlocker size toy box. As I type this, that box sits in the back of my basement, still in use but not for toys.

To the left and further away there was a concrete machine gun pill box. There was a tree near the pill box that I fell out of on to the top of the pill box and got skinned up.

Across directly in front of our house was the Sea Bee barracks. 

At low tide some of the folks from Ebeye would cross the reef and spear fish off of Kwajalein. I would watch from the beach and on occasion share their catch when they would build a fire and cook octopus on the beach. I still love it.

The beach was constantly yielding treasures. I of course collected sea shells. A Calorie was a real find and the larger the better. I had a Chocolate Calorie the size of my father’s fist and a Map Calorie about half of that size. 

Another shell that comes to mind was a “Monkey Face.” I don’t know if that is the real name since I can’t find in on the internet.

Other items that everyone coveted were glass balls. We were told that they were floats from Japanese fishing nets that broke free and would eventually wash up on the island. We found them in all sizes from soft ball size to medicine ball size. Most were woven into some form of hemp type net. I think when we returned to the states we had about a dozen and most of them were the large medicine ball size.

Kwajalein having been disputed ground in World War II, I also found items from that era. I found a rusted Browning 30 cal. machine gun, a three inch rocket, and a hand grenade. My father had a cow over the unexploded grenade.

Not everything was sand, surf and sun. I had to go to school. School was in a Quonset hut divided into two rooms. Grades, one through four, were in one half. 
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At one point during the school year, there was a polio scare and all the kids didn’t go to school. We stayed home and were home schooled. 

Saturdays were special because it was movie day. A Navy bus would stop at the end of our driveway and pick me up. The theater would show serials, cartoons, westerns and Tarzan movies.

My father was the executive officer of the Marine detachment and I was the only Marine brat, thus making me the detachment mascot. It was a way to “make points” (today we would say kiss ass) with the boss. My mother ordered me a uniform from J.C. Penny or Sears and I would wear it every Saturday. After the movie, I would walk to the Marine area visit with some of the troops and then ride home with dad.
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The Marines were the island police and one Saturday morning a couple on patrol passed by the bus stop. They all knew me so they stopped and asked me if I wanted a ride. Without thinking anything about it, I accepted the offer from my friends and climbed into their jeep. They dropped me at the theater and then got off duty. After the movie, I continued my Saturday routine and went to the Marine area. Meanwhile the bus stopped for me knowing my habit and even sent a couple of kids to check on me. My mother told them I should be at the stop and then called dad. An “all points bulletin” was initiated and all the Marine MPs on duty were looking for me. Where could a kid go on Kwaj? It’s an ISLAND!  When I walked into my father’s office after several hours, all was well but I did get a kid size Marine ass chewing from the major.

Before Christmas, Santa flew into the island in a TBF (Torpedo Bomber). There was a party in the movie theater for all the Marshallese kids.

When the supply ship came to the island there was always a buzz in anticipation of fresh vegetables and other food stuffs. The women would gather in a frenzy at the commissary ( AKA Atoll in the Pacific A & P Marshallese Chain ) to shop and socialize.
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There were some ships permanently anchored off shore. It was said that they were concrete, meaning made of concrete. I never heard or don’t remember what was on them.

During my time on Kwajalein I remember one tidal wave hit the island. We were moved to the center of the island and sheltered in a brick structure. Apparently it wasn’t much of a wave because I don’t remember any damage to our home or other parts of the island. By comparison, I vividly remember being in a hurricane in Miami before we went to Kwajalein and several when we were stationed at Camp Lejune after we left Kwaj. 

This is really bringing back memories. I remember the feared sea urchins and the day my father stepped on one. He had a lot of pain and had to soak his foot in the bath tub, presumably in some kind of medicine. 

My father and mother are both dead now and I am semi-retired. I know I could never go back to the care free days I spent on Kwajalein or even begin to relate it to my two adult sons, but I will always treasure the experience, memories and pictures, “….For the good times.”

Sincerely,

William L. Coulter, III






