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ñ ,òTHE MARITIME CAREER OF  

GILBERT V. LEVIN  
 

 

At my son Ronôs constant urging, and having outlived my youthfulness, I have at long last decided 

to set down my recollections of my career as a sea-going radio operator, ñSparks,ò in the United 

States Merchant Marine during World War II and afterwards.  I call this a ñcareer,ò even though 

time-wise it spanned only a little more than three years, because it provided more adventure and 

pragmatic education than many peoplesô normal 

careers.  War-time restrictions proscribed keeping a 

diary or carrying a camera, so much has been lost, 

and much has been altered by time.  Any errors in 

this account are not intentional, only omissions are.  

Fortunately, I long ago recorded a skeleton outline 

of my maritime trips which list ensures the 

accuracy concerning on which ships I served, where 

they went, and on what dates.  This was constructed 

from my official ships papers issued at sign-off 

times.  The rest, I record from memory, as recalled 

over the 72 years intervening since my enlistment 

in the U.S. Maritime Service, Number Z475638.  

The grain of salt you take as you read this should be 

large enough to encompass unintentional 

embellishments and alterations, neuron plaque-

induced lapses, and the just-mentioned intentional 

omissions.  Nonetheless, the basic events and 

impressions recounted provide a reasonably 

accurate account of my sea-going experience, 

perhaps enough to win you toward a maritime 

life. 

 

It all started innocently enough. In September 

1941, having graduated from Baltimoreôs 

Forest Park High School that June, I enrolled in 

the Johns Hopkins Universityôs civil 

engineering program.  Pearl Harbor was 

attacked three months later.  The war powers 

deemed college-graduated engineers vital to 

the war effort, so we were all deferred to continue school, to get our degrees, and then enter the 

armed forces.       

                    
Johns Hopkins University: Gilman Hall 

 Me in 2015 
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I joined the Hopkins ROTC, marching around the campus in my officer pinks, carrying a WW1 

Springfield M1903 rifle.  I didnôt like the regimen, and found it impossible to learn how to take my 

Springfield apart and put it back together (However, on the target range, I did become a 

ñMarksmanò).  In furthering the war effort, Hopkins decided to eliminate summer vacation, go on 

three terms a year, and to start classes at 8:00 a.m., double daylight savings time, year-round.  I lived 

at 1630 Moreland Avenue, across town from the University.  I had to get up at 4:00 a.m., real time, 

to gulp breakfast, and catch the Number 13 streetcar going East on North Avenue to Howard St, 

where I transferred to the Number 32 bus to the 34th and Charles St. campus.  Going out for the 

lacrosse team after class meant I arrived home just in time to gulp dinner and do the several hours of 

homework each night, getting to bed about midnight.  It was a struggle, but, not knowing better, I 

just kept going. 

 
Draft Card 

 

 
Notice of Classification Card 

March, 1944, when I was in my junior year, Uncle Sam decided he needed us immediately, degree 

or not.  Hopkins agreed.  My poem, ñIôm a Nervous Wreck from Hopkins Tech,ò takes poetic license 

with the facts, but accurately depicts the mood.  Not having fallen in love with Army procedures in 

the ROTC, and being allergic to wallowing in infantry mud, my choice was to join the U.S. Navy, 

which promised to let us finish school, receiving Navy salaries all the while, after which we would 

be commissioned as Naval Officers.  My neighborhood and Hopkins buddy, Ray Smith, in the same 

dilemma, agreed with me, and off we went to enlist in the Navyôs V-7 program for college students.  

It promised to let us complete our degree at some university it selected for us, and then to 

commission us as ensigns in the Navy.  I passed the physical exam. But Ray flunked because of the 

Coke-bottle glasses he had to wear to see anything. 
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I'M A NERVOUS WRECK FROM HOPKINS TECH  

 

It seems as if they've got me in their claws. 

For every time I go to sleep I dream of bugle calls. 

I feel the hot breath of the Army hard upon my neck, 

And if something doesn't happen soon I'll be a nervous wreck. 

They took away my dear IIA (the dean, he wrote a note). 

Repealed it just like that (I'd like to fix that stinker's throat!) 

 

Next day I got a postcard, a little brown one, oh you know. 

Short, sweet and to the point.  It came to make me go! 

They told me to report to Hopkins (the hospital this time). 

They didn't even send me fare, not a blasted dime! 

At eight o'clock I crossed the door - I never saw so many boys! 

They filled the room and jammed the halls and made a lot of noise. 

 

The nurse, she waved a "needle" - it was the biggest sword you ever saw! 

She grabbed my arm in a hammerlock and took the cutlass in her paw. 

Three times she stabbed, three times I flexed my muscle. 

She cursed and stamped and swore, "I'll get that damned corpuscle!" 

Fourth time around she caught the thing and drew it from its lair. 

She cleansed my arm with a cotton swab and said I needed air. 

 

I was guided to another room and there removed my clothes. 

The doctor felt my pulse, my heart - counted fingers and toes. 

There was a cannon by his side and he suddenly pulled the firing pin. 

"If you can hear the report, my son, I can safely say you're in!" 

So I sit here brooding day by day and take an awful beating! 

Waiting, waiting for that little note, the one that starts with "GREETING." 

 

 

At that pivotal moment, an ex-classmate, Moe Burman, who had dropped out of Hopkins after his 

first term and joined the Merchant Marine, came home on a brief leave.  He recounted how he had 

gone to Merchant Marine Academy at far-off, glamorous San Mateo, and graduated as an 

engineering officer. He had immediately signed on a merchant ship as Assistant Third Engineer, and 

gone to sea.  In his resplendent blue uniform accented with gold braid and silver insignia, he regaled 

us with the wonderful adventures he had had in various ports in the Mediterranean, Red Sea and 

Indian Ocean.  He opined that the Maritime Service, which ran the Merchant Marine during the War, 

would not be so persnickety about eyesight.  Choosing to stay with Ray, I accompanied him to the 

Maritime Service recruiting office.  The MD examining me said, ñHey, kid, why do you want to get 

into this outfit? Why not join the Army?ò On the other hand, he snapped up Ray, ñYouôre not going 

to stare the enemy to death so we donôt care if you canôt see so well.ò Deal done. We both signed up. 
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Identification Card for Merchant Marine Training at Sheepshead Bay, NY 
  

Off we went on the square-wheeled Pennsylvania Railroad from the Baltimore Penn Station to the 

34th Street Station in New York City. 

 
1940s Pennsylvania Electric Railroad from Washington to New York 

Then, by subway and elevated train to Brooklynôs Sheepshead Bay, boot camp for the Maritime 

Service.  ñPepsi Cola hits the spot, Six full weeks, and thatôs a lot, Twice as much for a wiper too, 

Pepsi-Cola is the place for you,ò  I sang my improvisation on the Pepsi radio jingle, because our 

shoulder patches closely resembled the Pepsi logo.   
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Pepsiôs logo from 1898 to the 1940s, strongly resembling our Sheepshead 
Bay shoulder patch.  Sheepshead Bay was also ñthe perfect mixerò 

 

And six full weeks it was, full of calisthenics, swimming, diving, classes on seamanship and rowing 

around in lifeboats.  At the end of the program, we were given aptitude tests to see what type of 

sailor we should become.  Surprisingly, even though I had been pronounced tone deaf by my public 

school music teachers, I did very well in distinguishing Morse code sounds.  Ray qualified also, so 

we both decided to apply for admission to the U.S. Maritime Service Radio Academy, two of which 

were operated under the U.S. Maritime Administration, one at Hoffman Island, New York, and the 

other at Gallups Island, Boston.   

 

Both of us were accepted and assigned to Group 5R at the Hoffman Island Radio Academy (HIRA).  

After a weekend home, we took the same Pennsy Railroad to New York, but now extending our trip 

by going to South Ferry and boarding the Staten Island Ferry, then taking the ñToonerville Trolleyò 

and, finally, the Hoffman Island launch to get to HIRA.  Shaped like a ten-plus acre benzene ring, 

man-made Hoffman Island sits at the mouth of NY Harbor, so much so that one end of the 

submarine net protecting the harbor was anchored there.  Rising scarcely ten feet above the water, 

the island was first used to quarantine Ellis Island immigrants deemed too ill for entry.  Just before 

the war, it was revived by the U.S.M.S. as a training station.  

 

 

Even though fresh from the rigors of Hopkins, we found the studies required effort to master.  

Colpitts oscillators and Armstrong amplifiers were new to us.  We pitied our classmates to whom 

Ohmôs Law, circuitry and the three-finger rule for electro-magnetic force (EMF) were new.  My 

code aptitude propelled me to become one of the fastest Morse operators in the class, something to 

cause me a serious problem later.  Most weekends we could go home to Baltimore, take the Sunday 

evening train back, and sleep on the Staten Island Ferry, our ñNickel Hotel,ò (the Ferry fare) as it 

went back and forth until time to leave for the 6 a.m. launch to the Island.  That is, except for the 

time I caught the mumps and had to stay quarantined not at Hoffman Island, but at home for a week.   
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Most of the class was older and more sophisticated than we were.  They spent their weekends in 

New York. Upon returning to base, they regaled us with tales of sexual exploits with those City girls, 

the majority of which, I am sure, were phantoms of delight.  On occasion, I elected to stay on the 

Island on a weekend to visit New York.  There I went to parties, invited by former Hopkins students, 

then at Columbia University, working on something called the ñManhattan Project,ò with no idea of 

what it was.  Some other interesting things happened during our stay at Hoffman Is.  Most exciting 

was the 100-mile-an-hour hurricane that hit us one day and lasted through the night, threatening our 

dormitory and nearly putting 

the island under water.  I 

went outside briefly to test 

it, and found I could not fall 

down facing into it.  That 

convinced me to stay inside, 

where several different 

kinds of prayers were being 

offered.  Then, there was the 

gunnery practice (we 

learned to shoot 3 in. and 4 

in. cannons and 20 mm 

automatic guns which were 

on most merchant ships) 

when nearby Swinburne 

Island frantically called to 

report we were shelling 

them. 

 

Our Superintendent was 

Captain Harry Manning, 

lately skipper of the S.S. 

President Roosevelt, 

original, but replaced 

navigator for his friend, 

Amelia Earhart, for her fatal 

flight, and future Captain of 

the S.S. United States.  

Manning was also a friend 

of the champion boxer, 

Benny Leonard, whom he 

had visit the Island and 

demonstrate his skills.  

Manning then instituted 

boxing lessons for us, which 

cost me a chipped tooth, 

which I still carry with 

me as a memento of our 

training.   Despite his limp from a near-fatal airplane accident, Manning played tennis every 

G.V. Levin learning celestial navigation in New York harbor 
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morning.  His constant opponent was a black enrollee from Jamaica, named Ed van Beverhoudt.  Ed 

was a great tennis player, and he regularly beat the Captain.  One day I suggested he lose now and 

then so as not to incur the Superintendentôs wrath.  ñNo way!  As long as I can beat him, I will,ò and 

he did.  We all loved him.  

 

 
Captain Harry Manning:  Commander of Hoffman Island with Amelia Earhart 

While attending the Hoffman Island Radio Academy, we learned of the invasion of Normandy on 

June 6, 1945, D-Day.  I was caught between two emotions:  it sure would be nice if the war ended 

soon and I could get back to Hopkins; but, also, gee, after all this, it would be a shame not to see the 

world.  Not to worry, I did both. 
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Hoffman Island Group 5R Class Graduation Photo 

Thatôs me, front row center; Ray Smith rear row, 2nd from left  

     

 

Our graduation was celebrated with a full-up dinner on the Island.   Everyone was shined and 

polished.  The Superintendent brought his lady.  One of our gang had misbehaved and was assigned 

mess duty as a waiter for the event.  Toward the end of the grand evening, he brought coffee to 

Manningôs table, tripped and spilled the hot coffee on the Captainôs Lady.  That was bad enough, but 

things were not improved by the ñOh, shit!ò which involuntarily hissed through his teeth.  

Nonetheless, we all were graduated the next day, and assigned to take the FCC test to qualify as a 

Licensed Radiotelegraph Operator, a necessary achievement to go to sea as such. 

 

Ray and I both passed, and thereby earned our certificates and our beautiful navy blue uniforms with 

gold warrant officer stripes.  We were now freshly minted ñSparks,ò the name given shipboard radio 

operators since Marconi first made them possible.  Our FCC-successful graduating class drew straws 

to see who would report to New York, Baltimore or San Francisco in order to obtain a ship.  I drew 

New York and Ray drew San Francisco, but we easily traded those for Baltimore. 
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Merchant Marine Identification Certificate 
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Certificate of competency as a Merchant Marine radio 

operator from the officer in charge of marine inspection 

Early December, 1944, found us sitting nervously in the Baltimore office of the American 

Communication Association (union).  We joined the union, got our dues books and paid for the first 

stamps to be put in them. 

 

                          

Union Membership Book for the American Communications Association (C.I.O) 



  

17 

       

           

            
I paid union dues plus 25¢ per quarter for the strike fund 

 

The local ACA president was Joe Rubin, who never went to sea during the entire war (thereby fully 

qualifying to be Admiral of the Queenôs Navy).  We asked him whether Ray and I might ship out 

together.  He said there was a brand new Victory ship, the Towanda Victory, built in Baltimoreôs 

Fairfield Yard, which was just signing on its crew.  Radio operator positions were available to both 

of us.  We immediately accepted (you could turn down the first two available ships, but had to take 

the third).  Taking Baltimore street cars, we arrived at Bethlehem Steelôs Fairfield Yard, boarded the 

ship, and met Captain Melvin V. Mundy, who obviously doubtful of the ability of these two 

ñNinety-Day Wonders,ò nonetheless   approved of us.  A flipped coin gave Ray the 2nd Operator 

spot, leaving me as 3rd, both reporting to the Chief Radio Operator, Frank Grosser, an old-time, pre-

war career radio operator, stemming from the era when he had to provide and carry his own radio 

receiver, cans (headphones) and mill (typewriter). 

 

Thus, on December 8, 1944, we signed articles before the Purser.  The Towanda Victory sailed 

under the flag of the Black Diamond Steamship Corporation, but like all U.S. merchant vessels 

during the War, was operated by the U.S. Maritime Administration.  It was a lean operation, with our 

crew totaling just 48 men.  In addition, we carried a U. S. Navy Gunnery Officer and ten Navy 

seamen as an Armed Guard to operate the fore and aft cannon and the machine guns in the port and 

starboard gun tubs.  The Armed Guard was separately housed in an aft deckhouse, and we rarely 

mixed.  For comparison, when the U.S. Navy operated its own Victory or Liberty ship as part of the 

fleet, a complement of some 250 officers and men was installed. 
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The ship was a beauty, our quarters were fine, even though I had to share mine with the Army 

Security Officer aboard to guard the cargo, and we happily made our home there.  Just before we 

sailed, the Mayor of Towanda Pennsylvania, for which our ship was named, came aboard to bid us 

Godspeed.  He gave us our shipôs library, some 20 or so used books from the townôs library, and 

made a little talk.  I remember only that he said the name ñTowandaò was a fine old Indian name 

meaning ñthe place where we bury our dead.ò  Bon Voyage!    

 

 
First day cover honoring the ship and the city of Towanda, PA 

 

Well, thatôs a long prelude to the story of my sea-going days!  See, one neuron just triggers the next, 

and I feel like Iôd better jot down the memory before it evaporates.    

 

The Towanda Victory was being loaded with cargo.  I think I recall tanks, other military equipment 

and one or two locomotives placed topside.  In those days loading was tedious even though we had 

the benefit of the yardôs cranes.  Stuff mostly came in relatively small packages that were hoisted 

aboard and lowered into the holds for proper stowage.  There were no huge containers (which I 

claim to have invented while studying the problem at sea) that make loading so swift today, so we 

didnôt set sail until December 18.   

 

I stood the first watch on the beautiful, spanking new vessel, settling into my comfortable swivel 

chair, putting the cans on and practicing on the mill in front of me.  I turned on the receiver and 

began listening.  I quickly picked up traffic from land-based marine communications radio stations 

WMH (Baltimore, Maryland), WSL (New York), WCC (Chatham, Massachusetts), WOE (Lakeland, 

Florida), and even stations whose call signs began with the letter G (Great Britain). 
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WCC: The commercial marine radio station in Chatham, MA 

Thatôs all I could do, just listen.  Transmitting was forbidden since it could betray our position to the 

enemy.  We listened especially hard for three minutes at one-quarter and three-quarters past every 

hour, tuning to the international distress frequency of 500 kc, hoping not to hear any SOS, but 

prepared to alert our captain if we did.   

 

Soon after we left the dock, Frank Grosser came into the radio shack to see how things were going.  I 

well remember him telling me, ñNo matter how good you think you are at copying code, if you ever 

hear our secret war call broadcast, come get me immediately.  Even the best of new operators can 

freeze up when they hear their shipôs specific call sign.ò  He then hung his pocket watch and chain 

on one of the knobs of the transmitter and left.  I had a nice big clock built into the radio equipment, 

so I didnôt ï at first ï know why he did this.  About half an hour later, barely in the Chesapeake, I 

knew.  As I watched this pendulum appear to swing back and forth in response to the shipôs slow 

roll, my stomach began to respond to the unsettling rhythm. 

 

Soon, and repeatedly, I had to go to my cabin next door to the shack and use the plumbing.  

Knowing that seasickness is no excuse for dereliction of duty, I went back to my station, and 

completed my watch with my head on the desk.  Frank Grosser was unsympathetic when I declined 

to come to dinner.  Not only did I decline that dinner, but scarcely ate anything but crackers and 

water for the rest of the ten-day voyage.   
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Radio operator console on a Victory Ship 

Just to get rid of the seasickness issue, I will treat it separately right here.  After not eating for ten 

days, I decided I would sign off the ship in our European destination and join the Army right there.  

But then it dawned on me, if I survived the war, I would still have to take a ship to get home.  So, I 

decided to give it another shot, and make the return voyage.  Same thing!  Virtually no food for the 

12-day return trip.  I lost 20 pounds over the trip ï and I had been nicknamed ñstringbeanò before 

joining up.  When I got home on leave, my father and sister hardly knew me.  Going back to the 

ship, I faced the dilemma again: sign on for another trip or join the Army.  Aside from the 

seasickness, I had really liked the ship and the trip.  Give it one more try!  Magically, I was never 

seasick again!  Nor on that trip, any subsequent trips, nor during the 50+ years I sailed the 

Chesapeake in small vessels under all weather conditions.  In fact, I got to like the rolling and 

pitching, and wonder why I ever got sick in the first place.  So much for mal de mer; back to our 

story. 

 

Departing Baltimore, December 17, we had no idea of where we were going.  Wartime secrecy 

prevailed.  A strange thing happened to me that night on our way down the Chesapeake.  It had 

nothing to do with my seasickness.  In the middle of the night, I awoke in great fear, thinking we had 
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just been torpedoed.  I had vivid visions of a terrible explosion in the side of the ship, followed by 

flames heading toward me in my bunk.  It was so real, I nearly panicked, but managed to stay put.  

In the cool light of morning, I thought it through, and decided I had been cowardly and foolish.  I put 

that fear behind me, and ever after, even under real attack, I regarded my ships as safe, invincible 

homes, and never had a re-occurrence of that nightmare.  You really do get to put your trust in your 

ship, and think of it as a very secure and comforting haven. 

   

Reaching Norfolk, we paused to become part of a 40-ship convoy.  We were protected by destroyer 

escorts, and daily aircraft flyovers as long as we were within their range (for about three days).  On 

December 18, when we sailed into the open Atlantic, Captain Mundy revealed that our destination 

was Naples, Italy.   

 

Melvin V. Mundy was not your normal (actually none were!) wartime Merchant Marine skipper.  He 

had been in World War I, and not on a ship, but as an Air Corps fighter pilot!  In fact, he flew 

wingman to Captain Eddie Rickenbacker!  One evening on the bridge wing, Mundy said that he had 

done much of the fighting that Rickenbacker got credit for, but still spoke highly of Eddie.  And that 

ainôt all about Mundy.  He was Chief Mate of the Robin Moor, sunk by German U-boat 69 May 21, 

1941, which almost catapulted us into WWII then.  Mundy was among the small group who had 

gone aboard the U-boat to talk with its Captain, who, in German, said he would torpedo the Moor in 

20 minutes.  Mundy and his group quickly returned to their ship, but Mundy had scarcely climbed up 

the ladder when a torpedo hit.  He fell to the boat 30 feet below, breaking his jaw, which had to be 

wired together when he finally got medical treatment following his rescue after two weeks of 

drifting in the lifeboat.  The wiring was such that his jaw moved sideways, rather than up and down, 

when he spoke. 

 

Flash forward again to our trip.  Soon after our first nightfall in the Atlantic, Captain Mundy ordered 

the Towanda Victory to steer abruptly south, defying orders and breaking away from the convoy.  

He explained, ñI know how those sub captains think, and Iôm not going to be a target for them.ò  We 

then plied the South Atlantic on our own, during which trip I claim to have saved the ship.  How?  

Remember, I mentioned that my hot code ability got me into trouble?  Well, this was it, but I still 

maintain that my ñtroubleò made me a hero.  Standing watch at about halfway in our voyage, I was 

routinely listening to BAMS (Broadcast to Allied Merchant Ships), which several times a day 

broadcast general information, such as weather, to our ships at sea.  I suddenly heard our secret war 

call, meaning that a coded message meant for our ship alone was to be sent at the end of the general 

broadcast.  Of course, it came just at dinnertime, when I knew The Chief Operator was in the 

Officersô Mess.  I also knew he had warned me to call him in just this exigency.  However, I was 

certain of my ability to copy the message, so why bother the Chief?  Dumb!  But, sometimes dumb 

pays.   
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Our Captain Melvin V. Mundy was a hero after the sinking of the Robin Moor 

I waited for the special message, which was broadcast in six-digit groups of mixed code 

(combinations of seemingly random letters and numbers), rather than plain language as were the 

general, innocuous messages.  I soon suspected I was getting into trouble as I flinched a few times 

copying on the mill.  Just when the message was complete, Frank Grosser popped into the shack 

fresh from dinner.  I told him I had just copied a coded message.  He briefly berated me for not 
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having called him, and then went to get the Captain, who quickly entered carrying the top secret 

code book, MERSIGS (Merchant Signals), which, with its periodic updates, contained a word for 

each six-digit ñwordò of the mixed code broadcast.  The Captain and the Chief quickly went about 

decoding the message I had copied.  As I said, all code groups contained letters and numbers.  Well, 

it just so happened that I had miss-copied some groups, all of which by sheer coincidence translated 

into numbers.  And what numbers!  The message went something like this: ñSubmarine located at ---

------ long., -------- lat., at ------- gmt, following you on course -------.  At ------- gmt, change course 

to -------- , and maintain for -------- hours.  Then change course to ---------  and proceed until 

intersecting original course.ò   The Captain turned to me and tersely said, ñSparks, the gangway is 

greased for you.ò  BAMS was broadcast again in four hours, and, when it was, all three radio 

operators were copying.  We then decoded the message, but, obviously, it was too late to act on it.  I 

contend it is likely the Germans had our code, and wasted their time looking where we were 

supposed to be.  So, I saved the ship! None of that helped my seasickness, nor gained me any 

sympathy.  

 

Seasick or not, I knew we were not going to have a joyous New Yearôs, just days off.  I decided it 

would be a happy-enough New Yearôs if we just reached Gibraltar safely.  Accordingly, I geared my 

celebration to a poem, ñThis Roundôs on Me,ò expressing that view. 

 

 

THIS ROUND'S ON ME 

 

           *** Part 1 ***  

 

New Year's comes but once a year, 

Ain't it a shame we gotta spend it here ? 

 

           *** Part 2 ***  

 

One New Year's I got hit in the cranium 

With a beautifully flowering, third-floor potted geranium, 

But even that was a hell of lot more sanium 

Than spending New Year's out here in the middle of the Mediteranium. 

 

           *** Part 3 ***  

 

But I can think of lots worse places yet, 

So why get upset? 

I could be lonely and starving in far-off Tibet, 

Or on the ramp at Minsky's getting trampled to det. 

 

           *** Part 4 ***  

 

Happy New Year!  May tomorrow bring the joyful refranium, 

"Yipee! We Medit - terrainium!" 
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We safely reached Gibraltar on the morning of Dec. 28, having spent a calm Christmas at sea.  I will 

never forget our arrival at ñthe Rock!ò  It was just dawn, and the Sun was rising.  But the nearly full 

Moon refused to desert the sky.  The Sunôs direct light and its light reflected from the Moon made a 

spectacular brightly colored ñreligiosityò painting in the sky.  The Captain went ashore, and I 

thought he would be sacked for having left the convoy, but he came back apparently unscathed.  The 

next day, we left, again alone, for Naples.  After a wary trip, we arrived January 2 in the new year of 

1945.  The city had just been liberated, and sunken ships filled the harbor.  A terrible odor of decay 

and rot was everywhere.  We threaded our way through the wreckage to an improvised dock, where 

we were cautioned to beware of air raids.  The enemy was retreating northward, but was still 

fighting.  Soon after docking, I felt hungry for the first time since leaving Baltimore, and raided the 

mess room locker, stocking up against suffering seasickness again on the voyage home. 

 

We were in Naples unloading, using our own kingposts, winches and booms, until January 18.  The 

prime benefit of being a radio operator is that the radio shack must be locked securely while the ship 

is docked.  Thus, we were free to explore as much as we dared, but made aware that there might still 

be Nazis or hostile Italian troops around.  Nonetheless, I went ashore frequently, taking in the 

damaged and still-standing sights.  People everywhere, mostly small boys, were trying to sell all 

kinds of shabby merchandise, including their not-so-shabby sisters.  I think I escaped bodily injury, 

or at least robbery, when such a young urchin offered to sell me gold jewelry very cheaply.  He 

beckoned and I followed him until he turned up a narrow, crooked alley, and I then decided against 

going any further.  I turned and went back despite his insistence that I come with him just a little bit 

further.   

 

Naples was really a sad town, so I decided to go to Florence.  I hitched a ride on a Jeep driven by an 

Army guy.  We got to Florence after a harrowing drive endangered not by the enemy, but by our 

driver screaming over the partially destroyed roads, many above sheer cliffs.  I stayed at the 

Athenaeum Hotel.  Several weeks before my arrival, General Mark Clark glorified the hotel when he 

entered it by driving his jeep up the flight of entrance steps and through the glass doors into the 

lobby. 
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Present day view of the Athenaeum hotel in Florence, with glass doors replaced 

 

The hotel was in good shape and even had a recreation room operating.  The Italians were very 

friendly to the American troops who were everywhere. I remember playing ping-pong with a 

beautiful little, black-haired Italian girl who spoke good English.  The game was interrupted when a 

second lieutenant decided to remove the panties from a blonde-haired cutie nearby.  She resisted 

strongly, hurling the unforgettable epithet at him while grabbing back her panties, ñYou are similar 

to shit!ò Not bad for Itinglish.  Anyway, it worked, the amorous Lt. left, and we resumed our game.  

I remember staying at the hotel several days, and playing a lot of ping-pong.  But I was still too 

naïve to take advantage of it, and she even scared me away from ping pong by telling me she wanted 

to marry an American and go to the U.S. 

 

The shops in Florence had merchandise, and I bought presents for my sister.  I had been told back on 

our ship, never pay the asked price for merchandise, always bargain.  I went into a fancy shop and 

found a lovely pair of white, elbow-length leather gloves for my sister, Evelyn.  I asked the price, 

and it was high.  Nervously, I countered with a price only about ten percent lower.  The sales girl 

burst out laughing, and loudly said real fashion shops do not bargain, eliciting laughter from another 

salesgirl.  Thoroughly embarrassed, I hastily paid the price asked, seized the package as soon as it 

was wrapped, and fled.  Anyway, Evelyn loved the gloves, and even wore them.  I then went to the 

Ponte Vecchio, and roamed through the exquisite jewelry stores.  Nothing was cheap, but I did buy a 

few nice things for my relatives.  I bought a silver pillbox for myself because it was pretty, never 

realizing I would eventually be using it! 

 

After three days, I got a ride back to Naples and re-boarded.  On January 18, 1945, we left Naples.  

By then, the Axis had pretty much been driven out of Italy, and we knew we would win the war.  In 

a buoyant mood, we arrived back at Gib January 21.  Nonetheless, we kept an eye out for enemy 
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planes, probably directed from La Linea, Spain, which was in plain view just across the bay from the 

Rock, and was the known lookout of the Germans spying on our Mediterranean ship movements.   

Unmolested, we formed into a convoy the next day and started for home.   However, the convoy 

soon peeled off to head north toward the English Channel, and we continued westward alone.  After 

a calm trip, we arrived in New York Harbor, sailing right past Hoffman Island, on February 1.  

Sealing the radio shack, Ray and I took the familiar route to Baltimore, flush with sign-off pay.  I 

donôt yet want to get into that contentious issue of Merchant Marine pay versus Army or Navy pay, 

but will address that gross (and net) misconception later. 

 

 
Discharge from the first trip on the Towanda Victory 

 

I was a returning hero, but treated as walking wounded because of how thin I had become.  My 

father, in particular, made every effort to fatten me up.  He asked if I didnôt want to join the Army 

like my brother Ben, who had then been in Australia serving as a pharmacist with the Armyôs 118th 

Johns Hopkins General Hospital Unit for three years.  I had a wonderful time home, visiting 

relatives, friends and dating in my regal uniform.   I enjoyed all this for about two weeks, then Ray 

and I railroaded it back to New York, where we both signed articles for another trip on the Towanda 

Victory. This time, I was Second Radio Operator, and Ray was Third.  February 18, 1945, our 

heavily loaded ship left New York in a large convoy.  We then learned we were going to Le Havre, 

France, to deliver war materiel for our troops plowing across France and entering Germany.  This 

trip, Captain Mundy obeyed orders, and maintained our assigned position in the rows and columns 

of ships.  Protective planes swooped over us a couple of times each day until we were too far off 

shore.  Then, we relied solely on the several destroyer escorts and one destroyer accompanying us.   

Of course, we carried our U.S. Navy Armed Guard of 11 sailors who would operate the cannon and 

guns in battle.  However, having watched them at target practice, I was not too comforted in our 

ability to fend off an attack.  During one of their practice sessions during our first trip, when we had 

been sailing alone, I had challenged the Gunnery Officer, laughingly offering to jump overboard and 

be a target for five dollars.  He got quite annoyed and seemed about to throw me overboard as the 

target, with or without the bet.   


