SAM CLEMENTE.

By Gerard J. St. John


 The life of a junior officer in the United States Marine Corps exceeded all of my expectations.  It is an active, athletic life surrounded by camaraderie of other young men of approximately the same age and with similar interests.  Moreover, the duty stations are often in interesting parts of the world and some of them are outstanding.  Such a base was Camp Pendleton, once a Spanish ranch, sprawling for twenty miles along the Southern California seacoast between San Clemente and Oceanside.  But when all of this is just out of reach, it assumes a quixotic quality that defies reality.  So it was for Sam Conroy.  

His given name was William but everyone called him Sam.  Sam looked like a Marine.  He was nearly six feet tall, slender, darkly tanned, square jawed, and had a regulation “white-sidewall” haircut.  In fact, Sam had been a Marine officer.    When I met him in San Clemente, just north of Camp Pendleton, he had been out of the Corps for several years and was teaching English at Laguna High School.  


In the late 1950's, Sam was a First Lieutenant stationed at Parris Island, South Carolina, when a squad of recruits drowned in Ribbon Creek, a tidal swamp that runs through the base.  Sergeant McKeown, the Drill Instructor in charge of that unit, was court martialed in a highly publicized proceeding.  The Ribbon Creek incident was followed by a rash of complaints by recruits against their Drill Instructors who were generally treated as guilty until proven innocent.  Sam’s platoon sergeant received that type of summary treatment when he was accused of hitting one of the recruits in his command.  The more that Sam thought about that charge, the angrier he became.  One evening when he was the duty officer, Sam came face-to-face with the “boot” who had filed the complaint.  Sam grabbed the “boot” by the collar of his shirt and shared his feelings on the subject in rather colorful language – just as the prosecuting court martial officer unexpectedly entered the room.  Sam was added to the court martial list, and would have been thrown out of the Corps had not the Commandant personally intervened and reversed that part of the verdict.   Sam was transferred to Camp Pendleton, where he spent the next few years under a cloud, with little or no possibility of being promoted to Captain.  After being passed over for promotion twice, he mustered out of the service.  


Although he took up permanent residence in San Clemente, Sam never lost his Brooklyn roots, his Jesuit upbringing, or his white-sidewall haircut.  He was a stand-up comic who entertained a multitude of Marines with his hilarious stories, including the one about his stay in the brig at Parris Island.  Sam’s hangouts were the usual Marine hangouts, the beach at San Clemente, officers’ barbecues on weekends, and the Sandpiper, a watering hole in nearby Laguna Beach that was favored by Marines, especially Marine pilots.


In the summer of 1960, when I was spending most of my time on the beach at Ocean City, New Jersey, the Sandpiper received national attention.  Captain Joe Gestson, who was then adrift in the sea of matrimony, typically ended his days, or mornings, at the closing bell of the Sandpiper.  One morning at the closing hour, Joe felt the inspiration to make a long distance telephone call.  He was uncertain of the number but a particular series of digits stood out in his mind.  He dialed those numbers.  A man answered.  Joe did not recognize the voice but he persisted in the conversation.  The man did not hang up.  He identified himself as Melvin Miller and asked whether Joe realized that it was 3:30 a.m. in Peoria, Illinois.  It was a short conversation but Joe was fascinated with the name Melvin.  Jerry Lewis had recently done a very funny skit on the name “Melvin.”  And Peoria – that had been the butt of many radio jokes.  Besides, Mel had the good nature to go along with the call.


Joe told all of his friends at Camp Pendleton about his early morning conversation with “Melvin.”  Everyone wanted to meet him.  Thereafter, each morning when Joe left the Sandpiper, he would dial the number that stood out so plainly in his mind and would fill in Melvin Miller on the happenings of the day.  Mel went along with Joe’s conversation despite the hour of the calls.  Mel also said that he would be willing to come to Laguna Beach so long as his travel expenses were paid.  Almost immediately, large plastic containers appeared on the bar at the Sandpiper and in other establishments in Laguna and San Clemente, soliciting donations to “bring Melvin Miller to California.”  Joe even asked the band of the First Marine Division at Camp Pendleton to be a part of the welcoming committee for Mel Miller at the airport.  The Commanding General quickly vetoed the idea but the members of the band volunteered to participate on their own time.  Then, one of the major news services picked up the story, including the part about the band members volunteering their services.  That did it.


In September 1960, Melvin Miller stepped off the plane in San Diego, California to the musical salute from the First Marine Division Band in full uniform and received a personal welcome from Jayne Mansfield, a very attractive Hollywood actress.  The occasion was covered by all of the major news services.  And the biggest surprise was that Melvin Miller was the genuine article – he looked like he had stepped out of a Marine Corps recruiting poster.  Joe Gestson hustled him around from one event to another in a spectacular one week visit.  Of course, the Sandpiper was the center of operations.  The Sandpiper now had official recognition for Marines in Southern California.  


  But, the mere fact that Sam Conroy was a known commodity at the Sandpiper was not enough to get him into the Officers Clubs at Camp Pendleton.  Like any other “outsider,” he needed a current member to sponsor him for each entry.  That was not an insurmountable obstacle because Sam knew everyone at Camp Pendleton, or so it seemed.  Typical was the afternoon that Sam and a Marine Corps buddy walked from the beach up the hill near the center of San Clemente where Larry Heilman rented an apartment.  They both nodded to Larry who waved back.  Sam called out, “Mind if I use the head?”  Larry nodded and pointed the way to the bathroom.  On the way out, Sam noticed Larry’s chessboard set up by a window overlooking the Pacific.  Sam sat down and motioned to his buddy who quickly set up the pieces and started a game.  After a while, Larry came over and stood behind Sam’s right shoulder, watching the progress of the chess moves.  Without interrupting the game, Sam pulled a $10 bill out of his wallet, turned to Larry and said, “Hey, why don’t you run down to the O-Club and pick up a case of beer?”  Larry took the ten-spot and drove off.  After a few minutes, Sam looked up at his chess mate and commented on what a fine guy his friend was, letting them use the chessboard and getting the beer and all.  Sam’s buddy looked up blankly and said, “You mean that you don’t know him?  I thought that he was your friend.  I never saw him before in my life.”  About twenty minutes later, Larry came back with the beer and they all had a good laugh.  Also, it became a favorite story at parties.  I don’t know who told that story more often, Sam or Larry.


Over the years, Sam accumulated a collection of stories that became very much like a nightclub comedy routine.  He would tell about his high school days in Brooklyn when he was probably the only one in the borough who was not a fan of the baseball Dodgers.  Sam was a swimmer.  He preferred being at the beach to “sitting in hot, stuffy Ebbets Field.”  But his father, Judge Conroy, was a fanatical baseball fan and he presented his son with season tickets for two seats at each Dodgers game.  The judge just knew that any red-blooded Brooklyn youth would value tickets to the Dodgers’ games over life itself.  Sam was sorely disappointed – for about five seconds; then he realized that so great was the demand for these tickets that he could easily sell the seats for each game.  The profits would more than cover the cost of his day at the beach.  He just had to remember to check the radio for the score each afternoon before returning home so that he could “tell” his father about the game.  It was the greatest gift in the world, at least until that afternoon when Judge Conroy recessed court early so that he could join his son at the ball game.  Sam also had stories about Laguna High where the affluence of the students was often in inverse proportion to their grades.  When one young lady on the verge of tears complained that because she had failed to get an A in Sam’s class her father would not buy her a new Corvette, Sam offered to give her an A if she would give him the used Corvette that she was driving at the time.


The stories came in rapid succession and were delivered with professional poise.  If you paid close attention to the audience, you could tell roughly how long each of them had known Sam.  The “old timers,” e.g., the MacDonalds and the Tysons, smiled politely but rarely laughed.  “We have heard them all before,” explained Bob MacDonald.  Persons hearing a story for the first time would invariably double up with laughter.  Sam’s stories also served another purpose.  In a military setting in which most of us would be transferred within a year or two, Sam provided a constant reference point with San Clemente.  A Marine returning from a year in the Far East would be in Sam’s company for about an hour and feel as if he had never left.  Also, Sam sent mimeographed letters on a quarterly basis to his friends in the Corps, keeping them apprised of happenings in San Clemente and at the Sandpiper.  Sam and the bartender at the Sandpiper were the acknowledged authorities on the present location of the San Clemente crowd.  I was not on Sam’s mailing list but very often I would meet a Marine officer and the conversation would get around to Camp Pendleton and San Clemente.  When he learned that I knew Sam, my new acquaintance would hurry back to his quarters to retrieve a copy of Sam’s latest newsletter.


It has been more than thirty years since I last saw one of Sam’s newsletters.  A few years ago, I had occasion to drive along the Pacific Coast highway through San Clemente and Laguna Beach.  The Interstate Highway has taken a toll on the upscale businesses that used to flourish in San Clemente.  I made a short detour to look at my old place on Buena Vista Avenue.  It is now crowded by additional structures that are built right up to the edges of the property lines and by fences and walls that restrict Buena Vista’s cliff-top view of the Pacific and Santa Catalina.  The buena vista is becoming a cluttered vista.  But the Sandpiper is still there in Laguna.  I was sorely tempted to stop and ask the bartender about Sam.
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