PAPPY O’ROURKE

By Gerard J. St. John 
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The United States Marine Corps can be a great place for an athletic young man; less so when the years roll by and the increase in age is not accompanied by an increase in rank.  In the fall of 1960, as a second lieutenant, I was at the bottom of the Marine Corps officers’ totem pole in Camp Pendleton, California.  Junior officers usually find themselves assigned to a host of “additional duties” and one of mine was the responsibility for special services, the athletic arm of the First Antitank Battalion.  Special services included not only the responsibility for organizing the battalion’s football, volleyball, basketball and softball teams, but also it involved the supply and operation of the gym at Camp Horno, the home of the Antitank Battalion.  Of course, I was not expected to carry out these responsibilities on my own.  I would have the assistance of Private First Class Patrick O’Rourke.


PFC O’Rourke was a tall, thin – almost scrawny – dark haired man with a protruding Adam’s apple.  He looked like he would be right at home in one of the farms in southern Georgia or Alabama, and his southern drawl enhanced that image.  O’Rourke was about 34 years of age, obviously older than most of the enlisted Marines.  The enlisted men generally referred to him as “Sgt. O’Rourke,” in deference to the rank that he held before his most recent court martial.  Also, most of the enlisted men (being between 18 and 19 years old) called him “Pappy.”  O’Rourke spit out the nickname in disgust, ready to challenge any one of them.  For my part, I was very comfortable working with O’Rourke.  He reminded me of my teammates on softball teams sponsored by the Communications Workers of America and the Warnock Tavern back in Philadelphia.  O’Rourke and I got along well.  On the other hand, I could not help but to call him “Pappy.”  Invariably, he would smile and let it go, pretty much the same as I did when he called me “Lew-tenant.”


One of our first tasks for special services was to conduct an inventory of all of the athletic gear at Camp Horno.  Among the items in the inventory were a number of cigarette urns, those cylindrical trashcans filled with sand that served as ashtrays at the entrances and in the lobbies of buildings.  Every time I saw the word “urn,” I immediately associated it with coffee and called it a “coffee urn.”  O’Rourke doubled up with laughter every time I misspoke.  After a while, he anticipated my malapropos and, before I had a chance to comment, he would say, “That’s another one of them coffee urns, Lew-tenant.”


Most of the athletic equipment was in a Butler hut; a large metal building that housed a basketball court, a weight-lifting area and a storage shed for balls and bats.  Hardly had we begun to inventory the storage shed when O’Rourke told me that he would like to build a loft over the storage area and live there on the ground floor rather than in the Headquarters Company barracks.  He said that the age difference between him and the other Marines was too great.  He could not get along with those youngsters.


O’Rourke said that before his court martial, he was a staff sergeant in the First Marines.  During the war in Korea, he was assigned to take care of the Arabian stallion that was the mascot of the First Marine Division.  It was great duty.  The quarters were comfortable; there were no strenuous marches; and no one shot at you.  O’Rourke was the envy of the entire division.  He did not talk about the details of the court martial but also, he did not say that it was unfair or unwarranted.  I was left with the strong suspicion that the court martial was somehow related to alcohol and that it was unlikely that he would regain his old rank before he qualified for retirement.  In the meanwhile, the staff NCOs in the battalion protected O’Rourke to the extent that was possible.  The younger Marines knew that trying to take advantage of O’Rourke was off limits.


It was okay with me if O’Rourke lived in the camp gym but that the final say on that score was up to the first sergeant of Headquarters Company.  In the meanwhile, I was surprised at how well O’Rourke built the loft in the gym.  He called it his “hooch.”  I pointed out to him that the lock on the door could be easily broken.  “Lew-tenant,” he said, “you can’t make a lock that will keep a thief out.  Locks are to keep honest people honest.”  As things turned out, the first sergeant vetoed the hooch.  O’Rourke was the first sergeant’s responsibility and that meant that he had to be in the Headquarters Company’s barracks.  Nonetheless, O’Rourke spent many a night sleeping in the gym without any complaint from either the first sergeant or me.


One afternoon when I came into the gym, I found O’Rourke looking through an old scrapbook.  There were articles and photographs from newspapers in Jacksonville, Florida nearly ten years earlier.  Apparently, the Marine football team was the service league champion and the quarterback of that team was Patrick O’Rourke.  The descriptions of his athletic ability were glowing.   The scrapbook was not limited to football.  O’Rourke was also outstanding in basketball, softball and track.  Immediately, I knew who I would ask to coach the battalion basketball team.  He agreed to do that and he did a good job.  Maybe he felt that he owed me one for letting him stay in the gym.


My only concern with O’Rourke as a coach was his outspoken dislike of blacks.  O’Rourke was a classic redneck.  Negative comments about blacks were commonplace.  Ironically, O’Rourke’s best friend in the battalion was a black Marine, Sergeant Bob Watson.  Watson was a cheerful young man who bore a strong resemblance to heavyweight boxing champion Floyd Patterson.  “Watts” was probably the best athlete in the battalion.  Any Marine who wanted to cause trouble for Patrick O’Rourke would have to go through Watson first.  It never happened.


When softball season rolled around, I asked Major Cy Wadzita, a former semipro baseball player, to coach the team.  Watson was our center fielder.    O’Rourke was our pitcher.  He was fast and accurate.  Also, he could hit.  O’Rourke and Watson both hit over .400 that year.  I played in the infield, mostly at second base.


When we played the First Marine Regiment, there was cause for concern.  The First Marine’s shortstop was a very large black Marine who loved to talk trash while he played.  I thought that he was funny but it was plain that he was getting on O’Rourke’s nerves.  When O’Rourke came to bat, the shortstop bellowed, “Look at the old man!”  O’Rourke grumbled something or other and started shaking his bat like a club.  It was getting under his skin.  When a pitch came over the plate, O’Rourke swung extra hard but he was so mad that he hit only the bottom part of the ball.  It barely made it over the first baseman’s head, a cheap single.  The shortstop came over to second base to get the throw from the outfield, all the time chattering, “Look how hard the old man can hit.”  He never noticed that O’Rourke did not stop running at first base.  By the time that the ball came to the shortstop, O’Rourke had already reached second base.  Still, the shortstop continued talking, “We’ll give that old man second base.”  When he turned around to the base, O’Rourke was not there.  He kept running and was almost at third base.  The shortstop panicked, overthrew third and O’Rourke turned his pop fly into a home run.


Our softball team did pretty well that year.  We made it to the division playoffs, but then I was transferred from the Antitank Battalion to Service Battalion, which was located near the main gate of Camp Pendleton.  The commanding officer of Antitank Battalion told me that I would continue to be eligible to play for the Antitank Battalion in the softball playoffs.  He didn’t have to ask whether I wanted to continue playing.  By that time, O’Rourke and I made a pretty good team between the pitching mound and second base.  Our final game was a tough loss to the Communications Battalion, which was also stationed at Camp Horno.  They had a very fast pitcher and we did not have enough players who were used to fast pitching.  It was a close game but close is not enough.  That game also marked the end of my special services days at Camp Pendleton.  A few months later, I shipped out to Okinawa.
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An intriguing aspect of military service is that you frequently get a one-year snapshot of the lives of your cohorts.  You have to rely on hearsay for their story before that time and it is strictly a matter of conjecture as to what occurred afterward.  So it was with Patrick O’Rourke.  If O’Rourke is still alive, he is probably in his early eighties.  Hopefully, he has his pension and veterans’ benefits.  I have two memorabilia of my time with PFC Patrick O’Rourke, photos of our basketball and softball teams.  I did not get the photo of the softball team until after I left Camp Horno.  However, I did ask the members of the basketball team to inscribe their names on the border of that photo.  Directly above O’Rourke’s picture is the inscription, “Pappy.”  The quotation marks are there too.  I wonder if I inscribed his photo with the designation, “Lew-tenant.”
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