WITH A LITTLE BIT OF LUCK.

By Gerard J. St. John


There is no doubt about it.  A little bit of luck makes a big difference – in just about anything.  For example, take my tour of duty with the Marines in the Far East.  In the early 1950s, an assignment to the Far East was pretty close to a death sentence, what with the war then being fought in Korea.  By the mid-1960s, Vietnam had replaced Korea as a dangerous place.  I was lucky to come right in between those two eras.  I completed The Basic School in June 1960 when there was no war being waged.  Even then, some of the young officers in my Basic School class broke down and cried when they received orders to report to the Third Marine Division on Okinawa.  On the other hand, there were Marines like me who traded away soft assignments in southern California to take the places of colleagues who had been assigned to Okinawa.


To be sure, Okinawa had its negative side.  Insects abound on “the Rock.”  The roaches on Okinawa have no aversion to human beings.  It was a common occurrence to be awakened in the middle of the night by a squad of roaches running up and down your back or across your face – and that was in the barracks and the B.O.Q. buildings.  Out in the field we didn’t seem to notice the roaches as much.  That is probably because, in the field we were more concerned about the “habu,” a snake that is indigenous to Okinawa.


A Spartan lifestyle was another aspect of a Far East tour of duty.  In the Third MarDiv, there were frequent tactical exercises during which we were crammed into tight quarters aboard ship.  Of course, the navy rolled out the red carpet for us.  The “carpet” was a heavy rope landing net that was draped over the side of the ship.  We entered and exited the ship by climbing that forty-foot high net, while a landing boat below slammed against the side of the ship, threatening to crush any Marine who made a misstep.  

On the other hand, we had a little bit of luck.  We were not then involved in any “shooting wars.”  True, there were many areas of concern, among them Cuba, where Russian missiles and tactical nuclear weapons were being surreptitiously installed, Thailand, where the government was about to ask for assistance in policing its borders against armed insurgents, Laos and Vietnam, where communist insurgents from the north were threatening the stability of the governments, China, where artillery on the mainland threatened the Nationalist islands of Quemoy and Matsu, and the Philippines, which was dealing with communist insurgents called “Huks.”  It was hardly a risk-free environment but neither was it a time of immediate danger.  

It was also a time of relative prosperity.  The value of the U.S. dollar greatly exceeded the value of the money of the Asian countries on our itinerary.  Despite our military pay scale, we enjoyed a fairly high level of purchasing power.  Even in those few areas of extremely high prices, such as Tokyo, we had access to the much cheaper prices at military clubs and post exchanges.  Well-to-do corporate businessmen curried favor with us in the hope that we would pass on to them the advantage of the low liquor prices in military package stores.  There is a time for all things under the sun; this was a time to buy!

A compulsive shopping craze took hold in late October 1962, toward
the end of our Far East tour.  We would be going home soon.  We sailed north from the Philippines and anchored in the stream between Hong Kong and Kowloon.  Hong Kong was the closest thing to an international shopping mall that I could imagine (even though this was in the days before shopping malls existed in the United States).  Tailored suits and shirts, and custom made shoes were available at bargain prices.  Better yet, “Louis the Tailor” would make sure that you had an inexhaustible supply of fine whiskey while you took your time making selections in his shop.  Experienced buyers often purchased thread separately and insisted that this thread be used in the clothing that they ordered.  The run-of-the-mill Hong Kong thread was like disappearing ink; it disintegrated after about a year or so.  I had no such problems with the clothing that I purchased.

Jewelry, pearls and watches were displayed in settings that are similar to present-day warehouse stores.  These were good gifts for my family back home.  Furniture and electronics also were available in those stores and at great prices.

International shipping was not economically feasible but we had a lot of room aboard the helicopter carrier USS Valley Forge (LPH-8) and the other ships in our fleet.  Our purchases would accompany us back to Okinawa where they could be shipped with our personal effects back to the United States.  It was a convenient arrangement.  There was one problem.  What would happen if a crisis arose and we were ordered to combat?  The answer was that our personal property would be thrown overboard and the ship would proceed with only its military cargo.  It was a risk that we accepted.  It was also a risk that we often thought about.
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When we arrived in Hong Kong, many of us had high hopes with respect to the bargains that we would bring home.  It was a common occurrence to hear someone say, “I’m going to bring my Mom a stereo console,” or, “My Dad would really like a first-class pair of binoculars.”  After a day or two in Hong Kong and Kowloon, the economic reality of the situation began to sink in and you would find these same persons proposing toasts in local night spots, saying, “Here goes Mom’s stereo,” or “I am drinking my Dad’s binoculars.”  My biggest purchase was a Volkswagen beetle, which was not loaded on the Valley Forge – it would be transported directly from Germany to a pier in Camden, New Jersey the following June.

Earlier, at Camp Schwab, Okinawa, I made a few purchases that were sent back by mail to the Philadelphia area.  The PX sold Noritake china tea sets that made great wedding gifts.  I sent one set to Jim and Ann Haughton and another to Fran and Pat Mulroy.  Ann’s brother then bought Jim and Ann a full set of the same pattern from Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia as a wedding gift.  Jim later told me that the tea set from Okinawa arrived without a scratch; the set from Wanamaker’s had several pieces scratched or broken.  The Mulroys’ tea set must have arrived in good condition because Patricia later wrote and asked whether I would be able to pick up the full 108-piece set of the same pattern.  She even knew the price at the PX in Japan –$98.  Pat was a faithful correspondent from the time that I left the Philadelphia area.  I would meet her request if possible, but Hong Kong was not the place to buy Noritake. 

In January 1963, as the clock was running down on my time in the Corps, I had about one week excess leave time for which I would not be paid if I did not use it.  Several of my friends were in the same position and we discussed possible places to spend that excess time.  I wanted to go to Australia but that was a long distance; one week was a short period of time; and there was no guarantee that I could get a round-trip military flight.  The two most popular alternatives were Hong Kong and Tokyo.  I chose Tokyo.  One of my friends opted for Hong Kong but he gave me a shopping list for items that he wanted to buy in Japan.
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In Tokyo, I stayed at the Army B.O.Q. at Washington Heights.  It was a very large complex that included an officers club and a dining hall, all at bargain basement prices.  The complex was centrally located and within a relatively short distance to the Ginza business district and the Meiji Shrine.  The train stop was easy to remember – Yoyogi Station.  I always associated it with Yogi Berra.  Two years later, the Washington Heights complex was converted into the Olympic Village for the 1964 Olympic Games.  My short stay in Tokyo was enjoyable.

On my last full day in Tokyo, I took a train south past Yokahama to the Yokusaka (pronounced “Yo-kuska”) Naval Base, which had the largest PX in the Tokyo area.  It was a large warehouse facility with a wide selection of products.  I quickly found the 60-plus-piece set of crystal stemware that my friend on Okinawa wanted.  Pat Mulroy’s Noritake china set was also easily located; and she had the price exactly right.  There was a wide selection of ceramic Hakata dolls.  I bought about a dozen of the Hakatas, some for gifts and some for myself.  I still have a few of them although time has taken its toll.

There was also an inventory of electronic items.  These were the electronics of the 1960s, TVs, tape recorders, stereos and FM tuners.  Digital electronics did not exist in those days.  During the summer, Frank Reed asked me to pick up a good stereo system.  After determining what was available, I sent him a list of the stereos and the names of the manufacturers.  They were all Japanese models and Frank did not recognize any of the names.  He told me to forget about it.  He was not about to spend all that money and take a chance on an unknown company named Sony.  

Interestingly, a dozen years later, when I was representing The Bell Telephone Company of Pennsylvania, I met and worked with W. Edwards Deming, the quality control expert who is credited with improving the quality of Japanese manufacturing.  Today, the most impressive manufacturing award in Japan is the Deming Prize.  Obviously, Frank Reed was not aware of Ed Deming.  For my part, I did not care.  It was one item less that I had to cart back home.

When it came to transporting these things, I was lucky to be an officer.  My rank assured that I would get a “space available” flight from Tokyo to Okinawa and that the flight would also accommodate my recent purchases.  I needed a pickup truck to get those items to the plane.  The pickup truck was another perk of being an officer, another little bit of luck.  The plane left from the nearby Atsugi Naval Air Facility.  It was a short hop from Atsugi to Iwakuni Marine Corps Air Station where I would spend the night before catching another flight to Okinawa in the morning.

After dinner at the Iwakuni officers club, I walked around the base, wondering whether to go into the town of Iwakuni or whether to hit the sack early.  Grudgingly, I decided to go back to the B.O.Q. and get some sleep when I suddenly made eye-contact with a passing Marine lieutenant.  It was Frank Cunningham, one of my classmates at LaSalle High School more than ten years earlier.  Frank and I were not close friends in high school but, when you are in a remote part of the world and you see someone from your past, the relationship becomes close.  That settled it.  Frank and I went into town and spent the rest of the evening in Iwakuni.

The Iwakuni dawn came up like thunder, just in time for my flight back to Okinawa.  I almost missed it.  Ron Ayers, another member of the Third Battalion, was also returning on that flight and he blamed me for not waking him up early enough.  Thank God for the enlisted personnel who were responsible for getting my purchases from the Atsugi flight to the outgoing Iwakuni plane.  They got the job done without any help from me.  All of us arrived safe and sound back at Camp Schwab, Okinawa: me, my shopping bags and a still grumpy Ron Ayers.  A week or so later, an Okinawan moving company came in, packed everything and built a large wooden transport box around it.  I would not see those things for another five months until they arrived at my home in Philadelphia.

It is just as well that my shipment took so long to arrive at home.  The car that I bought in Hong Kong arrived in Camden at about the same time as the transport box arrived at my house.  After picking up the VW in the Camden waterfront, I called Pat Mulroy and arranged to drop off the chinaware at her apartment on the Black Horse Pike in New Jersey.  It was still early in the day when I left Pat’s house.  I was the first one to arrive for a dinner party at Leo and Kay Carlin’s house in Narberth, Pennsylvania.  Leo and I had reported to the Officer Candidates School together but a spinal problem disqualified him from a further career in the Marine Corps.  Leo was another faithful correspondent during my time in the Corps.  Moreover, he was a correspondent who had never asked me to do anything for him while I was on the west coast or in the Far East.  

Leo and Kay were very gracious with my early arrival.  The conversation quickly centered on where I had been earlier that day.  I explained about the chinaware and the delivery to Pat’s house that afternoon. “I didn’t know that you knew Pat,” Leo said, almost as if he was trying to change the subject.  Suddenly, it seemed as though the temperature of the room dropped about twenty degrees.  There was an edge to Kay’s voice when she said, 

“Leo, Saint doesn’t know anything about chinaware, does he?  

“Saint is a Marine.  He can’t go shopping for china while he is on duty in the Far East?  “Isn’t that right, Leo?”

It was pretty good cross-examination.

Somehow, we got through the evening.  When dinner was served, I made it a point not to comment on Kay’s chinaware.

No good deed should go unpunished.
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