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ON OUR cOvER:
U.S. President Barack Obama, French 
President Francois Holland (left 
of Obama), John Cummer of the 
LCI(L)-502 (right of Obama), and John 
Gatton of the LCI(L)-96 (far right) 
stand on stage with WWII veterans 
during the 70th French-American 
Commemoration D-Day Ceremony at 
the Normandy American Cemetery and 
Memorial in Colleville-sur-Mer, France, 
June 6, 2014.

(Official White House photo  
by Pete Souza - Whitehouse.gov)

cHEcK OUT THESE WEB SITES:

www.usslci.com  Our own website 

www.amphibiousforces.org   For information on the LCI 713

Now on Facebook! Please join our group: “Remembering the LcI vets”
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A LETTER FROm THE EDITOR

OUR EDITOR EMERITUS—John Cummer—has taken this issue off from writing 
his “Letter from the Old Man” piece, so I will be filling in for him.  As your new 

Editor for almost a year now, I wanted to tell everyone for my first “A Letter From 
the Editor” piece, why I write.  The reason is because I owe a debt.  I have been 
blessed, in that I have not had to endure the struggle and hardships of war that 
our veteran Association members have.  My grandfather, as one example, fought 
the Imperial Japanese in World War II as only a teenager and suffered through 
unimaginable misery—during some of the darkest hours this country has ever seen.  Being in my 
privileged position, I’ve tried incredibly hard to understand what living through that war must have 
been like, but it’s quite evident I’ll never truly know.  I will, however, acknowledge what I have come 
to feel about his, and anyone’s willingness to sacrifice some, or all, of their young lives to defend the 
rest of us.  To those young men who’ve witnessed humanity at its absolute lowest, I owe a debt that I 
can never repay.
 Those men were willing to exchange their lives in a hope of this future that we now inhabit.  
Though the fight took place on distant shores many years ago, I remain as a living part of it in 
a certain way.  I dedicate what talents I have as a writer in honor of their service with certain 
knowledge that those young men and women risked all they had, and all they would ever have, to 
keep the delicate flame of freedom alive when it began to flicker.  I am so moved that as ordinary 
citizens, they collectively forced themselves into extraordinary service.  
 I choose to write as an attempt to offer what small payment I can towards those who answered 
their countries call so selflessly—only to come home never to speak of the horrific memories they 
felt must be buried.  I’m compelled to write in honor of those Old Salts from a generation that 
fascinates, captivates, and enthralls me—The Greatest Generation.  And I am honored to be the 
Editor of your newsletter that my grandfather cherished so dearly.

 Our California Director—Joe Flynn—in an “Elsie Item” a number of years ago, urged LCI Sailors, 
“Do not hide your Light” and to write down their experiences and observations for posterity.  

Many have done that.  Now it is up to us as writers to share those stories with the rest of the citizens 
enjoying those hard won freedoms.  I join Joe’s call and ask all of the LCI veterans to write down, 
record, and pass on their WWII experiences, so that younger generations can learn from such 
incredible men. 
 I leave you all with a passage I recently read:
  “(The dead) have outsoared the shadow of our night, to reside in the wild uplands of the past. 

History can take us there, almost.  Their diaries and letters, their official reports and unofficial 
chronicles […] reveal many moments of exquisite clarity over a distance of sixty years. Memory, 
too, has transcendent power, even as we swiftly move toward the day when not a single 
participant remains alive to tell his tale, and the epic of World War II forever slips into national 
mythology. The author’s task is to authenticate: to warrant that history and memory give 
integrity to the story, to aver that all this really happened. But the final few steps must be the 
reader’s.  For among mortal powers, only imagination can bring back the dead.” 
- Rick Atkinson, “An Army At Dawn” (p. 2) – winner of the Pulitzer Prize

 Do not hide your Light.

Zach
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IN MEMORIAM
“Almighty and eternal God, from whose love we cannot be parted, either by death or life;

hear our prayers and thanksgiving for those whom we here remember.
Grant unto sorrowing family and shipmates the blessing of your peace that passes understanding.”

LCI 14
Anthony M. Pikos

LCI 43 and LCI 530
Donald Ragno

LCI 219
Bill Gallagher

LCI 226
John Pusateri

LCI 237
Wayne Bryant

LCI 373
Joseph Canzone

LCI 396
Richard T. Burke

LCI 455 and LSM(R) 401
Henry “Hank” Lai

LCI 416
Leo Berg

LCI 612
Paul P. Capabianco

LCI 457
John Gordon

LCI 461
Russell Hood

LCI 468 and 476
Doug Mayo (Skipper)

LCI 554
John Sapienza

LCI 565
James A. Lennon

LCI 595
Robert J. Ziegler

LCI 643
Vincent C. Boylan

LCI 679
Eugene McCarrick

LCI 730
Dan Tolar

LCI 752
George Benton

LCI 758
Gerard Marder (Skipper)

LCI 948
Donald P. Kennedy (Skipper)

LCI 948 
John Krulish 

LCI 987
Earl William Kersten Jr.

LCI 453
James R. Tribbey
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IT WAS LAST THANKSGIVING that I first heard 
about the plan to send D-Day veterans on an 

expense-paid trip to Normandy for the 70th 
anniversary of D-Day.  I was helping serve a 
Thanksgiving dinner to Navy personnel under-
going combat training at Ft. Jackson when Jim 
Baldwin, a fellow Navy retiree, spotted my LCI 
hat, told me about this plan and asked me if 
I was interested in going.  I quickly said “yes” 
but almost immediately began to think that it 
was too good to be true.  There had to be some 

catch.  But, to my surprise, I soon learned that it 
was absolutely true.  

mrs. Jean Palyok, a retired travel agency 
owner, is a truly remarkable lady!  It was she 
who conceived and carried out the idea of 
sending as many D-Day veterans as possible 
to Normandy for the 70th celebration of the 
D-Day invasion.  Her desire to do this grew out 
of her experiences after WWII when she and her 
husband served with the Graves Commission in 
France.  They shared in the task of overseeing 

70 YEARS LATER…
Normandy, France

June 6, 2014
A number of our LCI veterans, including John Cummer (LCI 502) and John Gatton (LCI 96) had the 

privilege of visiting Normandy, France for the 70th anniversary of “Operation Overlord” back in June.  
John Cummer submitted the following piece that he wrote reflecting his experience on his journey.

More anniversary stories to come in future issues!

Normandy and the 70th Anniversary of D-Day
By

John Cummer

The French 
Press calls it 
“The Presidents, 
The Veterans, 
and Much 
Emotion” 
(Courtesy John 
Cummer)
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the burial or shipment home of the remains 
of those who were casualties on June 6, 1944, 
as the largest amphibious operation in history 
stormed the beaches of Normandy.  As the 70th 
anniversary approached she felt that it might 
be the last opportunity many of the veterans 
would have to make such a trip so, rallying her 
family around her, she set out on the herculean 
task of raising the funds to pay all the expenses. 
The local press and TV came to her support and 
were instrumental in the successful drive for 
funds for this grand excursion.

The two Johns!  Cummer and Gatton. 
(Courtesy John Cummer)

So it was that on Sunday, June 1, 2014, 22 
D-Day veterans, escorts, TV and newspaper 
reporters, and Jean Palyock with her supportive 
family, gathered in the parking lot of a Jewish 
synagogue to board a bus for Charlotte.  There 
we were to board a plane for Paris.  It was a 
special pleasure for me to have fellow LCIer 
John Gatton and, serving as his escort, his 
son, mike (better known to you as President 
Mike!) along for the trip.  My escort was my 
grandson, Sean maio, whom I had the privilege 
of swearing into the Navy twelve years ago.    

Arriving at the Charlotte airport we experi-
enced the first taste of pampering that had been 
planned for us – our baggage was handled by 
Jean Palyok’s three teen-age grandsons who 
had been recruited for the task!  And their dads 
and moms were right there beside them to take 
care of everything else!  We began to feel like 
royalty before we even boarded the plane for the 

seven hour flight to Paris.
However, reminders that we were after all 

really just plain, ordinary mortals, came thick 
and fast as we arrived at and attempted to 
negotiate our way through Charles de Gaulle 
airport.  No need to detail this frustrating place, 
but simply advise you to avoid it if at all possible!   
Eventually, the string of minor annoyances 
came to an end and we were on a bus driven 
by a most competent, jovial Dutchman through 
traffic that almost equaled the airport in its chal-
lenges to sanity.  

  As we approached Normandy the scenery 
changed and much for the better.  In a word, it 
was picturesque and lovely.  It seemed that the 
closer we got to the beach, the more beautiful it 
became.  After a brief stop in Caen for a meal at 
a cafeteria we arrived at Courselles–Sur-Mer, a 
beach-side town immediately in back of what 
had been Juno Beach, the beach assaulted by 
the Canadians.  Towering over it was a large 
cross of Lorraine.

Examining a display overlooking Omaha 
Beach with my escort, and grandson, Sean 

Maio.  It was my privilege to swear Sean into 
the Navy twelve years ago.  
(Courtesy John Cummer)



10  ELSIE ITEM  August 2014

That evening we were treated to the first 
of many wonderful French meals – and to 
delicious wine!  Our quarters were most 
comfortable and attractive and Sean and I had 
no trouble falling asleep that night.  However 
some bug did its work on my innards and I 
awoke feeling pretty queasy and so declined 
the planned trip for that morning to Bayeaux 
to view the famed Bayeux Tapestry depicting 
William the Conqueror’s conquest of England.  
I’d seen it ten years ago when over for the 60th 
anniversary so did not feel I was missing a great 
deal.  However, I had not seen Juno Beach, so 
after a light, leisurely breakfast Sean and I took 
the short walk to the beach and enjoyed the 
excellent museum dedicated to the Canadians.  
It was there we experienced a phenomenon 
to be repeated time and again during our visit.  
One man approached and asked if I had been 
present at D-Day and, as we began a conversa-
tion, we found we were surrounded by others 
who wanted to talk, listen, take pictures and, as 
though we were rock stars, get our autographs!  
That’s never happened to me before!

We returned to our quarters just as the rest of 
the group returned from their Bayeaux expedi-
tion.  After another delicious meal and a time of 
swapping stories none of us had any trouble in 
falling asleep as soon as we hit those beds.

Wednesday, June 4th dawned cold and rainy 
but, in that lovely French tradition, quickly 
turned to sunshine and clouds.  This was the 
day scheduled for our group to lay a wreath 
at the chapel at the American Cemetery to 
honor those from South Carolina who gave 
their lives in the invasion.  CNN photographers 
and reporters recorded this event interviewed 
several of our veterans afterwards.

I had a special treat as Sean and I were 
walking past the cemetery.  A group of men 
wearing T-shirts declaring themselves as the 
“Durham Boys” met us and I, rather excitedly, 
told them that I was on the landing craft that 
landed troops of the Durham Light Infantry 
on D-Day.  As we parted, they presented me 
with a pin which was the crest of that regiment 
and it is now proudly displayed on my LCI cap.   
This experience of meeting persons whom we 
normally would have thought of as strangers 
and then almost immediately finding bonds 
that were deep and real was characteristic of our 

entire stay in Normandy and will always remain 
as one of the most precious of all memories.

A different kind of experience awaited us as 
we visited the German Cemetery. It is not easy to 
describe the difference between the American 
and the German Cemeteries except for size (the 
American is much larger) and the contrast in 
mood.  The American Cemetery, with its row  
upon row of white crosses is a place of sober 
beauty and a sense of restfulness;  The German, 
using dark stone , is somber and somewhat 
depressing.  I was approached by two reporters, 
one from the Christian Science Monitor and the 
other from Time magazine, who wanted to know 
what my reactions were to the German ceme-
tery. I used words like saddening and sorrowful 
for the young men who gave their lives, many 
out of loyalty to their country but misled by the 
terrible evil that their leaders had adopted.

To say the least, this day of visiting cemeteries 
was sobering for us all.  I am sure that the others 
in our group found themselves recalling names 
of shipmates and events of seventy years ago as 
I did.

If Wednesday was a day of sober reflection, 
Thursday, the 5th, turned out to be a day of 
joy, celebration and wonderful contacts with 
the citizens of the town of Pickoudy, home 
base for large contingents of the U. S. Army 
Air Force, during the Normandy campaign.  
Traffic was heavy from Courselles-Sur-Mer to 
Pickoudy so we arrived a bit late for the celebra-
tions which had been planned by the U. S. 
Air Force  to remember their forbearers who 
had done so much there.  There were bands, 
Children’s choirs, ceremonial guard units, fly-
overs in vintage military aircraft and speakers 
with several stars on their shoulders, but what 
we remembered most was the host people, 
young and old, who descended upon us to talk, 
take pictures, and get autographs on souvenir 
booklets.  When young boys and girls crowded 
around you and said things like “Thank you 
for saving our country! and “Thank you for our 
freedom!” you knew that deep appreciation for 
their liberation back in 1944 had been carefully 
handed down to them.

That day held yet another special treat.  We 
were taken to a beautiful chateau, greeted by a 
Countess and given a tour of the lovely building 
followed by a steak dinner provided by the 
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owner of a chain of steak houses on the west 
coast of the United States.  As I understand it, 
they had set an evening event for a group of 
dignitaries, but when they heard about our bus 
load of D-Day vets, they extended the invitation 
to include a late-afternoon dinner for all of us! 

As beautiful as the Chateau was, perhaps 
one of the most impressive things we saw was 
a photograph of Field Marshall Erwin Rommel 
and his staff on the steps of this very building.  
The chateau had used by one of his generals as 
his headquarters.

A full day that was, but it was only a warm-up 
for the next day – June 6th itself.

Because of the massive traffic expected for 
the D-Day ceremonies, we were told that our 
bus would leave at 6:00 A.M.  We were also told 
that we had to be in our seats no later than 
9:30 AM.  I rushed getting ready so fast that I 
left behind my LCI Cap and my sunglasses.  I 
remember tying my tie after getting on the bus.  
(Fine preparation for the events that were about 
to unfold!)

The weather cooperated beautifully.  We were 
treated to bright sunshine with white, fleecy 
clouds.  As we approached the reception area 
we were met by escorts who took us to a special 
tent where we were greeted by more govern-
ment-type celebrities than I have ever seen 
before.  I lost track of the mere congressmen 
who were there, but remember Secretary of 
State John Kerry and a four-star Air Force 
General who was our senior representative to 
NATO!  I was fortunate enough to be standing 
next to John Gatton when none other than 
Admiral Paul E. Zukunet, the Commandant of 
the U. S. Coast Guard, came by!  Someone had 
alerted him to the fact that John was a “Coastie” 
so he made a special trip across the tent to see 
him.  He presented John with the Challenge 
Coin of the U. S. Coast Guard, and, probably 
feeling sorry for this guy standing next to him 
who only served in the Navy, gave one to me as 
well!   Now John and I can flash our coins from 
a really high command!

As the time for the ceremonies to begin 
approached, we were lined up, each with a 
sharply-dressed military escort, and headed for 
the rear of the stage where we were to be seated.  
John Gatton had gotten a few places in front of 
me, so I asked my escort if I could be moved to 

sit by him.  “No problem!” he said.  
Fate had other plans in mind.  Some other 

veteran slipped in ahead of me and took the seat 
by John, so I resigned myself to sitting with a 
stranger.  My escort, however, seemed deter-
mined not to disappoint his charge, so he spoke 
to another man who seemed to be in charge.  
Next thing I knew, I was escorted to the front 
row and was told, “You can sit here – next to the 
President!”

I will have to invent another adjective to 
describe how I felt. None that I know will do.  
There I was looking at nothing but a podium 
between me and a sea of people!  Glancing 
down at the empty seat next to me I saw a little 
ear piece device and a small card telling the 
President what he was to do and when he was 
to do it.  I sat there sort of stunned and grinning 
when I looked off to my left at the press box and 
there was Jeff Wilkinson, of the Columbia State 
who was accompanying our group, waving 
his arms like crazy and jumping up and down 
to attract my attention.  I gave him a discreet 
thumbs-up and he responded with the motion 
of clicking a camera so I had an idea we were in 
for a bit of publicity.

It seemed like an eternity while we sat there 
waiting for the ceremonies to begin.  The one 
thing I do remember was former President 
George W. Bush mounting the platform and 
making a bee-line to shake hands with us!  By 
this time I could not have remembered my own 
name if you had asked me.

Finally the noise of a helicopter announced 
the arrival of the President.  He had a long walk 
through lines of French and American honor 
guards and up the platform where he headed for 
me with a big smile and an outstretched hand 
just like we were the best of old friends.  In a 
word, he was smooth.

He greeted me asking where I was from.  I 
told him “South Carolina” and managed to get 
in a sentence about Jean Paylok and how she 
raised the funds for our trip.  “That’s wonderful!” 
he replied and moved on to greet the next 
vet.  Next came the President of France, but 
I think I just sort of grinned at him – hope he 
understood.  

Photographs show President Obama and I 
talking together but I really cannot remember 
what was said.  I remember thinking that, 
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regardless of politics, this man is the representa-
tive of our whole country and deserves respect 
accordingly.

The ceremony was sobering but beautiful.  
“Taps” never sounded so meaningful.  President 
Obama’s remarks were thoughtful and appro-
priate with a sincere tribute to the men who 
sacrificed their lives in that world-shaking battle 
fought so many years ago.

As he concluded his speech, he turned and 
walked directly back to where I was standing, a 
smile on his face and his hand extended.   With 
a firm handshake, he said, “Please say ‘hello’ for 
me to all my good friends in South Carolina”.   
My automatic response was “I will, Sir!” but, 
remembering the politics back home, I almost 
said, “Well, that won’t take long!”

Good sense prevailed for once so I did not 
say that, but later, talking with Jeff Wilkinson, 
I told him my “almost” reply and, of course, he 
had to work it into his story so now my little 
“funny” has become the only thing most people 
remember about me.

And so the central event of the occasion came 
and went.  It was full of memories, many of 

which will be surfacing for many of us for years 
to come.

As if to balance the pomp and ceremony of 
the morning, our afternoon was a bit more light-
hearted.  I don’t know where our tour organizers 
came up with the idea – it was probably from a 
pleasant previous visit – but our afternoon was 
taken up by a visit to a cider distillery!  Located 
just a short distance inland from the American 
Cemetery, it has become quite a tourist attrac-
tion.  Capitalizing on its location near Omaha 
Beach it features many enlarged photographs of 
D-Day on its walls.  One of our members, an LST 
sailor, actually found an enlarged photo of his 
very ship – one he had never seen before.

A knowledgable young man described for 
us the processes of taking apple juice and, by a 
variety of techniques and time turning it into 
one of several grades of cider, each a bit stronger 
until, finally, they produce a beverage definitely 
out of the cider range – perhaps you’ve heard of 
Calvados!

This pleasant sojourn was followed by an 
even more pleasant one.  Ron, Jean Palyok’s 
hard-working son, had scoured the grocery 

The town of St. Mere Eglise, where the 82nd Airborne landed, hosts the D-Day veterans 
to a gala banquet. (Courtesy John Cummer)
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stores, rounded up furniture from our hotel and 
had arranged for a picnic dinner on the bluffs 
overlooking Gold Beach directly in the shadow 
of the ruins of a German gun emplacement.  We 
were joined by crowds of re-enactors and others 
who came for the celebrations.  One group of 
Dutch re-enactors offered to give members of 
our group rides in their authentic WWII vehicles 
including jeeps ands “deuce and a half” trucks.

It was an especially significant site for me to 
visit.  I dug out the log of my ship and spotted 
the very place on the beach below us where my 
ship had landed.   In the log, I found an entry 
stating that a large gun emplacement was firing 
upon us.  According to a WWII map I had, there 
were no other large gun emplacements near 
there, so my conclusion is that I was standing 
in the very gun emplacement that fired upon 
us seventy years ago.  Strange feeling to be 
eating a ham sandwich in the very place where 
someone had once tried to do away with me!

One more day of visiting sites associated 
with D-Day was in store for us.  After a leisurely 
breakfast (planned so we old duffers could 
regain our energy!) we set out for St. Mere Eglise, 
the town where the 82nd Airborne made their 

historic drop.  If you saw the movie The Longest 
Day you will remember how one paratrooper 
(played by Red Buttons in the movie) had his 
parachute entangle with the church steeple and 
he had to hang there motionless to avoid being 
shot at by the Germans until relief came.  The 
event is not forgotten in St. Mere Eglise, for a 
parachute still droops from the church steeple!

Traffic on our way to St. Mere Eglise was 
heavy but our slow pace was made more enjoy-
able by an impressive air show flown over the 
invasion beaches.  Despite our desire not to be 
late for the reception and banquet planned for 
us by the Mayor of St. Mere Eglise, the group 
was kind enough to take time for a brief stop 
at Gold Beach so that I could stand on the very 
spot where my LCI landed on D-Day.

St. Mere Eglise was crowded with veterans 
and so many re-enactors that sometimes we 
had to remind ourselves that it was not 1944 
again.  Again, we were mobbed with grateful 
people anxious to express their thanks for their 
liberation those many years ago.  The banquet 
was a very special affair with great food, excel-
lent entertainment and still more expressions of 
gratitude from the citizens there. 

On Gold Beach, where I landed on D-Day (Courtesy John Cummer)
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We finally boarded our bus as dark began to 
fall but with still yet one more site to visit.   The 
heavy traffic had kept us from seeing Utah 
Beach, on the way to St. Mere Eglise but we 
decided to make a moonlight visit rather than 
pass up what most likely would be our last 
opportunity to see it.   It was a visit we were all 
glad we made for the quiet and lovely sunset 
added an aura to the scene that was unforget-
table.  Since we were to head for Paris the next 
day, it was our farewell to the invasion beaches.

Jean Palyok and her planners had decided 
that it not be quite right to come as far as we had 
without taking a day for a brief look at Paris.  We 
were most happy that that decision was made 
for Paris is a beautiful city full of enough to 
occupy a lifetime, let alone a few hours.  After 
another leisurely breakfast we were off almost at 
noon.   As if trying to lure us into staying longer, 
we had beautiful weather and lovely scenery all 
the way.  A picnic lunch at a lovely wayside park 
was an enjoyable respite from bus seats.  

Our arrival at our hotel was something like 
a return to the U.S. as it was much more like a 
Holiday Inn than the lovely place we stayed at 
in Normandy – but nobody complained!  I’ve 
heard that a few hearty souls slipped out for a 
look at Paris after dark, but the majority of us 
wisely climbed into bed early.

How can you describe a one-day visit to 
Paris?  Fleeting glimpses of beautiful site after 
beautiful site; necks craning to try to take it all 
in.  But our hosts did themselves proud again, 
by giving us the best one day tour possible of 
the beautiful and famous city.  Much thanks is 
also due to our gifted bus driver who got us in 
and out of places that a Volkswagen would have 
trouble navigating!

We saw Versailles, the Eiffel Tower, Notre 
Dame, the Champs Eilysee, the Arch of Triumph 
and, somehow or other, they squeezed in a 
gourmet lunch aboard a luxury yacht as it 
cruised up and down the Seine.  Everywhere 
we were greeted with the utmost courtesy and, 
time and again, were ushered to the head of the 
line. We never could have made this wonder-
fully packed trip if it were not for such courtesy.  
All in all, it was a great climax to a wonderful trip 
that all of us will remember for a lifetime

As if to make up for the petty glitches endured 
upon our first arrival at Charles De Gaulle 
airport, things went smoothly every step of the 
way to, through and out of that eternally busy 
airport.  The flight was seven hours of snoozing, 
watching movies and enjoying great service 
from the crew who had been told of our trip.  It 
continued on right into the Charlotte Airport 
where even the Customs Agents were all smiles 
and welcoming! One even presented me with 
their Challenge Coin, so I’ll put it on display 
right alongside that one from the Commandant 
of the Coast Guard.

My grandson – and faithful escort – left our 
group in Charlotte so we had a good hearty 
back-slapping farewell before he took off.  It was 
the first time I had been with him for several 
years so it meant a lot to be with him – even 
if I did have to listen to his tales of life in the 
modern Navy!

But our great adventure was not quite over!  It 
turned out we had a sneaky guy in our midst – 
Jim Null, a retired submariner and one of the 
escorts had dreamed up a great homecoming 
for us.  Jim had been “Chief of the Boat” in 
nuclear submarines, so I guess organizing and 
giving orders (“suggestions” to civilians) came 
naturally to him.  As we crossed the South Caro-
lina Border we were met by a horde of police 
cars and bikers with American Flags flying!  On 
some overpasses there were groups of people 
waving flags.  When we arrived at the church-
parking lot which was to be our rendezvous 
with family and friends there was a fire truck 
with its hose making an arch for us to drive 
through and the lot was full of friends, family, 
boy scouts, everyone!  Inside there was an Army 
band playing and enough cheering to think you 
were at a South Carolina football game!  I was 
especially proud because it was my church that 
provided this grand welcome.  Best of all, there 
was Patricia.  With her welcome, I knew that I 
was really home again!

And I’ve been working ever since to act like a 
normal human being instead of a rock star! •
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A SHORT TIME before my 17th birthday the St. 
Louis Cardinals were holding a tryout session 
in Paterson, NJ.  I rode my bicycle from Carlton 
Hill (part of East Rutherford) to Paterson to try 
my luck.  Shortly after I enlisted in the Navy, 
my father told me I received an invitation in the 
mail to try out with the Cardinals.
 Upon reaching my 17th birthday in August of 
1943, I enlisted in the Navy.  Shortly afterwards 
on Sept. 11, 1943 I was inducted into the Navy.

 I did my basic training at Sampson Naval 
Base in New York.  Upon completing basic 
training, I spent the next sixteen weeks at 
Sampson’s in signal school learning to be a 
signalman.  During my training I spent a short 
time in the hospital on the base with scarlet 
fever.  When I was released from the hospital 
I finished my training in signal school.  I later 
was granted leave and my brother caught scarlet 
fever, from me I believe.

United States Navy in World War II
memoirs of Leonard Block, Jr.

aboard LCI (L) 971
Edited by Zach Morris

I received the memoir of retired Signalman 2nd Class Leonard 
Block Jr. from his daughter Linda.  Leonard Block Jr. saw action 

aboard the LCI (L) 971 in the Pacific Theater in WWII.

Leonard Block Jr. and
fiancé Ann Birkner.

(Courtesy Linda Block Szynal)

LCI(L)-971 underway on the Whangpoo River at Shanghai, 
China, 23 November 1945.  (Courtesy Navsource.org)
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 After a short stint aboard 
a training ship on the Chesa-
peake Bay in Maryland, I 
went to Orange, Texas to go 
aboard our ship, the USS LCI 
971, which I was to call home 
until my discharge from the 
Navy on April 11, 1946.  After 
our crew was assembled 
aboard ship, we left Orange, 
Texas, went through the 
Panama Canal and out into 
the Pacific Ocean with our 
sister ships, LCI 970 and LCI 
972.  The LCI 972 was the 
command ship.
 Our first stop was at Bora 
Bora in the Society Islands 
(French Polynesia).  From there 
we went to Milne Bay in New 
Guinea.  While we were in New Guinea we were 
told not to venture too far inland, because there 
was a possibility of Japanese still hiding in the 
trees.
 We made numerous trips in New Guinea 
to Finch Haven and further up the coast to 
Hollandia, where I believe I saw my first PT boat.  
While in the New Guinea area we went through 
two typhoons.  We had to go to sea each time to 
ride out the storms.  The captain did a great job 
because it was important to keep heading into the 
waves; otherwise there was a danger of tipping 
over and sinking.  They were pretty awful.
 From time to time, we would transport 
personnel from one place to another.  One day, 
I remember we were ordered to take some men 
to Australia so they could be treated for various 
conditions.  One of the men was I believe a 
warrant officer.  All he did was sit on the deck 
and chew his knuckles.  The second or third day 
at sea I woke up and learned he was missing.  
He must have jumped overboard during the 
night into the ocean.  One time I went ashore on 
one of the Admiralty Islands and went through 
a native village.  We were told they were once 
cannibals, but no longer were involved in that 
kind of stuff.  I sure was glad to hear that.  I have 
no idea why some of us went there, but it is still 
vivid in my memory.
 I remember the first time hearing Glenn 
Miller’s song, “In the Mood,” I was aboard ship. 

One of the crewmembers played it on his way 
home.  I like that song so much, and still do.  
Every time I had liberty in Shanghai, China, I 
went to the same place to have dinner (the food 
was excellent), and I always had the band play 
“In the Mood”.  It was a standard request I always 
made, and they always obliged.
 We took part in the invasion of Mindoro in 
the Philippine Islands on Dec. 15, 1944.  I later 
heard that we were to have gone in a few weeks 
earlier, but it was considered safer to put it off.  
Our ship was to hit the beach, and there was 
uncertainty as to whether or not the ramps on 
each side of the ship would come down to let 
off the soldiers.  I volunteered to swim ashore if 
necessary with a rope so the soldiers could hold 
onto something if the water was too deep.  As 
it turned out the landing was successful and it 
wasn’t necessary for me to take that swim.  I was 
only 18 at the time and didn’t know any better.  I 
would never do that again.  I never saw so many 
ships in my life!  There were carriers, cruisers, 
destroyers, LST’s, LCI’s—everything imaginable.  
The way they shelled and bombed the island I 
don’t know how anyone could have survived.
 A few months later we were anchored off 
shore in Leyte, Philippines.  We were not there 
for an extended period of time, but I remember 
the people coming out in their “boats”.  They 
looked like they were in need of everything after 
being under the rule of the Japanese.  We were 
not allowed to give them new clothes, so we 

The LCI(L)-971.  (Courtesy Navsource.org)
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would tear off a button or two from a shirt and 
then we could give it to them.  Where there is a 
will, there is a way I guess.
 Once the war was over we were sent to 
Shanghai, China where we docked on the 
Whangpoo River.  The water, as I remember it, 
was very brownish.  It just looked dirty.  Every 
once in awhile, Chinese boats would go by in 
the morning picking up dead bodies that were 
floating in the water.  Many Chinese would live on 
their sampans and with hand nets would scoop 
food out of the water that the ships would throw 
overboard.  We had a young girl who helped in 
the Galley along with her younger brother who we 
called Spike.  I have a picture of him sitting on my 
knee.  In return for their work they given all the 
food they wanted for themselves. 
 While we were in Shanghai we transported 
a group of Chinese soldiers to Foochow.   I 
remember seeing a man who had no legs one 
time when I went ashore.  In order to go from 
place to place he would roll on his side.  When 
the point system came out everyone was 
counting how many points they had in order 
to get discharged.  I think the total number of 
points was twenty-one.  We made a short trip 
to Formosa (Taiwan).  While there, I was chosen 

to go on shore patrol duty.  I don’t know how or 
why I was chosen, but I was.  I remember going 
into one house.  I had to leave my shoes outside.  
They offered me a little Saki – it tasted awful.
 We received orders to leave China and return 
to the States.  Upon arrival in the States we 
would be discharged, and at some later date, 
the ship would be decommissioned.  Once we 
left China and were out in the open sea, we 
ran into terribly rough water.  I don’t know how 
high the waves were, but they appeared to be 
at least twenty feet high.  I really can’t explain 
how rough the waves were, but to this day I still 
don’t know how we reached Hawaii without 
capsizing.  Our trip from China was to reach 
Hawaii, and after a short stay for repairs and 
supplies, we headed for California.
 A day or two after leaving Hawaii we saw 
another ship (an LCM I believe) with part of 
its bow missing.  They were heading back to 
Hawaii.  We offered to help, but they said they 
didn’t need any.
 Finally we sighted the coast of California.  
Anytime we saw land after being at sea a few 
days was always a good sight, but seeing the 
coast of the United States was something 
special!  It was great.  I have met a number of 
people from the Philippines in recent years, 
including a doctor.  Whenever I told them where 
I was and the battles our ship was involved in 
there, they have all hugged me and thanked me 
profusely for what we did for them. •

Len Block with Spike. 
(Courtesy Linda Block Szynal)

 Some of the crew of the LCI (L) 971  
in Shanghai, China, November 1945.  

(Courtesy of Navsource.org)
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James Douglass Robertson served aboard the LCI(G) 64 in the Pacific Theater during 
WWII.  Mr. Robertson sent me an autographed copy of his book, “Robby,” that he recently 

published in 2012. “Robby” is a wonderful and masterfully written personal account 
of his life.  Mr. Robertson is a very talented and gifted author, and “Robby” comes with 

my highest recommendations.  On the following pages is a chapter taken directly from 
“Robby” (pages 242-244) and re-printed with permission from Mr. Robertson.

A Zach Morris Review

“Robby”

Cover of the book, “Robby,” 
written by JD Robertson.

A young JD Robertson.
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CHAPTER:
USS SALAmAUA (CVE-96)
(Pages 242-244)

The trip out was neither long nor difficult 
despite our cruising speed of eight knots, about 
ten mph. (one knot equals one nautical mile, 
one nautical mile equals 6,000 feet).  But it was 
a matter of leaving a protected harbor for open 
waters.  This meant we would encounter a 
sea state causing the ship to roll rather exten-
sively.  Just so, the seas were long as opposed 
to choppy which made the ship’s movements 
more pronounced, resulting in a higher level of 
difficulty when coming alongside the carrier to 
discharge cargo.

None of us had ever seen a baby flattop. All 
we knew was they were considerably smaller 
than the fleet type. We were told they were built 
on cargo and tanker hulls so we thought we had 

an idea of their size. 
Salamaua was a Casablanca Class, “built 

on purpose” from the keel up. Well, they were 
smaller by far than the fleet type but they 
still had a complement of 910 – 916 men and 
officers, were 512.5 feet long, 108 feet wide, 
weighed 10,400 tons, had a draft of 22.6 feet and 
developed 9,000 shp (shaft horsepower), on her 
main engines allowing her to reach a maximum 
speed of 19 knots.  She had taken a Kamikaze, 
carrying two 550-pound bombs. Over eighty 
men were injured. Fifteen were killed. A witness 
to the attack observed: “The plane hit our ship 
in an almost vertical dive leaving the flight deck 
with a hole that looked almost like a silhouette 
of itself.” One bomb exploded in a storage area 
doing very little damage.

The bomb that did not explode punched a two 
by four foot hole through the hull at the water-
line. Power, steering and communications went 

Sunday, January 14, 1945 – Set sail for Leyte Philippines. Was very happy to leave.  
Came close to LST 68 to receive medical supplies for aircraft carrier CVE 96. Gave them supplies.

—Robert Harris Barkan’s Diaries (RM2c. 710-67-21 USNR-V6)
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out. One of the engine rooms flooded and the 
starboard engine quit. The crash itself caused 
numerous serious fires and flooding. Of the 
flooding the US Navy Historical Narrative of USS 
Salamaua observed: “…The flooded compart-
ments, aside from the after engine room, were 
largely stores stowage spaces, which caused 
continual stoppages in pumping gear as fuel oil 
and salt water were being sucked from the devils 
chowder of dead bodies and drifting debris…”

When she first hove in sight we all stopped 
in our tracks – this was a “baby flattop?” It 
was massive – a floating island – it boggled 
the mind. We saw she was listing severely to 
the starboard and moving just fast enough to 
maintain steerage. Far, far up in the carrier’s 
superstructure the signal bridge came to life. 
Their flashing signal light beamed down at 
us shooting a crisp series of dots and dashes 
which, when translated into words directed us 
to stand off and wait further orders.

Meanwhile, we were approaching from the 
stern all the while maintaining a parallel course 
of several hundred yards ultimately affording a 
full view of the of the carrier’s port side.  A burial 
ceremony honoring lost shipmates was in mid-
service on the center sponson. Strains of the 
Navy’s Hymn – O hear us when we cry to thee, 
for those in peril on the sea –drifted across the 
clear blue water. As I carried out the order to “dip 
colors,” I caught a glimpse of our 48 star, red, 

white and blue ensign streaming in a vivid blaze 
of color taking center stage for a brief moment 
catching everyone’s attention. Time froze! A 
surreal panorama opened and we were part of it. 
A tiny ship going to the assistance of a crippled 
Leviathan. There was color, smoke, noise, 
motion, tragedy, and hope burnt into us in that 
brief moment never to be forgotten. We dipped 
our colors three times and left them at half-mast 
throughout the service.

The fallen, cloaked in traditional white canvas 
slipped silently from beneath the stars and 
stripes into the sea. They would be escorted by 
schools of Porpoise to the gates of Seafarers’ 
Paradise to be forever tended by graceful 
mermaids detailed by King Neptune himself 
to see to their every need. Please forward all 
mail to: Latitude 15° 42” N, Longitude 119° 02” E. 
“Permission to leave the ship is granted!”

Most of us, perhaps all of us, had never seen 
a carrier up close. The guys on the carrier simi-
larly had never seen an amphibious vessel close 
up. Salamaua, even in this combat zone, was still 
cursed by a lot of spit and polish. Her hull was 
light gray and freshly painted. She had a place 
for everything and everything was in its place. 
There was no sign of extraneous gear piled up 
on her decks. It had all of the earmarks of a “ship 
of the line” although she was not.  Those men 
not on watch or at alert stations were dressed 
in a modified uniform befitting the occasion. 

The Salamaua was believed to have been struck by this Nakajima Ki-84 Hayate (Frank) aircraft. 
It was generally regarded as the best Japanese fighter of World War Two. Powered by a 1900 hp 
18-cylinder two-row radial engine, it had a maximum speed of 388 mph and could easily climb 

to 34,450 feet. The aircraft was flown by Japanese army pilot, 2Lt. Osamu Yoshida of the 73d 
Japanese Senti Squadron.
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In this case; white hat, white T-shirt, white belt 
and uniform pants. From the looks of them they 
were fresh from a laundry other than a bucket, 
kiyi brush and a bar of yellow soap. Jealousy 
rose its ugly head thinking about their luxurious 
lifestyle. How we envied them!

In contrast, the LCI 64 was painted a peeling 
frog green. Our decks were strewn with all kinds 
of gear we had not yet found time or a place to 
stow. The crew was unshaven, dressed in our 
work “uniform” consisting of a pair of dungarees 
and work shoes and a dyed navy blue hat. It was 
hot and everything, including us, stunk of diesel 
oil. The guys on the carrier lined up on the flight 
deck high above us looked down on what they 
perceived to be a very casual life-style. How they 
envied us! • 

Interested in purchasing a copy of “Robby?”
Please feel free to contact James Robertson:

Major James Douglass Robertson (Ret.)
335 Vineyard Road NW
Albuquerque, NM  87107-5805
(505) 238-2962
jjdrobertson@cs.com

Favorite Quotes:

“With rare exception, I 
never had much faith in 
the credibility of adults.”

“…‘Someday we’ll look 
back on this as the best 
days of our lives,’ [we] 
laughed hysterically at 
what we considered to 
be the stupidest thing I 
ever said – completely 

oblivious to the truth of 
the matter.”

“In the end it was the 
very best decision I 
never got to make.”
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ATTENTION LcI MEMBERS:

LcI MOdEL KITS NOW AvAILABLE FOR A 
LIMITEd TIME!

Great News!  Robert Wright, Jr., Secretary of the USS LCI Association, is now offering a limited 
amount of LCI model kits for purchase.  The model line was discontinued years ago, but they are 

gearing up for a limited run.  
 

The cost of each model is $20, plus $7 shipping & handling.  The assemble-it-yourself kit produces 
an LCI that is about 12 inches long.  This is a good chance to get a model kit not only for yourself, 

but also as a gift for a youngster in your family.  LCI models make a great Christmas or birthday gift, 
while also sharing the LCI history.  All proceeds will go to benefit the LCI Association.  

Please see the preceding page for the mail-in form that you can cut out and mail in to:

Robert E Wright
PO Box 407

Howell, MI  48844-0407

Please mail your order form with a check payable to: “USS LCI National Association”

You can also reach out to Robert via email or phone with additional requests:
rewrightcpa@gmail.com    (517) 548-1026

But don’t delay!  LCI models are available for a limited time only!

*Please note several items:
• The model is an “LCI(L)-351 Class” round conning tower LCI, even though the LCI pictured is the 

LCI(L)-78, which was actually an “LCI(L)-1 Class” square conning tower LCI.
• MODEL GLUE IS REQUIRED FOR ASSEMBLY BUT SOLD SEPERATELY.  Robert recommends 

purchasing “Testors Cement For Plastic Modeling” available at most hobby/model shops.
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USS LCI NATIONAL ASSOCIATION 
APPLICATION FOR MEMBERSHIP 

 
Our membership is open to anyone who served in Landing Craft, Infantry, during WWII or anyone else interested in 

our small ships and the men who served aboard them. 
 

Please complete this form and mail it to the address indicated below with your first year’s dues. 
 

DUES ARE $35.00 PER YEAR, June 1 through May 31. 
 

I.  For Application as a LCI Veteran: 
 
Name ________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Which LCI did you serve on?________________________ What was your Rank/Rate?_______________________ 
 
Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
City: __________________________________________________ State:_____________ Zip:_________________ 
 
Date of Birth:______________________________ Phone #:___________/_________________________________ 
 
E-mail Address: ________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Alternate/Relative’s E-mail Address: _______________________________________________________________ 
(This is so we have a family member or friend we can contact if we cannot reach you) 
 
Name of Alternate Contact: _________________________________ Relationship to contact:__________________ 
 
Occupation or Former Occupation:___________________________________________ 
 
II.  For Application as a Relative or Interested Person: 
 
Name ________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Address: ______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
City: __________________________________________________ State:_____________ Zip:_________________ 
 
Date of Birth:______________________________ Phone #:___________/_________________________________ 
 

Are you related to someone who served on an LCI?   �	 Yes     �	 No 

If so, what is the relationship? (i.e. father, grandfather, uncle, etc.) ________________________________________ 
 
What is/was his name? ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
On which LCI did he serve? _______________________ Email Address: __________________________________ 
 

(If unknown, or if you do not have a relative who served on an LCI, leave blank) 
 

Please send this application with your check ($35) made payable to: 
USS LCI NATIONAL ASSOCIATION 

Mail to: 
 

USS LCI National Association 
c/o Nehemiah Communications, Inc. 

101 Rice Bent Way, Unit #6 
Columbia, SC  29229 
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Your Officers and Board of directors
Please feel free to contact any of the officers or directors listed below for whatever  

comments, questions or help you may have.  We’re here to serve you!
 
OFFICERS
Chairman of the Board
John P. Cummer
LCI 502
302 Pinewood Cottage Lane
Blythewood, SC 29016
(803) 714-9098
cummerj@bellsouth.net

Michael Gatton
President/Chaplain
6410 Gellhaus Lane
Louisville, KY 40299
(502) 762-0613
mgatton@bellsouth.net
mgatton@hchristianchurch.com

John France
Vice President
11621 Copper Springs Trail
Oro Valley, AZ
(520) 429-3792
Lci540@aol.com

Hal Bleyhl
Treasurer
LCI 812
6194 Duxbury Pier Place
Garden City, ID 83714
(208) 639-9180
hbleyhl@aol.com

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Jim Aydelotte
LCI 25
37010 Goldfield Road
Apache Junction, AZ
(480) 290-1795
Jj10723@aol.com

Diane Cronin
125 Gage Hill Road
Lake Luzerne,NY 12846
(518) 696-2903
dm_cronin@yahoo.com

Joe Flynn
627 Bradford Road
El Cajon, CA 92019
(619) 588-7078
joeglo@msn.com

Gordon Smith
LCI 43
2313 Northeast 110th Ave.
Vancouver, WA 98684
(360) 256-5901
Gordon.sharonsmith@gmail.com

Robert E. Wright,Jr.
PO Box 407
Howell, MI 48843
(517) 548-2326
rewrightcpa@gmail.com

HISTORIANS
John France
European Theater of 
Operations
(See address above)

Dennis Blocker
Pacific Theater of Operations
6138 Border Trail
San Antonio, TX 78840
(210) 789-4149
Lci449@yahoo.com 

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Attention LCI Veterans!  
Want to tell your story?
Zach Morris
(586) 651-1263
morrisza23@gmail.com
Twitter: @Zach_ElsieItem

OFFICES AND SUPPORT SERVICES PROVIDED BY

NEHEMIAH COMMUNICATIONS, INC.
101 Rice Bent Way, #6
Columbia, SC 29229

803-865-5665
ken@nehemiahcommunications.com
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We’ll See 
You in 
September 
for the 
Portland 
Reunion!
The Amphibious 
Forces Museum has 
been working hard 
to make the LCI 713 
look great for the 
upcoming reunion 
September 25 – 27, 
2014 at the Red Lion 
Hotel at the Quay.


