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Interviewer: We are interviewing John Ellis Partin.  John, why did you join the service?  What 

made you decide you wanted to go in? 

Veteran: I joined the service so I could get into the Navy.  I could join the Navy, because 

the Army was taking everything they could get.  I thought I wouldn’t be walking 

so much, but it didn’t work. 

 

Interviewer: What did you do before the service? 

Veteran: I was raised on a farm in Clute, Texas, but I came to Baytown because some of 

my family was working at Humble at that time.  I just did everything to try to 

make a living, but I couldn’t get on at Humble because they knew I was going in 

the service, and they paid their people that went in the service so much a month.  

I think they gave ‘em $100 extra a month, but when you’re only getting $15, 

that’s a lot of money. 

 

Interviewer: When you first went in the service, where did you go? 

Veteran: I went in the service on October 2nd, 1942, and went to boot camp in San Diego.  

Then I went to diesel engineering school in Los Angeles.  It was an eight weeks 

course, but the Naval Department called us to go to the East Coast two weeks 

before we graduated.  See, what we were trying to get in condition and smart 

enough to do would be the landing crafts for the amphibious landings—thirty-six 

foot Higgins boats out of New Orleans.  They had diesel engines in them, and we 

were schooled to be mechanics to keep them running while we were making 

invasions.  They had great plans for it, and if it wasn’t for the Higgins boats, I 
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don’t know what we’d have done.  Anyway, I went up there, and they called us to 

go to Solomon Island, Maryland, in the Little Creek, Virginia, area.  We stayed 

there during the winter—snow everywhere.  A part of the Chesapeake Bay ran 

down by the base, and I remember there was a little store you could buy stuff 

from, and we would walk across on the ice to the store.  We stayed there during 

most of the winter, and then we were called to North Africa.  We went to Oran, 

Africa, and made a landing there, but our troops were already there fighting, as 

you well know.  We were sent there to go in training.  We started training with 

the 540th Engineers, an Army outfit.  I need to tell you something so you’ll be 

with me all the way.  See, I was in a Beach Battalion, something that had never 

happened before in the Navy.  Let me give you a little history about why it was 

formed.  The Battle of Dunkirk, where thousands upon thousands were lost 

because they had no way of getting them out and nobody to get ‘em out, and the 

Germans murdered them.  So, the English and the American navies formed the 

Beach Battalion.  I was in the 4th Beach Battalion, but it went all the way down to 

the 9th Beach Battalion.  The English had the Royal Naval Commandos to 

distinguish between the two of us.  Our job was to live with the Army infantry, 

take their training, and we went in on the first and second waves of an invasion.  

We were supposed to be the first people on the beach and the last people to leave 

in case we got forced off of the beachhead, like they did in Dunkirk.  There’s a lot 

of things running through my mind when I think about it.  We stayed there for 

several months until we got ready to make an invasion of Gela, Sicily.  We went 

into Gela, Sicily with the Big Red One armored division.  There was four of my 

outfits on every landing craft so we could get in there.  Then we stayed forty-one 

days.  The first eight days, we had fifty-seven bomber raids.  We came back to 

Africa to get some replacements that we’d lost and get new equipment.  After we 

got everything all together and got some more people, it was time to go to the 

Salerno beachhead.  I went to the Salerno invasion with the Texas 36th Infantry, 

the 3rd Division that’s in Iraq now, and the 45th ______ Division out of 

Oklahoma.  We went over there and made that landing and lived through it.  Then 

after that landing, we stayed there I guess probably three weeks, and then we 

came back to Africa.  We would always come back to Africa because it was our 

home base—Arzu(?) Africa, which is about thirty miles south of Oran.  We 
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trained two Singalese divisions, and boy they were right out of deep Africa.  They 

had different tribes of them.  They had scars on their faces, and that way they’d 

know one another, and that they were from the same location in Africa.  We 

trained them to be able to go over the sides of the ship and nets, to climb down 

and use them as a ladder.  It was about twenty feet long.  They’d drop the net 

over so they’d get that many people going down at a time, you see.  We trained 

them and then we went back to Africa and went in bivouac training with the 45th, 

the 3rd, and the 36th so we could be ready to go to Southern France and invade up 

there.  We went in on that invasion at St. Marks St. Harbor(?), and we stayed 

there I guess maybe a month or a month and a half, and then low and behold, 

would you believe it?  I’d been gone from home thirty-three months, and they 

came up there one morning just after daybreak and said, “We’ll be shipping out 

within the hour.”  So they ran some 105 foot LCTs up on the beach, and we 

loaded up.  Nobody was left behind.  We went to Africa, and then when we got 

back to Africa, we stayed probably a week or ten days, and then a ship came in 

and took us into New York.  We came in there one night, and I was supposed to 

come home the next morning, but it so happened that I had been having trouble 

with my hip, and come to find out after I went to the aid station, or hospital, and 

told the corpsman, “I’m going home in the morning.  I need a couple of APCs.”  

He said, “What’s the matter with you?”  I told him, “My hip has a big knot on it.”  

There was a Naval officer doctor standing about ten feet from me, and he said, 

“Drop your pants,” so I did.  He said, “Let me see your hip.”  He looked at it, and 

he said, “You’ve come out of Africa?”  I said, “Yes, Sir.”  He said, “That’s a 

spider bite.  I was in Africa, and doctored many people.  You’re not going any 

place.”  He said, “Corpsman, put him in a bed.”  So they put me in a bed, and I 

stayed there thirty days.  The spider poison—I didn’t know it at the time—but for 

two weeks it just stayed there.  They came in there one day with a pair of forceps 

and just cut a plug out of it, lifted it out, and throwed it away.  He said, “That’s 

dead meat.”  Poison had done that, and low and behold in two weeks I was well.  

And look at me now!  I came home on a train in three days, I believe.  I stayed 

home for thirty days.  Like I said, I had been gone thirty-three months at that time 

from home, and I stayed home thirty days, and then I went to the Pacific.  I went 

to Camp Pendleton in Oceanside, California.  They formed another landing outfit 
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for the Pacific, and we picked up a new ship—the USS Buckingham—at Eugene, 

Oregon.  We took it out for a shakedown, and got in a storm that had a ninety-

mile wind, and I thought we was gonna sink.  Anyway, then we scouted the 

Pacific, but I did not make an invasion in the Pacific.  I was training people, and 

we were getting training going over the sides and going into the islands.  We 

would also make runs back into the West Coast.  One time we went in and picked 

up 2,200 tons of ammunition to take out to the islands, so it was full all the way 

up to the top deck with ammunition.  The last trip I went on in the Pacific, we 

took 2,200 Marines to Manila in the Philippines, and then we turned around to 

come back to get ready to go to Japan to make the invasion.  That’s what it was 

all about out there.  We were just getting ready.  We were just doing other jobs 

until this time presented itself.  One morning, the sun was just coming up over the 

horizon.  I was out on the top deck in line for chow, and you don’t want to miss 

breakfast.  We were three days out of ‘Frisco coming in, and the skipper came on 

the P.A. system and said, “Now here this,” and when they tell you that, your ears 

stand up like a dog or something, because you just know that you’re in for a 

torpedo alert or something, but as it turned out they said, “The Japanese have 

unconditionally surrendered aboard the Battleship Missouri.”  So it was good 

news.  We came in it, but I was scared to death, I guess more-so than I’d ever 

been when I was in the Pacific, because you felt like one of those goofy Japanese 

was gonna get in one of those mini-subs and blow you out of the water.  We came 

on into ‘Frisco, and the old skipper’s wife was in San Diego, and he went there 

for five days.  When he came back, he came aboard ship about five o’clock one 

afternoon, and he got on the P.A. system and told us, “All men with enough 

points to be discharged out of the Navy, get your bag and baggage and get off, 

because we’ll go to sea within an hour.”  It wasn’t a very tidy job of packing sea 

bags, but we got off, and I came to New Orleans by train.  I was discharged from 

New Orleans, and I hitchhiked from New Orleans to Houston to keep from 

spending what little bit of money they gave me.  One thing about it, you didn’t 

have a lot of money.   

 

Interviewer: About how old were you when you went in? 
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Veteran: I was twenty-two.  They paid me $33 a month, because I went in as a 2nd Class 

Fireman.  If I’d gone in as a seaman, I’d have had one strip right there and it 

would have been a white stripe, but I had two red stripes.  When you got three, 

that meant you were 1st Class.   

 

Interviewer: What was your highest rank? 

Veteran: Motor Machinist 1st Class. 

 

Interviewer: What does that mean? 

Veteran: That meant that you could overhaul those engines if they went out when you’re 

trying to get into a beachhead.  You were supposed to know what to do with 

them.  I could tell you some hair-raising stories.  When we went into Gela, Sicily, 

about a hundred yards offshore there was a sandbar all the way across in the 

water.  When we’d get up on it, we couldn’t get off, and we’d just have to sit 

there and keep washing that sand out from under us with the prop, and finally 

we’d get off.  We’d have to get in deep water again and go on in and make the 

invasion.  These engines had big twin filters on them, because of the sand that 

you’d pick up, and you’d be down there working on that where you could turn 

one on and get fresh water, you see, and keep going.  One day the Germans were 

gonna run us off out in the bay, and they were coming off of a mountain and had 

a big railroad gun up there.  Had a huge barrel on it.  They would come out and 

shoot a salvo and then run back down in the track in the caves up in that 

mountain, and that was about as far as from here to North Main to the beach.  But 

that was nothing for a big gun like that.  And I want to tell you what they’d do 

now.  Every time you go by the Battleship Texas, tip your hat, because they’re the 

guys that come in there and melted that mountain down—that big gun and 

everything.  The Texas and the Arkansas did all the ordnance over there.  But 

that’s the way it way it was.  I had twenty-three people under me during those 

invasions, and the rest of them would be infantry.  We were needing tanks bad 

because they were gonna run us out.  I was with my officer and coxswain running 

a boat, and we were going out there to the convoy which was back there in the 

deep water, to get with the admiral to get some tanks in.  We ran out of diesel, 

and I said I’d go get some, so I jumped off and waded to shore, and went and got 
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two five-gallon cans of diesel.  I was coming back up there and you could see for 

miles, and I could see people following me.  Well, I just dropped my cans and 

just jumped to the side and fell on my side like that, and when I did, this German 

was strafing us, and it was just (makes a shooting sound here).  That’s not good 

for the nerves.  Then I got up and got my two cans of diesel and went down and 

poured ‘em in it, and we went out there, and would you believe when I came 

back, George Patton, and he had either three or four fellas with him—

subordinates—they came in on the beach, and George was General George 

Patton—Blood and Guts Patton—that’s who he was, he was about as far as from 

where you are to here, and I was right there on the beach, and he came in, and 

boy he looked every bit of a general.  Them boots were just polished, and that 

helmet was just shining, and the clothes were starched and ironed, and all that 

good stuff.  Great man!  But when he came in, he was unhappy, because he was 

the guy that was supposed to drive the tank divisions out over the mountain, and 

he said, “You tell that so-and-so admiral I want those tanks, and I want ‘em 

now!”  So some of the ships in the convoy had pontoons lashed to the sides.  A 

pontoon is a huge thing as long as this house or longer, made out of steel and it’ll 

float.  They was floatin’ them in, and we was trying to pull ‘em in with the 

landing craft, because when they came across that sandbar, the water was so deep 

that the tank would go in under it—out of sight, you see.  {END OF SIDE A—

SIDE B BEGINS}… and we got the tanks in there, and would you believe that 

the first pontoon we got in for a roadway, we had an officer named Glenn Adams, 

twenty-six years old with blonde hair like you’ve got, and a prince of a fella.  

Well, low and behold he was up there on this pontoon—and he didn’t have them 

little telephones like you’ve got now—you had a runner, and he was a 1st Class 

Seaman, and he would run up to the sandbar where we were working to a 

command post and tell the officers in charge what the admiral said out there, and 

all those things.  It was the first time this runner told me, “Hey, Tex (everybody 

called me Tex), Mr. Adams got killed.  He’s up there on that pontoon.”  That’s 

the first time he never did hit the deck when the bombers was coming in.  It 

looked like somebody had taken a chainsaw and sawed his head off.  His brain 

was laying on the deck, and I saw a bucket with a rope, and I just throwed it over 

the side and got some water and washed his brain off.  I had a guy out of 
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Oklahoma with me on a stretcher and I said, “Get on the other end of this, and 

let’s get        a-hold of him, and we’ll put him up on this stretcher.”  And he said, 

“I can’t do that.”  I said, “Boy, you’d better do that, or they’ll come back here and 

get me and you.”  We took his body up to where you put the dead that was 

happening on the beachhead so they could take them out to the ship and bring 

‘em back to the states. 

 

Interviewer: So how did he happen to get shot? 

Veteran: He got a big piece of shrapnel that cut his head off just like a chainsaw.  He lived 

up in Tremont, Utah.  Good man—good man.  He passed me a compliment when 

we first got together.  I don’t know why, but he and I just seemed to hit it off.  We 

became friends.  He had me out on the firing range, and we didn’t have live 

ammunition.  They needed it out in the Pacific and over there.  You’d take your 

rifle and aim, and you’d be looking at that bullseye down there, and then they’d 

tell you to fire.  Low and behold, I had five of them stacked in a place about 

where that Saddam-guy is, and he said, “I want to ride with you.”  {Laughter}  

But anyway, we were good friends.   

 

Interviewer: What impression do you have about America’s ability to maintain freedom and 

protect its people then and now? 

Veteran: I would think it’s equal, because anybody that loves freedom will give their lives 

for it. 

 

Interviewer: What are your thoughts on the atomic bombing?  Was it necessary? 

Veteran: It was necessary, because they estimated we would have lost two million people 

if we’d made an invasion of Japan. 

 

Interviewer: Did you support it? 

Veteran: Yes, one hundred percent. 

 

Interviewer:  And do you feel that three days was long enough to allow surrender? 

Veteran: They didn’t have no intention of surrendering.  If we hadn’t done that, they would 

not have surrendered, and you would not be talking to me.  Oh, yes, three days 
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was plenty of time, I think.  It’s the same thing I’m seeing with this Saddam-

thing.  They had all the time in the world they needed.  There wasn’t no reason 

for us to have to go in there.  They had all the time they needed to give the 

weapons of destruction, because he had twelve-plus years. 

 

Interviewer: Do you feel that Americans could have done more to prevent the loss of life in 

the German invasions? 

Veteran: No.  I’ll tell you why.  The Germans had been fighting since 1939.  They took 

over different countries.  I’ll tell you what, General Barney Armstead—a German 

general—when we came into the war, you know what he said?  He said, “You 

have just woken up a sleeping giant,” when they went to sinking our ships, and 

they sunk about a hundred out there in the Atlantic.  And that’s true.   

 

Interviewer: Was sending Americans to relocation centers based on their race the right thing to 

do? 

Veteran: No, I don’t think so, but don’t be so hard on us, because we had never been 

attacked like that.  It was all underhanded, and it was a secret deal, and we didn’t 

know what all the Japanese could or would do on the West Coast.  See, hindsight 

is always better than foresight.  Now we can look back and see we didn’t have to 

do that, but who knows how many of them might have turned against us.  Let me 

ask you again.  What are the Iraqis doing right today here in this country?  They 

blew up the towers.  Guys like them G.I.s, they’re paying for it with their lives.  I 

don’t know if I’m answering like it ought to be answered, but I’m answering you 

like I feel.  

 

Interviewer: That’s fine.  What are your thoughts on the leadership of Presidents Roosevelt 

and Truman. 

Veteran: They were good men.  They came in at a time that neither one of them had ever 

seen.  Yes, I think Roosevelt did a good job.  Mistakes were made, but they 

hadn’t been down that road before, you see?  I’m gonna tell you something.  Until 

you go down that road and when you see ‘em dropping on each side of you all the 

time, you learn real fast if you’re gonna be able to keep walking.   
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Interviewer: And what about Truman? 

Veteran: I think Harry Truman saved quite possibly two million servicemen’s lives, and 

I’d have been one of them, so I think a lot of him.  The Japanese were fanatical 

people.  They fought that way.  Just like those people are doing in Palestine, the 

Japanese were suicidal like that in planes.  They knew it was gonna kill ‘em, like 

they did all over the Pacific, but I’ve always said the difference between the 

Japanese and the Germans, the Germans would fall back if you was fighting 

them.  They would fall back to fight another day.  The Japanese would commit 

suicide and run right in there.  It made a difference.  The Germans were smarter 

and knew how to fight a war. 

 

Interviewer: Do you think we had enough allied support when we went into the war? 

Veteran: Yes, I think so.  We were people from grocery stores, off of the farms, and every 

walk of life.  We had never fought a war; we didn’t know anything about it, but 

we won. 

 

Interviewer: If you could go back and change one thing about the war, what would you change 

and why? 

Veteran: You sure ask some hard questions.  People that stand for something—freedom—

they have no alternative but to do something.  Let me put it to you like this.  The 

Russians, the French, and the Germans this time, they’re in it for the money, and 

that kind of help you don’t need, because they’re not gonna do anything but get in 

your way.  The only thing we wanted this time was to set them people free.  We 

would buy their oil if they wanted to sell it to us.  We don’t have to have it.   

 

{TAPE STOPPED—END OF INTERVIEW} 


