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Preface


Upon completing the original draft of my book, The Old U(VA) and I, 1961- 1965, in 2020, my good friend, John Casteen, President and Professor Emeritus of the University of Virginia, consented to review it. His comments were favorable except for one. He noted that the book had no closure. It stopped suddenly in 1966. After hearing this critique, I followed his suggestion and wrote an additional 24th chapter: Beyond Finals. While writing this memoir, it struck me that I should heed John’s advice once again.



The Old U(VA) became widely read, both for the story and its historical significance as a chronicle of education before the massive cultural upheavals of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Because of this, and at the urging of readers, I released my second book earlier this year—The Old Boarding School 1957 – 1961 Blair Academy EST. 1848. This book is a yarn about life and boys’ dormitories, locker rooms, fields, and dance floors. However, like my earlier book readers and audio listeners, I’ve been fascinated by how the collegiate metamorphosis actually spread to and germinated in all secondary schools, both public and private.


With those two volumes launched, I realized that my life had not started at age 14 and ended at age 22, with only two short flashbacks of the next 68 years! Accordingly, this is a remembrance of my nomadic life from birth in 1943 until I entered boarding school in 1957. It is the story of me as a young boy. It also offers a series of glimpses into the cultural views in America in the years that followed the end of the Second World War. These are widely varied because of my family’s nomadic background. In those 14 years, I lived in Montreal, Canada, in three northern and two southern states and attended eight schools. They were tumultuous years that laid the foundation for my future.


I am now almost 82 years old and have only gotten to age 23 of my recollections. Pragmatically, I may not last long enough to write them all. For that reason, Epilogue: Rear View Mirror 1965-2025 at the end of the book is a barebones framework of the last 60 years. It will only stop the day the Lord calls me to rest in His presence. Hopefully, by then, I will be much further along or have completed the project.



As I think back over those nearly six decades, I realize that I need to know much more about myself. I am a vast array of memories and feelings that are scattered about, much like a great room of boxes or files with no organization or retrieval system. Each minute in my life contains a subplot, and right now, I have a multitude of them. Most were mundane and not worth remembering, much less recounting. My task is to select an assortment from all those vignettes.



Another way I look at the concept of memories is that one’s life contains millions and millions of pixels, which builds an extremely unique video. The Lord has created each of us with a unique pattern, different from any other. Just like the nature around us, the pixels are a fantastic variety of colors spliced into a documentary of innumerable mood swings, some bright and joyful and others dark and horrifying. What follows is a tremendously abridged and biased version of the story that is me.



What I propose to do, therefore, is to narrate my life story in a way that will provide insight into who I am and why I think the way I do. I know several people, some friends, others not so much, who seem certain they know the thoughts, motivations, and shortcomings of all those around them. Perhaps if a few of them happen to read this, they can explain it to me.



Before starting any organized project, it is necessary to determine the broad categories and subcategories. Since this is a life story that moves about from various places—as I did as a child—it will be divided chronologically into the various phases of my life with the objective of seeing how they interrelate to produce the tapestry of likes, prejudices, character, morality, and other qualities, both good and bad.
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Chapter 1: Earliest Memories

This account of the first five years of my life is a combination of fragmented memories, photographs, and remembrances from others. Studies show that memory can begin as early as when a child is two and a half. Some of my most vivid recollections are from when I was much younger than this. I have concluded that I heard those stories so often that I must have created memories of them out of imagination. Because of that, many stories in this chapter are imprecise and lacking in detail.

In writing these remembrances in my early 80s, I realized what many of my friends already have: we should have asked for more details when the people present in our early lives were still with us. Relying on birth, marriage, and other public records is cumbersome and provides none of the commentary that is vital to a proper rendition of the past.

And yet, our story—namely World War II babies—is one of a cataclysmic epoch in American history. We were born in a country without antibiotics, and infections that are now considered inconsequential were often fatal. I was four years old when the electronics age was introduced with the invention of transistors, almost 40 years when wireless devices became possible, and well past 50 when Wi-Fi came along. There were no Interstate highways, and the concept of space travel was reserved for science fiction. The ominous fear of nuclear annihilation had not begun to have a dominating influence on the world. The national stain of racial segregation existed, but the winds of change were just beginning to stir.

Our generation came into existence while our elders were engaged in an international conflict to maintain autonomy and superiority as one nation under God—the United States. Once won, they assumed life would resume in peace and prosperity as it had before the conflict. Once again, they would be nestled safely between two vast oceans. However, they were wrong; it was not to be. As a good friend my age remarked, “We have lived long enough to experience an alternative universe.”

This narrative adds a further dimension to the description above, that of a post-war, twentieth-century nomad. From the time of my birth on the northern New Jersey shore, my family’s odyssey planted us in six homes over fourteen years. The timeline traveled through a Naval Air station, Canadian Montreal, isolation in southern Appalachia, Deep South segregation, Texas independence, and the industrial might of Pittsburgh. Along with the uncertain feelings of a wandering sojourner came a splendid view and understanding of the parallel commonalities and disparities of the great country.

With that in mind, please join me on my trip back through time.

Family Background

To describe the “branches on the tree,” I have preceded this chapter with a diagram/ family tree. The following few pages will provide information about many of the people included there. I have done this because so many people profess an interest or fascination with prior generations.

I was born on April 11, 1943, to Frank Hay Briggs and Barbara Weston Smith. In order to avoid there being two “Franks” in the household, my nickname for many years was Jerry. My birth occurred during the first phase of World War II, when the entire world was in upheaval, and it was by no means certain that the Allied powers would overcome the Axis countries. The event occurred at Monmouth Memorial Hospital, now Monmouth Medical Center, in Long Branch, New Jersey. Since my father, Lieutenant (Sg), USNR, was based at Quonset Naval Air Station, Rhode Island, my mother and I spent several weeks with her parents, Charles Samuel Smith and Grace Weston Smith. After raising four children in Belmar, New Jersey, they were living on Bendemeer Avenue in the Lake Haven region of Asbury Park, New Jersey. From there, my parents and I moved to a small duplex near Quonset NAS. 

My father was born at home on June 14, 1906, to Frank Elwood and Grace Hay Briggs on Branchport Avenue in the Port-au-Peck area of Oceanport, New Jersey. They lived on Branchport Creek, a tributary of Pleasure Bay just across the bridge to Long Branch. Being the second son and child with a younger sister, my father grew up in a solid, unpretentious family. His career choice was heavily influenced by his step-grandfather, William (Bill) Kingsley, who owned a prosperous livery stable, a boarding house, and an inn. Although I’m not sure where it was located, I think that it was at the ferry landing at Pleasure Bay. At any rate, after graduating from Chattel High School in Long Branch, he worked at a bank for five years to earn enough money to enter the world-renowned Cornell University hotel school. During college, he worked in fraternity kitchens to help supplement his meager funds.

After working for a year as the assistant to the legendary head of the hotel school, Dean Meek, he and his close friend, Bob Brush, started a hotel operating company, Hosts Hotels. Margaret Ann and I still use a wonderfully warm blanket adorned with its name and logo. Headquartered in Springfield, Massachusetts, during the economic depression, the pair took over properties that had been foreclosed upon by the Massachusetts Mutual Life Insurance Company. By the time they sold the company, it had 17 properties under its control. In hindsight, it was a perfect time to sell because, after the war, the rapid development of motels and chains caused a significant decline in the profitability of small to midsized hotels.


My mother was born the second of four children in Newark, New Jersey, on March 16, 1916. Not long thereafter, the family moved to Belmar, on the Jersey Shore, where they lived on 4th Avenue (now D Street) between the ocean and the Shark River. After graduating from Asbury Park High School, she matriculated at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, earning a degree in English. From there, she went to a secretarial school in Manhattan and modeled clothes in fashion department stores and ladies’ stores. Her first and only full-time paying position was as an assistant to the headmaster at the Pomfret School in Connecticut. 


My father’s parents were Frank Elwood Briggs (Poppy), born October 2, 1874, in New York City, New York, and Grace Gilbert Hay, born in Brooklyn, New York, on August 23, 1874. They were married in Oceanport, New Jersey, in 1900. Poppy died on Christmas Day in 1947, while Nana lived until December of 1965.

Poppy’s parents, John Thomas Briggs and Annie Elizabeth Elwood, were born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1846 and 1853, respectively. They moved to New York City, where John was employed as a diamond setter at Tiffany’s and became a member of Masonic Lodge No. 416. They had children, Lillian M. Briggs Brayshaw (Aunt Lil, 1881-1976), William M. Briggs (who was born around 1872 and did not live past childhood), and my grandfather, Frank Elwood Briggs. Sometime after her husband died of tuberculosis in 1880, Annie married William J. Kingsley (1853-1932), but she had no further children. Annie E. Briggs was the daughter of Michael Elwood, a soldier in the Union Army, Massachusetts Regiment. He was killed at the Battle of Antietam and buried in the National Cemetery in Arlington, Virginia, in an unknown grave. This is archived at the War Department in Washington, DC.


Nana’s father, James Walker Hay, was born on September 2, 1835, in Huntley, Aberdeen, Scotland, and died on May 2, 1884, in Brooklyn, New York. It is unclear when his family arrived in the United States. Records indicate that he served in the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia. After the war, he and one of his brothers settled in New York, where they formed a vaudeville troupe and popularized the song Old Black Joe. Since he was a 32nd-degree Mason, one of the highest ranks in Masonry, his picture was in the Mason Temple in New York. He apparently died of tuberculosis on May 2, 1884, in Brooklyn.


Many years before his death, James married Julia O’Connell on November 7, 1884, who was born in New York on November 14, 1844. Over the years (between 1861 and 1879), she had 10 pregnancies with James and produced five children. She died seven months after her last pregnancy of overwhelming sepsis. By the time I was born, only two of the children had survived, Flora Hay Poinsett (1879-1967) and my grandmother.

My maternal grandfather, Charles Samuel Smith, was born in 1884 in Newark, New Jersey, to Worthington Pearson Smith and Mary Ann Clements Smith. Since his father died when he was young, he and his siblings were raised by their grandmother, Mary Jane Mackenzie Clements. In addition, his Uncle Sam (Samuel) and Aunt Harriet Clements, as well as his Uncle Jim (James) Clements, had significant input in his upbringing. Pop and three siblings, Robert Benjamin Smith, James Worthington Smith, and Mary Elizabeth Smith Fields-Dunlop. Both of his brothers served in the trenches in World War One, after which Bob suffered lifelong medical issues because of being gassed by the Germans. Medical issues aside, he and his wife had twelve children. As a result, mother had several dozen first cousins from that family alone and many more first cousins once removed.

As a young man from this solidly British-minded, middle-class family, Charlie rose to become Secretary/Commissioner of the Newark, New Jersey Fire Department while completing his studies at the New York School of Law. As a highly eligible man on the rise, he met and became captivated by the beautiful, effervescent Grace Winter Weston. They were married on November 16, 1913. Upon passing the bar exam, he entered the practice of law at 11 Commerce Street in Newark, although the family later relocated to Belmar on the Jersey Shore. Despite having to commute daily, he continued lawyering at the same address for over 50 years. In his late 70s, he was forced to retire because of colon cancer. He died in 1970 at the age of 86, but not before he had a chance to meet the first two of his great-grandchildren: Margaret Carolyn (MC) and Barbara Briggs.


Grandma was born on October 4, 1888, in Oxford, New Jersey, an hour west of Newark, in the prosperous farm country of the Garden State. As a direct 10th-generation descendant of three Mayflower families, her genealogy is easy to follow from December 1620 onward. Her parents were George Henry Weston (1853-1922) and Florence Nightingale Mattison Weston (1861-1934). Since George was born in Raynham, Massachusetts, and married Florence of Washington, New Jersey, on May 11, 1880, I have concluded that his family moved to New Jersey after what was known in the South as the War between the States and, in the North, as the Civil War. In the former, it was considered a war between two separate nations, the Confederate States of America versus the United States of America. In the North, it was viewed as a rebellion against the sovereignty of one nation. Either George or one of Grandma’s uncles was a surgeon in the Union Army, although I have misplaced those details.



Mother often told us stories of summers at her grandparents’ house. My first great-grandson, Crewe Gabriel Murray, is in the 15th Mayflower generation of our family tree. His ancestor, Zachariah Weston, born in Plymouth, MA, on the 21st of December in 1728, fought in the American War of Independence. Therefore, he’s also an 11th-generation descendant of that British-descended patriot. From his father, Crewe descends from the African roots of the same tree. Shamefully, the heroic achievements of African Americans in the development of our country were not fully acknowledged until I was in my 20s. Since then, our great republic has made strides toward achieving equal opportunity for all Americans.


Grandma had two sisters, Florence Nightingale (Flossie) and Edna, and two brothers, Granville and Charlie. Charlie also served as a soldier in World War I. While I never met my great-uncles, I remember my great-aunts very well. Both were quite stout, especially Flossie, who owned a boarding house by the beach in Ocean Grove. I believe it is because of them that my mother’s generation was obsessive about weight control.

Even though my parents lived their early lives merely 13 miles away from each other, they first met in Springfield, Massachusetts. Legend has it that Dad initially had a date with someone else. At 35, he was viewed as a handsome and successful bachelor. Allegedly, when someone asked the 26-year-old beauty what she thought of him, the answer was, “Not much.”

As someone who responded much more proactively to challenge than to acquiescence, Dad’s interest was piqued. The two were engaged after what I imagine must have been an exciting courtship. They were married at Trinity Episcopal Church in Asbury Park by the Rev. Dr. Randall Conklin, a close family friend of my grandfather. The wedding was held on December 6, 1941, after which the newlyweds left for a honeymoon trip to the Cloister Hotel in Sea Island, Georgia. They awoke the next morning to find out that the “Day of Infamy” had occurred, with the cowardly air attack by the Empire of Japan on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. Shortly after the wedding trip, my father, along with Bob Brush, sold the company and enlisted in the military. My father was in the Navy, serving as Lt. (sg) Briggs, while Capt. Brush was in the Army.


The next recorded day in my life occurred in either June or July of 1943, when I was christened. The following is an excerpt from the Cornell Hotelman, one of the brief announcements about the event. It reads: “Captain Robert M. Brush, USA, returned from Africa on furlough to act as the proud godfather of Frank H Briggs, Jr., shown above (picture) in the arms of his father, Lieutenant (Sg) Frank H. Briggs USNR. Mrs. Briggs keeps a watchful eye on all three. The christening took place last week in the Chapel at the Naval Air Station, Quonset, Rhode Island, where Lieutenant Briggs is on duty. Lt. Briggs formerly was president of Hosts Inc Hotels and Capt. Brush assisted him in the operation of this chain of hotels. Both men are graduates of the Cornell University Course in Hotel Administration.” 



While I have no memory of Mr. Brush, my other godparents played essential parts in my life. My Uncle Byron was my father’s elder brother. Born in December 1901, at 40, he was too old to be in the service during World War II. However, he was active in the Coast Guard Auxiliary and served as a Coastwatcher. At that time, German U-boats were wreaking havoc on Allied ships. The North Jersey coast was directly on the shipping lanes that led to the New York harbor. That year, Uncle Byron was also elected Commodore of the Long Branch Iceboat and Yacht Club. My godmother was my Auntie Diane, my mother’s younger sister. Through my early childhood, she assumed a position of epic proportions as my “fairy godmother.” (More about each of them later) 


My mother’s eldest brother, Charles Samuel Smith Jr., was married on September 5, 1943, at Trinity Episcopal by Dr. Conklin to Miss. Samantha (Sam) Featherstone of Shreveport, Louisiana. The two had met while he was on training duty in Louisiana. Uncle Red (his lifelong nickname) had been an Asbury Park High School superstar, both academically and athletically. After high school, he went to Mercersburg Academy as a postgraduate and then to the University of Pennsylvania Wharton School of Business. I did not meet him until I was almost three years old.

After being recruited by the Office of Strategic Services, OSS, he left for China via South America and India. He was taught how to parachute by the British in India, and then he was flown “over the hump” into Burma, now Myanmar, as an advisor to the Chinese Nationalists. In July of 1944, while his unit was under attack from a large body of Japanese soldiers, he earned a Bronze Star for extreme heroism and a Purple Heart for being shot in the leg. His commendation notes that his unit killed 343 Japanese soldiers in this successful operation. Medically treated by the Chinese, for whom he had a profound admiration, he recovered and remained in Burma until after the war was won in 1945. 

While growing up, I had never heard the names “Japanese” or “German.” The former were always “Japs”, while the latter were referred to as Nazis, Krauts, or another nickname. Videos and movies from the era show the same. After all, these were enemies who had declared war on our country and were out to kill and pillage.

Uncle Red did not meet his eldest daughter, my dear cousin, Elaine, until she was nearly three years old. My first ever memory of him was as an effervescent clerk behind the soda counter at a local drug store. When I mentioned this to my mother years later, she told me never to mention it in front of him because it was a source of great frustration to him. A University of Pennsylvania Wharton School graduate, he did not return to an executive role at Prudential Life until months after he was discharged as a war hero. At the outbreak of the Korean War, he was recalled and served two years at the Pentagon as a Captain in Army Intelligence because of his Far East experience.

My mother’s younger brother, Douglas Mackenzie Smith, and her elder brother, Charles Samuel Smith Jr, had very similar backgrounds. Both attended Mercersburg Academy after Asbury Park High School, where they excelled. While Uncle Doug went to Yale, their teams were perennial competitors in vying for the National College Swimming Championship. Both were members of Beta Theta Pi Fraternity at their respective schools. Each was intensely loyal to the other, as were all my family members.

A closer inspection, however, showed some noticeable differences between the two. The elder had brown hair and eyes (as did my mother, Barbara), while Doug was strikingly blonde with brilliant blue-green eyes like his kid sister, Diane. Other variances were more profound. While both were effervescent and popular, Uncle Red was controlled and disciplined, while Uncle Doug was more impulsive and rebellious.

Mother told me that when they worked together laying oil pipelines in Pennsylvania during summer vacations in the mid-1930s, Doug could take offense easily and walk off the job. Then Big Brother would have the dual responsibility of calming his younger sibling down while also pleading for his reinstatement on the crew. At the time, the economic depression was intense, and each desperately needed income to pay for expensive education. 

When war broke out, Uncle Doug had not yet received his degree from Yale. Nonetheless, he left school and enlisted in the Marines. After basic training, he was assigned to flight training in Jacksonville, Florida, where he excelled as a natural pilot. During that time, he and the gorgeous Marise McManus (from South Orange, New Jersey) were married. Uncle Doug and Aunt Marise had fallen in love while he was a lifeguard at the Spring Lake Club, where the McManus family had a summer home. Since it was wartime, the families traveled south to Atlanta, where the pair tied the knot. Uncle Red was granted leave to come from Louisiana to act as best man. The union of a proud Protestant Episcopal family with a staunchly Irish Catholic one had been viewed with significant alarm on both sides.

An equipment failure while airborne required Uncle Doug’s significant talent to escape alive, though it inflicted a significant back injury and demanded ample recovery time. As a result, he became a flight instructor for the duration of the war. Uncle Red always looked wonderfully military, with a professional command presence in his Army uniform. Meanwhile, Uncle Doug, in his Marine dress blues, always looked like the subject of a recruiting poster.

The youngest of the Smith siblings was my beloved godmother, Diane. Auntie Di was nearly 21 years old when I was born. Since she still lived with her parents, and I spent a good deal of time there in my early years, I knew her best out of all the siblings. At age 14, she was nicknamed the Jersey Mermaid because of her incredible accomplishments as a distance swimmer. While she had not qualified for the 1936 Olympics, it was remarkable that she was able to participate in the trials. My first memory of this storied athlete, my Auntie Di, was when my mother and I arrived at the Allenhurst Beach Club, where she directed water activities. I remember her as a brightly smiling young blonde striding toward us and taking me in her arms.

By the early-1940s, the British Navy was operating the Asbury Park Beach Resort, the Berkley Carteret, referred to as the HMS Asbury. The facility housed shipwrecked British sailors awaiting reassignment. When the Admiralty determined that more sailors died from drowning than any other cause, they introduced swimming instructions, and Diane Deans was suggested as the ideal choice at that location. Upon arriving at the site, she began laughing at all the grown men moving about in short pants, a staple of the British officer’s summer white uniforms. Then, a dashing Scottish officer, Lieutenant (Sg) Jamie Robertson Deans (later to become a Lt. Cmdr.), approached her to discuss the training. As time passed, their relationship moved far beyond the swimming program.

As a Brit, Jamie Deans had been at war since 1939 and served in numerous combat missions. He’d survived the incredibly hazardous North Sea convoys to the Russian port of Murmansk, as well as the near-suicidal equipping of the Bolsheviks when they were fighting the Germanic scourge on the Eastern Front. By the time he met my Aunt Diane, he had survived two ship sinkings. However, their romance was put on hold when Uncle Jim returned to sea duty. First, he participated in the naval arm of the D-Day invasion of the beaches at Normandy, France. After that, he proceeded to battle in the Pacific. He remained on sea duty, based in Australia, until the war’s end.

Because of my unripened age at the time and all the variables, it is impossible for me to get a straight chronology of all these events. This may be my imagination, but I distinctly remember riding in an open Jeep with my jolly hero, Uncle Jim, and another British officer in the front seat, with my Auntie Di and me in the back. In this memory or dream, it is a gloriously warm, sunny day, and the men are in their summer whites. We drive from Brook Corners, recently purchased by my grandparents, to HMS Asbury.

What’s more certain, however, is that Uncle Jim and Auntie Di were married after the war. The reception was at our house and grounds on Cedar Avenue in West Long Branch near what is now Monmouth University. A full Robertson Clan kilt, jacket, and all accessories my size had been imported from Scotland, especially for me to be the ring bearer. It was a wonderful affair, and I have a picture of me, in full regalia, from the event.

The final member of that generation was my father’s younger sister, Aunt Ann, who went to a teachers’ college, although I don’t know which college. She was married to a brilliant Lehigh University engineer, (James) Rue Campbell. Uncle Rue’s job involved keeping the lights going in New York City, which was vital to the war effort. For that reason, he remained a civilian. They were married for several years before my parents and had a son named Jim, my only older cousin.

Quonset Naval Air Station

While proofreading the following pages, my granddaughter, Mary Stuart Murray, implored me to stop using objectionable words and descriptions. Because of that, I need to explain my purpose for including them.


You see, I grew up in a country where descriptions once considered polite are now thought of as very offensive. One example is the usage of the word “Negro.” In his incredibly moving I Have a Dream speech, the great American civil rights icon Martin Luther King Jr. continually uses the term to describe his dream of inclusion of “the Negro” into the mainstream of American life. Another is the regular use of the names “White” and “colored” universally, but in southern states especially.


One major purpose of these reflections on my last almost eighty years is to illustrate the remarkable growth of America in my lifetime, particularly regarding racial conciliation. To do this, I will use terms commonly used in the period I remember. To do otherwise would not present an accurate picture of the past or the transition into the present.


On July 26, 1948, President Harry S Truman issued Executive Order 9981, which declared, “That there shall be equality of treatment and opportunity for all persons in the Armed Services without regard to race, color. Religion, or national origin.” Until then, with a few outstanding exceptions, African American and other minority servicemen had been segregated, with almost all commanded by White officers. Moreover, very few were permitted combat duty, and others were given menial tasks instead. Despite that, an overwhelming majority performed patriotically and, when given the opportunity, fought with valor and distinction. After desegregation, minority representation in the military grew by leaps and bounds. Hundreds of African Americans became admirals and generals; in 1989, President George HW Bush appointed General Colin L Powell as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


My memories of Quonset Naval Air Station are a few kaleidoscopic visions that occur in no chronological order. When Lieutenant (Sg) Briggs, USNR, became Lieutenant Commander Briggs, USNR, we moved into Quonset officers’ quarters. Apparently, since Dad was a reserve officer, this move was not popular with many Regular Navy (USN) officers. Dad once recalled being stopped by an admiral in front of his quarters.

The Admiral commanded my father, “Commander, show my daughter here how to tie these knots!”

Due to his nautical background, my father knew the knots requested and was able to demonstrate them to the admiral’s very young daughter, probably to the chagrin of the senior officer. Although not by design, I’m told that I evened the score with the Admiral. While eating with my parents at the Officer’s Club one night, I was seated in a highchair. Apparently, the red Jell-O that was being served was not to my liking—so much so that I hurled it into the air. It landed squarely on the head and shoulders of that esteemed personage. I do recall, very dimly, my parents apologizing profusely to a furious, gray-haired older gentleman who was resplendent in lots of gold braids. Thereafter, when such events came up, I was left at home in the care of a Chief Boatswain’s Mate who was never without his large, black cigar. I’m told that he was convinced he was the one who taught me how to march from one end of my crib to the other without ever taking the cigar out of his mouth.

On the other hand, being the head of food services made my father an exceedingly popular officer. It was said that he was saluted with more fervor than the commanding officer himself, partly because he fed everyone. There was, however, another reason. He commanded all the colored sailors. This made him acutely aware of the indignities and secondhand status of Black personnel in the segregated Navy. Unlike many officers, he treated those in his command with respect and empathy, and since he was their officer, they also treated him accordingly.

One of my father’s most terrible memories was an incident that occurred during a parade. Negro service members, acutely aware of their status, took special pride in performing perfectly while on parade. During a routine review, Dad realized he had marched his men slightly further than what was necessary to permit them to execute a “column right” maneuver to leave the field. Urgently, he commanded a maneuver they had never practiced. With great regret, he later recounted the disaster of watching 1,000 men struggling to follow his ill-advised command.

I can remember being at a main gate with the Marine or Shore Patrol (SP) sentries manning the double row of checkpoints. Watching my father approach us after appropriate salutes between him and the sentries was a magical time for me. He was an overwhelmingly impressive person to me, in his officer’s cap with gold braid, long navy great coat, and white silk scarf.

I also remember, obviously in another season, excitedly throwing a handful of blackberries I had just picked on his desk in excitement. He just looked at me without saying a word while Mother gathered up the berries and reprimanded me. By his late 30s, we were each unsure how to deal with the other. This is probably descriptive of the relationship that existed between us for many years.

Before moving onto the base, we lived close by in a duplex. It often had a pungent, unpleasant smell, which increased in intensity near the trash cans housed by the back door. Hovering near the garbage were some delightful little black animals, each with a white stripe down its back. Mother frequently warned me of the nature of those creatures. She described in dramatic detail how I would have to be bathed if I let them come near me with the hopes of getting a treat, and they sprayed me. Those who have experience with skunks in close proximity will understand her alarm.

Although I don’t remember this, I was told of when the water heater broke in our quarters. Mother called Lieutenant Commander Briggs, who was on duty at the BOQ. The sailor answering the phone said, “The Commander said to get him up at 0700.” Mother explained that she was Mrs. Briggs, the Commander’s wife. Believing that she must not have heard him, the sailor repeated, “The commander said to wake him up at 7 o’clock.” He must have hoped that he could make her understand by converting the time to civilian language. I can’t remember what finally happened. Since we didn’t blow up, the Officer of the Day presumably worked it out.

One day at the beach, I wandered away toward a group of men near a black, shed-like structure. As I drew closer, they noticed me, smiled, and beckoned me to come over. By then, my mother had spotted me and summoned me with some alarm in her voice. At the same time, one of the men took an Oreo cookie and reached it toward me. Choosing between punishment and an Oreo was quite simple; I chose the latter. In later years, while looking at pictures, I realized that the men cleaning the beach were Nazi POWs. I was likely the first little boy they’d seen in many years, especially in a peaceful setting.

My memory also contains another vivid scene close to our quarters. There was a truck in the street, with men loading household belongings onto it. Standing nearby were the mother, the little boy that I’d played with, and his baby sister. They looked very somber and sad, so I asked my mom what was happening.

“They’re moving away,” she said, “Their daddy isn’t coming home anymore.”

When I asked why, her lips tightened, and she hesitated before telling me the truth. Their daddy had been shot down by a Jap airplane. In hindsight, it must have been around the same time my mother received word that a Japanese sniper in Burma had wounded her elder brother, to whom she was so devoted.

Today, Japan is a trusted ally standing between the US and China, a country now committed to dominating the world. Seventy-five years ago, they were pillaging and killing in all of Asia and the Pacific. At that time, it had been three years since the Empire of Japan attacked Pearl Harbor with no warning. On our eastern side, the Germans, Italians, and their allies were doing the same thing in Europe and the Middle East.

In other words, my mother’s emotions pretty much reflected those of everyone who lived through that dreadful time, watching the deaths and casualties worsen daily.

My Jersey Shore (13 Miles Long - 5 Miles Wide)

It isn’t easy to follow a story without having a general understanding of the geographic setting. From our house on Cedar Ave, my Smith grandparents lived four miles south, while my Briggs grandparents lived 1.6 miles north. Everything else I am about to describe lies within a few miles of those places. How, you ask? For further understanding, I have included three maps that appear after the family tree.


	New York North Jersey North Jersey shore 

	Our Jersey Shore 

	New Jersey Railroad Routes 





The places I am about to recount have changed and grown beyond belief as the years have gone by. Seventy-five years ago, the Jersey Shore was a lightly populated rural area. There were no shopping centers, four-lane highways, housing developments, or any kind of suburban sprawl. Each little town or city was just that and not part of a metropolis. The 19th-century estate, standing alone on Academy Hill, has long since been torn down to make way for fast food establishments. The houses described on Branchport, Cedar, and Roseld Avenues are now remodeled and surrounded by subdivisions. The YouTube documentary, The Rise and Fall of Asbury Park, NJ (a tale of urban decay), best describes the Wonderland I remember it being. This is not a commentary on whether the old days were better or worse. It is only a reminder that they have been replaced.



The war was finally over on September 5, 1945. I was almost two and half years old and now had a baby sister, Kingsley (Lee), who was born on February 2nd that year. Several months later, we moved into our house on Cedar Avenue in West Long Branch, New Jersey. It was located on well over an acre of land—a two-storied, white building with a spacious porch fronting the entire structure. Behind it was a large barn, to the east of which stood a massive Tulip tree (Northern Magnolia) and an even larger hardwood tree in front. Located several blocks west of the town center, it was a short walk to the fire station/municipal building and several stores. Atop the firehouse was an astoundingly loud siren used for summoning firemen from miles away and announcing noon and other events. I remember Mother striving to calm Lee and me down the first time we heard it from 100 yards away.
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