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Preface

The memoir that follows provides a march back through time—to the first half of
the 20th century. Admiral O’Neill’s career began with his entrance into the Coast Guard
Academy during World War I. Several of the cutters during his early sea service were
built in the 19th century. In these recollections he tells of Bering Sea patrols in the far
North, patrolling against rumrunners during Prohibition, commanding a Navy attack
transport during amphibious assaults in World War II, and eventually leading the service
as a whole. He was Assistant Commandant from 1946 to 1949 and Commandant of the
Coast Guard from 1950 to 1954. His leadership helped preserve the character of the
service. when government officials contemplated dismembering it in the early 1950s.
Through his words Admiral O’Neill comes across as upassuming, a man who
consistently put the interests of the service above his own ego.

This oral history reptesents a long-lost treasure. In the early 1970s Peter Specire
did the interviews at a time when the Naval Institute’s oral history program was in its
infancy. He was then an assistant editor in the Naval Institute’s book department and a
lieutenant (junior grade) in the Coast Guard Reserve. Even though the interviews were
conducted and transcribed many years ago, for some reason the project was never
completed until now. The transcript turned up in a recent inventory of unfinished
material. 1 have converted it to digital format, added footnotes to provide additional
background material, and done some very slight editing in the interests of smoothness
and clarity. In large part, this transcript consists of the spoken words from Admiral
O’Neill.

Welcome financial sponsorship for the completion of the project came from the
Foundation for Coast Guard History, which was established “to promote the recognition
and prestige of the United States Coast Guard by emphasizing its illustrious past.”
Captain Fred Herzberg is the foundation’s executive director, and Vice Admiral Howard
Thorsen is chairman of the board. They were instrumental m arranging a contribution to
ensure that Admiral O'Neill’s recollections will be made available for the benefit of

history.




Finally, the Naval Institute expresses its gratitude to the Tawani Foundation and
the Pritzker Military Library for their generous financial support of the oral history

program that produced this memoir.

Tawl. Siwtwecs

Paul Stillwell

Director, History Division
U.S. Naval Institute
December 2004




ADMIRAL MERLIN O’NEILL

UNITED STATES COAST GUARD (RETIRED)

Merlin O'Neill was born on 30 October 1898 in North Kenova, Ohio. After graduating
from Morgan City High School, Morgan City, Louisiana he attended Western Kentucky
State Normal School in 1916 and 1917, followed by a term at the U.S. Military Academy,
West Point, New York. He then prepared service academy entrance examinations at
Marion Institute, Marion, Alabama. He entered the U.S. Coast Guard Academy, New
London, Connecticut, with an appointment as cadet in July 1918.

Graduating with an ensign’s commission in March 1921, he subsequently advanced as
follows: licutenant (junior grade), 14 November 1921; lieutenant, 10 September 1925;
lieutenant commander, 7 March 1929; commander, 25 May 1940; commander, 10
December 1942; captain, 1 June 1945; rear admiral, 1 February 1946; vice admiral, 1
January 1950; retired 1 June 1954 with rank of admiral.

His first assignment was on board USCGC Gresham, based at New York City. During
following tours of duty on board USCGC Haida (April 1922 to December 1923) and
USCGC Algonquin (in 1924), he made three long Bering Sea Patrol cruises with those
vessels—two with the former and one with the latter.

After returning to the Atlantic Coast on board USCGC Mojave, O’Neill was detailed to
the Philadelphia Navy Yard. His assignment was connected to the conversion of the
former Navy destroyer Ericsson to Coast Guard duty for the suppression of smuggling.
He served first as the executive officer of the destroyer after she was commissioned in
May 1925. He became the commanding officer in 1927.

In September 1927 he was assigned to the Coast Guard Academy staff as an instructor.
He acquired additional duties in November 1929, when he was appointed commandant of
cadets. He made three summer practice cruises with the cadets during that period.

Between October 1930 and June 1933 he commanded the destroyers Monaghan,
Herndon, and Cassin, respectively, on anti-smuggling operations along the North
Atlantic Coast. During the next two and half years, he commanded USCGC Apache.

He was next stationed at Coast Guard Headquarters, Washington, D.C., from October
1935 to October 1942. During that time he served in the office of Operations and was
also a Technical Adviser to the United States Delegation at the International Whaling
Conference in London (May-June 1937). He became the first Chief Director of the Coast
Guard Auxiliary (initially known as the Coast Guard Reserve), when that organization
was formed in 1939.



During World War II he commanded the Coast Guard-manned attack troop transport USS
Leonard Wood (APA-12) in the invasions at North Africa, Sicily, Gilbert Islands, and
Marshall Islands. He was awarded the Legion of Merit for exceptionally meritorious
conduct in the performance of outstanding services in the Sicily campaign and the Navy
Unit Commendation for the transport’s "exceptionally meritorious service in action
against enemy aircraft, shore batteries, mines, and submarines."

In July 1944 Admiral O’Neill became commanding officer of the Coast Guard
Amphibious Training Unit at Camp Lejeune, New River, North Carolina. A month later
he was assigned as commander of the Baltimore Section of the Fifth Coast Guard
District. His duties embraced the captain-of-the-port functions, the marine inspection
office, pilot stations, a Coast Guard Base, a sub-recruiting station, and a training station at
Fort McHenry.

Early in 1945 he was assigned as Assistant Chief, Finance and Supply Division, at Coast
Guard Headquarters. Later that year, he was promoted to commodore and stationed at
Norfolk, Virginia, as Commander Fifth Coast Guard District.

By nomination of President Harry S. Truman and with the confirmation of the Senate,
O’Neill was appointed Assistant Commandant of the U.S. Coast Guard with rank of rear
admiral as of 1 February 1946. He held this post until the Commandant, Admiral Joseph
F. Farley, retired on 31 December 1949. O’Neill succeeded to the post of Commandant
on 1 January 1950 with the rank of vice admiral. (His nomination as Commandant was
announced by President Truman on 12 October 1949 and was confirmed by the Senate on
14 October 1949.)

When O’Neill took over as Commandant, the service had not changed much since its
postwar demobilization. With a strength of just under 23,000 men, the service manned
177 cutters and 429 lighthouses in addition to various other craft and stations. Though no
cutters served in combat operations, there would be considerable expansion as a result of
the breakout of the Korean War in June 1950. President Truman’s executive order
subsequent to the Magnuson Act saw the Coast Guard become responsible for the
execution of a national port security program. In performance of these duties the Coast
Guard was to ferret out left-wing subversives in the nation’s merchant fleet. The
subsequent heavy-handed investigations led to the service’s greatest levels of
unpopularity since Prohibition.

Due to the fact that the Coast Guard Reserve had lapsed in the years following
demobilization, the Korean War spurred the appropriation of funds to build an effective
Coast Guard Reserve capable of supporting the service’s wartime missions. The
emergence of the Cold War saw Coast Guard personnel man the oceangoing radio station
Courier. This vessel transmitted Voice of America broadcasts from the Greek island of
Rhodes.




Though short of the statutory retirement age, O’Neill retired from the Coast Guard
effective 1 June 1954 with the rank of full admiral. Under his leadership the Coast
Guard’s peacetime strength had reached its highest levels. At the time of his retirement,
military personnel numbered just over 29,000 and this was supported by a civilian work
force of just under 5,000. Though it may be said that O’Neill’s tenure as Commandant
was relatively unspectacular in comparison to others, it should also be noted that he did
provide steady, competent leadership during a period of peacetime expansion.
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Interview Number 1 with Admiral Merlin O’Neill, U.S. Coast Guard {Retired)
Place: Admiral O’Neill’s home in Lusby, Maryland
Date: Saturday, 31 January 1970

Interviewer: Peter Spectre

Peter Spectre: Admiral, I wonder if you could tell me a little bit about your childhood:

where you were born, the day you were born, a little background for our interview.

Admiral O'Neill: Very well. I was born in North Kenova, Ohio, the 30th of October
1898. While I was a very young child, my parents moved to Delta, Ohio, which is at the
southern tip of the state, down on the Ohio River. It is also next door to a small village
known as South Point, meaning the southernmost post of the state. We lived there until I

was 15 years old.
Peter Spectre: Is that a very rural area, or is it near a city?

Admiral O'Neill: It was a rural area, and my father was the country doctor of the
horse-and-buggy variety. And I well remember Delta, Ohio. I went to school there. My
first paying job was janitor of a two-room schoolhouse in Delta. Iwas in my early teens.
Also, we lived right on the Ohio River, and there I was the proud owner of a rowboat,
which in those days and in that section of the country were called johnboats. Then, when
T was about 15 years old, my family moved to Morgan City, Louisiana. I went to high
school there. 1 attended high school for three years, and while I was there 1 worked

during the summer. I operated a small boat, about 26 feet long, working for one of the

sugat plantation owners.
Peter Spectre: How did you get that job?
Admiral O'Neill: My father had the boat built to take care of some of his practice in the

bayous in Louisiana. Then this plantation owner, who was my Sunday school teacher,

asked me if I could transport him and some of his workmen around the bayous of his
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plantation on Avoca Island. That’s right near the Atchafalaya River. It was there, this
little city known as Morgan City, Louisiana, where I first learned about the Coast Guard.
At that time it was known as the Revenue Cutter Service.” A revenue cutter came in and
anchored just below the Southern Pacific Railroad bridge there. They came in apparently
for boarding purposes, boarding and checking on boats and so forth, the usual work,
making sure they had the proper papers and equipment.

Then, after I graduated from high school, the principal of the high school strongly
recommended that I take up teaching as a profession. He was a graduate of the Western
Kentucky State Normal School at Bowling Green, Kentucky. And so I entered there, and
while 1 was there a friend of mine in Morgan City told me that he could get me an

appointment to West Point as a second alternate—in other words, the number-three

candidate.
Peter Spectre: How long was that after you started normal school?!

Admiral ONeill: That was when [ first entered normal school. And I was told that I
could have an appointment as a second alternate, which would be for the following year,
That was in 1916, and this appointment was for 1917. But he told me that the principal,
the number-one man, and the first alternate—either one or the other—would get the
appointment, and he would make my appointment the principal for the following year. I

said that was agreeable with me, so I went on with my work there at the normal school.
Peter Spectre: How were your grades during high school and normal school?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, they were average for that type of school. You see, the high
school down there at that time did not have what you call advanced courses. School in
those days would correspond with junior high school nowadays, I would imagine. Well,

anyway, it so turned out that the principal and first alternate for West Point both failed

* The U.S. Coast Guard was officially established on 28 January 1915 through the merger of the Revenue

Cutter Service with the Life-Saving Service.
' A normal school was a preparatory college for aspiring schoolteachers; it was usually two years in

duration. .
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their physical exams, and I received a letter stating that I had passed my physical exam,
and I could have the appointment. Well, I talked it over with some of my friends, and
they said, “Well, why don’t you go ahead and try it?” SoI1did. I went to West Point in

June of 1917.

Peter Spectre: What was your feeling about West Point and the Army and so forth in

light of your later career?

Admiral O'Neill: 1had no particular desire to go to West Point, because I had never had
any connection with the Army, or the Navy, for that matter. Ihad with what was known
as the Revenue Cutter Service, because it was stationed on the Ohio River. Well,
anyway, 1 went on to West Point in June 1917, and I realized shortly after I got there that
I was not prepared for service in any of the military academies with the amount of
schooling that T had had. So, while I was there, one day I saw in the Army-Navy
Journal—I think that magazine might be out of print nowadays—but in the Army-Navy

Journal there was a notice of a competitive exam for the Coast Guard Academy.
Peter Specire: What was your weakest point at West Point?

Admiral O'Neill: Mathematics. Then that rang a bell with me. The notice said that there
would be a competitive exam to be held in May or June of 1918 and listed the various
cities in the United States where the exam would be held. That rang a bell with me, and
remembering that I, as 1 say, was not prepared at that time for any college—military or
otherwise—TI resigned in January 1918 and immediately enrolled at the Marion Military

Institute at Marion, Alabama.
Peter Spectre: How did you hear of that school?
Admiral O'Neill: They also had an ad in the Army-Navy Journal stating that they had a

preparatory course for young men who were preparing for Annapolis, West Point, and the

Coast Guard Academy. That’s how I happened to know about Marion Institute.
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Peter Spectre: How did your parents feel about you resigning from West Point?

Admiral O'Neill: I talked it over with them and convinced them I wasn’t prepared. I
wasn’t particularly interested in it, but I did want to try for the Coast Guard Academy.
So they went along with me on the idea of going to Marion and taking this prep course.
That prep course was actually 98% mathematics; that’s what it was. And there were
quite a few young men there prepping for the three military academies, and a number
preparing for the Coast Guard Academy. My roommate there at prep school paséed the
exam, and he was my roommate at the Coast Guard Academy for one year. Well,
anyway, then in June I took the competitive exam for the Coast Guard and passed it and
entered the Academy in July—I think it was the latter part of July—1918 and went
through the usual courses there. It was my good fortune to graduate number one in the

class. .

Peter Spectre: Could you tell me a little bit about the Coast Guard Academy when you

were there?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, it was small. It was a very much smaller institution than it is
today. It was located at Fort Trumbull, New London, and some of our classrooms were
in the old Civil War forts there. It was a typical fort of Civil War days, and our barracks
were wooden structures that were built at the beginning of World War I. We took over
some of them for the Academy and the cadets. When I entered there, there were only a

total of 52 cadets.
Peter Spectre: In all four classes?
Admiral O'Neill: Well, there were only three classes.

Peter Spectre: It was a three-year course?
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Admiral O'Neill: It was a three-year course. It was shortened to two and a half years on
account of World War 1. We graduated in two and a half years instead of three years.
But when I entered there were 52 cadets, and I was number 51, because one reported a

week after I did, so I wasn’t exactly low man on the totem pole.

Peter Spectre: How many were in your class?

Admiral O'Neill: We were 15, and only 4 graduated.

Peter Spectre: What happened to the other 117

Admiral O'Neill: Well, some failed, but a majority resigned, because they weren’t
interested in the Coast Guard as a career. And there may have been a few who wanted to
avoid the man in the brown suit, as we say. I don’t know for sure, but I suspect that that

was the case.

Peter Spectre: What course of instruction did you pursue? Were you an engineer

student, or did you have a distinction?
Admiral O'Neill: Well, we had a distinction. We had line cadets and engineer cadets in
those days. The engineer cadets—that was a one-year coursc. Mine was the line. That

was for scamanship, and radio, and electricity, and subjects of that nature.

Peter Specire: When you arrived there, were you assigned to one or the other, or did you

have a choice?

Admiral O'Neill: T had to go in as line, because in order to go in as engineer you had to

be a graduate of an engineering school.

Peter Spectre: You had to have been to college then?
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Admiral O'Neill: Yes.

Peter Spectre: So that actually the engineering students were similar to what we have in

OCS now?"

Admiral O'Neill: That’s right. Indoctrination primarily. Acquaint them with the service

etiquette, and customs and routine, and a smattering of seamanship.

Peter Spectre: Who were your instructors? Were they Coast Guardsmen, or were they

civilians?

Admiral O'Neill: We had one civilian; our mathematics instructor was a civilian. All the

rest were commissioned officers.

Peter Spectre: How were they? Were they good instructors?

Admiral O'Neill: Excellent, excellent. Our French instructor had spent some time in

France purposefully to prepare himself, and our engineering instructor was a regular

engineering officer in the Coast Guard—all very able, competent men.

Peter Spectre: Were the commissioned instructors permanently assigned there?

Admiral O'Neill: No, no. They were assigned there for a tour, say, of three or four years.
Now, the civilian mathematics instructor was there for life. He was one of the
outstanding mathematicians in the country.

Peter Spectre: What was his name?

Admiral O'Neill: Professor Dimick.!

* OCS — Officer Candidate School.
! Professor Chester E. Dimick.
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Peter Spectre: You had your classroom instruction. What other kind of practical training

did you have?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, during the summer we had the summer cruises for practical
seamanship and navigation. In the wintertime, of course, it was theoretical, practically all
of it. But aboard the training ships we usually made about a two or two-and-a-half-
months cruise, where we alternated in engine room duty and fireroom duty and various
watch-standing duties like lookouts and wheelman, and also junior officer of the deck for

officer of the deck training, so someday if we were to be commissioned—

Peter Spectre: Did the Coast Guard Academy have their own training ships at that time,

or did you train on regular Coast Guard—?

Admiral O'Neill: No, they had their own training ships. ‘When I first reported there, the
training ship was a regular cutter, the Onondaga and assigned there for that purpose.”
Then later on she was relieved by the Jtasca that was formerly a Navy gunboat.Jr Then

later on, after I graduated, she was relieved by the Alexander Hamilton as a training ship.I
Peter Spectre: Did you train in sail at all?

Admiral O'Neill: Yes, the Jtasca carried sails. We never really sailed a ship. We would
put up the sails but only temporarily, just for the training. But we wouldn’t shut down
the engines and just sail alone. Sometimes we used staysails in stormy weather and, of
course, furled the sails for practice and to learn the terminology—which we never used

after we graduated.

* The 205-foot-long, 1,181-ton Onondaga was commissioned 24 October 1898, served in World War |, and
was decommissioned 5 November 1919

t The 188-foot, 839-ton USS Bancroft was built for the Navy as a training vessel and gunboat; she was
commissioned by the Navy on 3 March 1893. She was transferred to the Revenue Cutter Service 30 June
1906 and renamed Jtasca. She was eventually sold by the Coast Guard on 11 May 1922.

! The 204-foot, 1,010-ton USS Vicksburg was commissioned as a Navy gunboat on 23 October 1897. On2
May 1921 she was transferred to the Coast Guard and on 18 August 1922 rendmed Alexander Hamilton.
She served as a Coast Guard Academy training ship until 1930.
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Peter Spectre: Where did you go on your cruises?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, the first year, that was ’18, the war was still on. We just cruised
along the eastern seacoast: around Long Island Sound, up off the New England coast,
down off the eastern coast down as far as the Carolinas. And then the following year we
made a cruise to the Caribbean, down through the Panama Canal. Then, the third
summer I was there, on a training ship we made a trip to Europe. We went to England,
France, and the Azore Islands, then back to New London. Then I graduated from there in

1921, and I was assigned to a cutter in New York for one year. Then I was transferred to

a cutter that was stationed in Seattle, Washington.

Peter Spectre: What was the name of the cutter on your first assi gnment in New York?

Admiral O'Neill: The Gresham.’

Peter Spectre: Did you have any choice in your assignment?

Admiral O'Neill: No.

Peter Spectre: None at all?

Admiral O'Neill: Not at all, never.

Peter Spectre: Were you happy with your assignment?

Admiral O'Neill: Oh, yes. I was very fortunate; I had good assignments all through my

carcer.

" The 206-foot, 1,090 cutter Gresham was commissioned 30 May 1897 and served in World War I. She
was decommissioned in 1935, later brought back for brief service in World War II.
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Peter Spectre: Could I ask you a little bit about what your first duties were on the

Gresham?

Admiral ONeill: Oh, I was junior officer of the deck with related duties. | was the
clothing officer, and I had one of the divisions aboard to teach the men signaling and
duties of that kind. We used to have our drills—man-overboard drills, fire drills,
collision drills—and I was responsible for that particular division of men that I had as the

junior officer.
Peter Spectre: How many officers were there on board?

Admiral O'Neill: There were only two regular watch officers. Another youngster that
graduated ahead of me was the other one. Then there was the executive officer. He
didn’t stand watches except when we were under way at sea, and then the commanding

officer and the engineering officer.

Peter Spectre: How big was the Gresham?

Admiral O'Neill: She was 250 feet.

Peter Spectre: What type of duty did the Gresham engage in?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, it was regular Coast Guard duty in those days. It was search and
rescue primarily, and boarding duties—you know, to check on equipment of boats and
ships and tugs in Baltimore Harbor. We had to do a great deal of small-boat boarding
with ships, boats, tugs and barges, ferryboats, and things like that. We had to cruise over

our station: our station was from Block Island to Cape May. That was the area of the

ocean we were responsible for, the ship was responsible for.

Peter Spectre: Were there any other Coast Guard cutters that covered that area?
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Admiral O'Neill: No, there were two harbor tugs used to carry Customs men, but we

were the only Coast Guard seagoing ship there.

Peter Spectre: So that when you werer't cruising, when you were on the shore base, there

was no one on the station as the Coast Guard?

Admiral O'Neill: No, it wasit a constant patrol at sea, no. But, you see, we anchored
there. We had no base; we had to anchor or stay at Staten Island. That was our regular
anchorage, and we could get out to sea very easily, just down the channel there. But our
orders were in those days to cruise over the station at least once a month. That could take

several days to cruise if there were no calls, but we were constantly ready to go night or

day and many times went out late at night.

Peter Spectre: Did you live on board ship?

Admiral O'Neill: Oh, yes; oh, yes.

Peter Spectre: Or did you live in New York?

Admiral O'Neill: No, I lived on board.

Peter Spectre: When did you meet your wife?

Admiral O'Neill: While [ was a cadet at New London.

Peter Spectre: When did you marry her?

Admiral O'Neill: We were married in 1925 when I came back from the Bering Sea duty.

Peter Spectre: Was your wife a student at Connecticut College for Women?
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Admiral O'Neill: No, no, she was in high school in New London when I met her, and we
became engaged before I left the Academy. Then the fact that I was going to be
transferred from the place for a while, we waited until I got settled down a little bit nearer

on the East Coast.
Peter Spectre: She originally came from New England?
Admiral O'Neill: She’s a New London girl.

Peter Spectre: Was there any exciting activity while you were on the Gresham?
Anything out of the ordinary?

Admiral O'Neill: No, I don’t recall any. It was rather quiet in those days; there was no

smuggling or anything like that. It was routine search-and-rescue work.
Peter Spectre: We could go on to your next station.

Admiral O'Neill: Well, let’s see. I was transferred to the cutter Haida at Seattle,
Washington.’

Peter Spectre: Was this an involuntary assignment? Did you request the change?
Admiral O'Neill: No, [ was just ordered there.

Peter Spectre: Did the training that you received at the Coast Guard Academy live up to
your expectations or the service’s expectations when you got your first assignment and

second assignment? Do you think you were well trained or well prepared for the duty

that you were assigned to?

* USCGC Haida (WPG-45) was a member of the Tampa class, the first in the service with turbo-electric
drive and the largest and most advanced cutters of the time. The 240-foot, 1,506-ton Haida was
commissioned on 26 October 1921, served through World War I, and was decommissioned in 1947.
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Admiral O'Neill: Oh, I feit so, and I think others felt so, too, because when I graduated
from the Academy in early March I didn’t get my commission immediately. It took a
while for them to go through, so I was sent down to the Gresham in New York as a cadet.
I was a graduate of the Academy, but my rank was still cadet. The commanding officer
apparently felt safe enough to let me take a bridge watch at sea as a cadet. And I felt
competent to do so because of our training at the Academy, which I felt was excellent.
You see, there was just a small load of us, and I think—and still feel —that having just a
few like that, we rotated frequently, and we had more opportunity, more practice, so to

speak, in the various duties that we were assigned to for training,
Peter Spectre: I see. How did you get along with the enlisted men on your ship?
Admiral O'Neill: Oh, fine, very well.

Peter Spectre: What about the other three men that graduated with you at that time? Did

they have any trouble adjusting to the service?

Admiral O'Neill: No, none at all. They were transferred to other ships. I forget now

where.
Peter Spectre: Did you keep in touch with them?

Admiral O'Neill: Oh, yes, yes. There’s only one living now. He retired at the end of
World War I1.

Peter Spectre: What’s his name?

Admiral O'Neill: N. R. Stiles.” He was the assistant personnel officer at Coast Guard
Headquarters during World War II.

* Captain Norman R. Stiles, USCG, retired from active duty on 1 April 1946. He died 16 June 1973.
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Peter Spectre: What type of duty was the Haida on?

Admiral ONeill: Well, it was during the summer. The cruises then usually went up in
the spring and came down in the late fall—up in the Bering Sea area and North Pacific, a
seven months’ cruise. We used to leave about the middle of April and come back in the
Jatter part of November. All that time was spent around the Pribilof Islands on regular
Coast Guard duty and also enforcing that sealing convention. It was a convention signed
by the United States and Japan and Russia to prevent pelagic sealing, that is, the killing of
female seals at sea, where they go offshore for food, leaving their young on the rookery.
We had that duty.

Peter Spectre: Were there other ships from Japan and Russia involved in this patrol?

Admiral ONeill: Not in our area. They were over in their areas but not around the

Pribilof Islands and the Bering Sea.

Peter Spectre: So, according to the convention, each country had its own area. Were
there any other Coast Guard cutters that did this with you? In other words, when you

went out to the station, did someone else take your place?

Admiral O'Neill: No. The only other cutter during those years that came up there while
we were there—we were there three years—was the old cutter Bear." They came through
there; they weren’t involved in that kind of seal patrol work, as we called it. They
usually went up as far as Point Barrow, and they, as well as ourselves, carried a doctor
and a dentist to treat the natives. The dentist would treat them for their dental troubles
wherever we went in the native villages, and the doctor would go ashore with his

pharmacist’s mate and make sick calls on the natives.”

"% The Bear was a famous old cutter, built in 1873 in Scotland. In 1885 she began a long period of service

as a Revenue Marine cutter; she often served in the Arctic. She was decommissioned by the Coast Guard
on 3 May 1929 and later served as a museum ship and as a U.S. Navy ship.
t Pharmacist’s mate was an enlisted rating for an individual who specialized in the medical area.
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Peter Spectre: You hear a lot about the Coast Guard being more or less the long arm of

the government in Alaska during this period of time. How true is that?

Admiral 0"Nei11: Well, that captain was told he was the United States commissioner. He
was so appointed. He could hold court, perform marriages, had tremendous authority.
Also, the executive officer was a United States marshal, so appointed. He could make

arrests. I think that’s where that probably came into usage, that expression “long arm.”

Peter Spectre: Did you perform more or less the way a circuit judge performs? Did you
have a regular schedule where you arrived at certain ports at scheduled times so that a

problem in the area could be solved at that time?

Admiral O'Neill: Yes, to some extent. It was a circuit-riding operation, but we didn’t
have to be there at an exact date. We would go in, you see, and maybe stay there for
several days till they rounded up the culprits, if any, and if there was no preacher ashore,
then the captain would perform a few marriages and things like that. But, in addition to
that, as I say, we had regular Coast Guard duties, such as rescue. There wasn’t much of
that, because there was very little shipping up there, very little boating.

There was a mail boat that came up once a month into that area in those days.
There was a combination freight and passenger ship that ran out of Seattle, the Victoria.
They would make one trip a summer, and that’s all. The rest of the time we were
cruising. We cruised out as far as Attu Island—that’s the westernmost tip of the Aleutian
chain—and then up into the Bristol Bay, up as far as Nome, down around the Alaska
peninsula, Kodiak Island and that area through there. That’s the North Pacific.

Peter Spectre: As you list off these names—and they’re very exciting-sounding places; [
don’t know if you’d call them exotic—but what was it like being there? Did you enjoy

it?

Admiral O'Neill: Do you mean the duty?
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Peter Spectre: Yes, and going to these various places like Attu and Bristol Bay and
Nome. These are all places that people hear about very romantic things happening there,

very exciting things.

Admiral O'Neill: Well, it was probably the most interesting service that I had. Of
course, | was a junior officer. I'had to stand my watches, but I had plenty of leisure time.
I could go ashore. We sometimes went ashore, several of us. On that ship there were
more officers than on my first assignment, so we weren't tied down quite as much. At,
for example, Attu Island, there was a native village there, Aleuts, and they lived by
fishing and by killing foxes and selling the fox skins to traders that would come through
in small schooners. And the women were famous for weaving baskets. I have an Attu
basket here that I’ll show you in a minute. They’re museum pieces now, because all the
natives in the village of Attu were captured by the Japs at the beginning of World War II,
when Japan captured the island, and they hauled them off to Japan. At that time I think
there were about 70 or 80 natives in the village. It was that number when I was up there,
and I think most of them died in captivity. That’s the way I heard—read about it
somewhere.

Then another interesting part of that Bering Sea patrol—by the way, it is now
called the Alaskan patrol; those days it was the Bering Sea patrol. Up in Bristol Bay,
where there are a number of salmon canneries, we used to enjoy going ashore and
watching the canning of the salmon, bringing the fish in in their boats, their lighters.
That was interesting. Then around Nome it was sort of an arctic village in those days. I

understand it’s more or less of a big city now.

Peter Spectre: Most of those places have really grown.

Admiral O'Neill: Yes. So we used to enjoy going ashore and talking to the old

sourdoughs, as they called them, and some of the old miners that were still there.

Peter Spectre: Were you well received by the people?
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Admiral O'Neill: Oh, my, yes.
Peter Spectre: Nowadays when the law shows up, nobody’s happy.

Admiral O'Neill: They waved their hats when we came to town, as the expression goes.
No, they were glad, because, as I say, we would haul mail on those islands out there.
There were a number of inhabited islands to the westward there; I just cited Attu as an
example. And there were so few white people that Unalaska, where we based, across
from the little bay there was a place called Dutch Harbor, where we took aboard our oil.
There were some oil tanks there that were run by the Alaska Commercial Company in
those days. There were about half a dozen white people in Unalaska and about 100
Aleuts. There was a schoolteacher and his wife, a trader and his wife, the manager of the
Alaska Commercial Company, and a man who ran the fuel operation—about six, maybe

eight white people there. But we tied up to a pier there, so we were right in town, so to

speak.

Peter Spectre:  You got your oil in Unalaska. How did you get your regular supplies,

other than fuel?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, we would get some supplies from this one ship that came up, the
Victoria, but we had to carry all of our supplies from Seattle. We would run out of fresh
vegetables, produce, which we missed very much, like lettuce and carrots and celery and
things like that. We could get some of that from this one ship, as I say, but everything
else came out of a tin can.

I remember one thing. When I was commissary officer of the Haida we had to go
down in the hold of the ship about every two or three weeks and turn the cases of eggs
over. The eggs were not under refrigeration. You had to turn them over so that the yolk
did not adhere to the shell from sitting in one place all the time. By the end of the season,
one of the Filipino cooks aboard would say, “No can poach; can scramble.” That’s just a

sidelight and all, but most everything came in a tin can. We’d get a little honey for fresh

stores and lots of fishing. We carried seines, and we could seine there for salmon and
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halibut, and there were other kinds of edible fish that we would haul in by the boatload
when we were in port somewhere. The crew always got a big kick out of that. It was an
all-hands affair. It was fish for evérybody, and they used to come along and get a big
kick out of it, especially when we would haul in some young octopus. For the Filipino
boys aboard the boat, the cooks in the mess room, some parts of the octopus they
considered a rare delicacy. Nobody else paid any attention to it.

Peter Spectre: Did you carry any supplies to the villages that you visited?

Admiral O'Neill: No.

Peter Spectre: Just mail?

Admiral O'Neill: No. Just mail and medical attention.

Peter Spectre: What kind of ship was the Haida?

Admiral O'Neill: She was a 255-foot cutter, a pretty good cutter.

Peter Spectre: Was it built especially for the Coast Guard?

Admiral O'Neill: Yes. There were seven or eight of that class built on the West Coast,

and I made two cruises on the Haida and one cruise on another one, the Algonquin.’
Peter Spectre: This was on the Bering Sea patrol?

Admiral O'Neill: Bering Sea patrol. On the A/gonguin, that was in 1924. That was the
year that the Army around-the-world fliers took off to fly around the world in four of

* The Algonguin was a sister ship of the Onondaga, which had been a training ship during O’Neill’s time as
a Coast Guard Academy cadet. The Algonquin was commissioned 20 June 1898 and eventually
decommissioned 11 December 1930 and sold.
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those Douglas planes.” There were two or three cutters assigned up there then, and our
job was to help them as far as logistics was concerned. We carried a spare engine aboard,
and one of the planes flown by Major Martin landed there on the Alaska Peninsula in a
place called Portage Bay. He had engine trouble, a forced landing. We were sent over to
help him take the engine out and put the new one in. I think those were Packard engines;
[’m not sure.

Anyway, we anchored right at the mouth of the bay, and our engineers’ force
installed this engine for him. He had a mechanic with him, but one man couldn’t do it. It
was our crew and our engineers that did the work. So they got the new engine installed,
tried it out, and it worked fine, so he took off the following morning in a snowstorm to go
to westward to Unalaska to meet the other three fliers who were waiting for him in
Unalaska. Well, he disappeared. So then we were all turned to searching the shoreline to
try to find him. Well, he finally showed up. He and his mechanic had crashed on a small
hill in the interior of the Alaska Peninsula." They had walked the rest of the way over to
the northern side of the Alaska Peninsula, where they went into a cannery station there
that had a radio. The radio announced that they had shown up and were in good health.
So one of the ships went up there and picked them up. So that, as the saying goes today,
scrubbed their efforts for the around-the-world flight, and the other three took off without

them.
Peter Spectre: They had more than one plane on this—

Admiral O'Neill: There were four planes involved. They were the Douglas biplanes,

single engine. That was the highlight of our 1924 cruise.

Peter Spectre: The cutters that you were on, the 4lgonquin and the Haida, were they

equipped for work in the ice?

" Major Frederick L. Martin, U.S. Army Air Service, commanded the first-ever around-the-world airplane
flight.  Four single-engine biplanes, based on the design of the Douglas DT-2 torpedo bomber, began the
flight. The planes left Sand Point, near Seattle, on 6 April 1924. One crashed into a mountain near Dutch
Harbor, Alaska, and one was left to sink in the Atlantic Ocean. Two of the planes completed the east-to-
west flight, which wound up in Seattle on 28 September. They covered some 26,000 miles in 175 days.

" The crash was on 30 April 1924.
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Admiral O'Neill: No, no.

Peter Spectre: Did you encounter ice?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, we encountered ice when we’d go up as far as Nome and Cape
Prince of Wales, up there, but it was floe ice, and we could dodge it. I mean, it was just
floating, chunks of ice that we could dodge around and get away from.

Peter Spectre: The hull wasn’t specially rigged for icebreaking?

Admiral O'Neill: No, no, they were not icebreakers. They came later.

Peter Spectre: You say our patrols lasted for seven or nine months?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, the first patrol was seven months; the second patrol was six

months; and the third patrol I made was five.

Peter Spectre: It was steadily decreased.

Admiral O'Neill: Yes, decreasing. I don’t know what the lengths of their patrols are
now. They still maintain a patrol up there, but we have ships and planes now at Kodiak,
which is right there next door. One interesting thing about the Bering Sea patrol back in
those days were those beautiful square-rigged ships—the cannery fleet, as they were
called. And they were also referred to as the Star boats. They were all based around

California, principally around Oakland.

Peter Spectre: Why were they called Star boats?

Admiral O'Neill: Because their names were Star of India, Star of Scotland, Star of

Finland. 1 mention those just to give you an example. Then there were a few that did not
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carry the Star designation. But there was quite a fleet of them, and we used to stand by at
Unimak Pass—that’s the opening between the tip end of the Alaska Peninsula and the
first of the Aleutian Islands to the west. They had to go through there. They had to have
favorable weather. They had no power. They had to have a favorable wind, and so they
would jockey around and sail around south of Unimak Pass and wait for the time, the
tide, and the wind, and weather; then they’d go through there.

The pass was wide—maybe six or eight miles wide—so they had plenty of room.
But it was a beautiful sight to see them sailing around, just waiting until the time. Then
they’d go up into Bristol Bay and anchor off the canneries. They carried the cannery
crews around, Chinese and Mexicans. The actual complement of those ships was
surprisingly low. Usually the complement was about 30 or 35 in the crew, and that was
all. But they would carry 300 or 400 so-called passengers as cannery workers. Then at
the end of the cannery season they would load the canned salmon aboard these ships and

sail them back down to San Francisco.

Peter Spectre: So they only made one voyage a year?

Admiral O'Neill: They’d go up there every spring, and while they were going through
the pass there, sometimes it would take two or three weeks for them all to get through.
We had to stand by there so that if any of them got into trouble we would help them. In
other words, if you got onto a lee shore and couldn’t claw off, as they call it—it means,
as they say, clawing off the lee shore, we would go alongside and put a line on him and

haul him out to clear water.

Peter Spectre: Did you ever have any casualties or disasters among—?

Admiral O'Neill: No, no. Most unusual, but nothing happened in the three years | was

up there.

Peter Spectre: What did you do in those months that you weren’t on patrol? You were

back in Seattle?
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Admiral O'Neill: Well, a good part of the time was overhaul, getting ready to go next
spring, and also standing by in case of an SOS call. If we weren’t completely disabled
with engines taken apart, we would get under way and go out and answer the call. We

did that several times,

Peter Spectre: Was that when you took your leave?

Admiral O'Neill: We’d take leave, and, as I say, a good part of it was overhaul. You see,
we weren’t able to do much work aboard ship, like painting and chipping and all up
there; it was just too cold. It wasn’t down around 20 degrees below zero or anything like
that, but it was damp all the time, foggy and a cold breeze blowing most of the time. No

snow on the ground. Snow on the mountain peaks but nothing on the ground.

Peter Spectre: What about sealers? Was it much work patrolling these sealing grounds?

Did you encounter poachers during this period of time?

Admiral O'Neill: No, we did not. We cruised there most all the time. There was a
second cutter that was sent up to alternate with us on some of our patrols—I forget the
name of it now—and the only arrest that I recall being made in both seas, it was an Aleut
aboard a small boat. He had taken a sea otter. But it was interesting around the Pribilof
Islands, around the rookeries. The Department of Bureau Fisheries had crews on St. Paul
and St. George islands, where they killed the fur seals, the young bachelor fur seals, for
the pelts. Back in those days the herd was small; [ think the total population of the fur
seals in the Pribilofs in those days was about 50,000. Then, later on, on account of the

protection given them by the Coast Guard ships, the herd increased considerably.

Peter Spectre: Before that they were being—
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Admiral O'Neill: Depleted and would have become extinct, because the poachers, as |
said, were killing the mother seals out at sea, and then that would mean the pups would
die.

Peter Spectre: At that period of time was this considered good duty?
Admiral O'Neill: Yes, it was.

Peter Spectre: Every year the Coast Guard or the Navy or the Army and so forth has its
own duty that’s considered good and duty that’s considered bad, and it changes every

decade.

Admiral ONeill: Well, I'll qualify that a little bit. It was not considered desirable duty
by some of the married men because of the separation from their families for that period
of time. As far as the unmarried men were concerned, of which I was a member of the
clan up to that time, we thought it was terrific because it was something to do all the time.

There were no dull moments, as the saying goes.
Peter Spectre: I can imagine it would be. What happened to you then at the end of this?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, at the end of that I was transferred to the cutter Mojave, and that
was in December of 1924.” We came around to the Fast Coast through the Panama

Canal.
Peter Spectre: Where was the Mojave when you picked it up?
Admiral O'Neill: In Seattle, Washington. Then we came around through the Panama

Canal and up to Philadelphia, where some of us were transferred to Navy destroyers that

were based there, being outfitted for rum patrol.

* USCGC Mojave, a sister ship of the Haida in which O’Neill had served earlier, was commissioned 12
December 1921, served in World War II, and was eventually decommissioned 3 July 1947.
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Peter Spectre: So that actually your period of time on the Mojave was really in transit

from the West Coast?

Admiral O'Neill: That’s right. I was aboard about a month, maybe six weeks; that’s all.
That was just working my way around to the East Coast. 1 was the navigator aboard the

Mojave and worked around to Philadelphia.

Peter Spectre: Is the Mojave the ship that was built as a derelict destroyer? Do you

know?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, most of the cutters back in those days were referred to as derelict

destroyers.

Peter Spectre: Well, Captain Capron told me a while ago that there was a Coast Guard
cutter that was built specifically for derelict destroyer, that they actually intended it to be
that way, whereas the other ones had been converted, or their mission had been changed.'
This one was specifically designed for it. I think he said the Mojave, but I can’t
remember exactly. He said that the stack was painted with striped bands around it. 1

think it was red and white stripes.

Admiral O'Neill: Well, that may be, but the Mojave wasn’t so painted when I was

aboard.
Peter Spectre: Maybe it was another ship then.

Admiral O'Neill: But we were all equipped to destroy derelicts. We carried TNT aboard,
and, for example, if a schooner was sunk off the East Coast we blew up several of them
when I was aboard the Gresham. We’d see sometimes just the top of the mast sticking

up. They couldn’t be salvaged, so what we would do, we would lower these charges of

* Spectre did the interviews for the Naval Institute oral history of Captain Walter C. Capron, USCG (Ret.).
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TNT, sited on the mast, and then get away a distance in the boat, throw the switch, and
blow the mast out. That was destroying a derelict, as far as passing ships were

concerned, so they wouldn’t get into trouble.

Peter Spectre: Isn’t that sort of dangerous?

Admiral O'Neill: Oh, no, no, no. Nothing was connected until you’d get way off in your
boat. You’d connect it, you see, and then you’d throw your switch, and there she goes. It
would be dangerous if you didn’t do that.

So then we arrived in Philadelphia. That was early January of 1925. Then I took
leave and went up to New London, Connecticut, and married the young lady whom I had
met while I was a cadet. We were married on the 25th of J anuary, and we just celebrated

our 45th wedding anniversary here last Saturday.

Peter Spectre: You got married because you realized you were going to be—

Admiral O'Neill: Yes, I was going to be stationed. See, the ship that I was assigned to,
the destroyer, their homeport was to be New London, Connecticut. We knew we were

going to go right back to her hometown.

Peter Spectre: Was this another involuntary assignment? In other words, did you ask for

it?

Admiral O'Neill: No, no. I don’t think any time in my service career | asked for an

assignment or asked to be relieved of an assignment.

Peter Spectre: Was that the practice? I know now they give you a card to fill out, and
you list your first three choices and your first three locations, and so forth. That wasn’t

the practice when you were—?
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Admiral O'Neill: It was the practice to a limited extent. On the old-type fitness reports,
there was a place there for your preference for duty. And there was an old saying In
those days, sarcastically or facetiously, if you asked for a certain station the chances were

100 to 1 you’d never get it. You’d go to something else far removed from that.
Peter Spectre: So you put down someplace that you didn’t want to go?

Admiral O'Neill: That was the idea. But I'm sure that I never asked for a station or to be

relieved of a station. I enjoyed all of my service duties.
Peter Spectre: Tell me about the Navy destroyers, the background and so forth.

Admiral O'Neill: Of course, the rum war had started, and the biggest problem was to
picket these supply ships that were bringing the liquor in from Nova Scotia and Canada
to transfer it to the fast motorboats that were operating from ports on the East Coast.”
The Navy had a large number of these World War I destroyers, decommissioned in what
we called the back channel at the Philadelphia Navy Yard. I forget now—there were, oh,
at least eight or ten being reconditioned to be back into service while I was there. [ was

assigned as the executive officer of the Ericsson.’

Peter Spectre: Did those destroyers keep their Navy names when they were put into

Coast Guard service?

Admiral O'Neill: Yes, they kept their Navy names. So then after we were married, I

came back to Philadelphia, and we lived there until May, when the ship was completed

* The 18th Amendment to the Constitution was ratified in 1919 and went into effect in 1920, prohibiting the
consumption of alcoholic beverages in the United States. The Volstead Act, enacted by Congress in 1919,
spelled out the penalties for violations. In December 1933 the ratification of the 21st Amendment repealed
the 18th Amendment and thus ended national prohibition. The Coast Guard had the mission of preventing
the importation of alcoholic beverages, analogous to its war against drugs in recent years.

t USS Ericsson (later DD-56), an O’Brien-class destroyer, was commissioned 14 August 1915. She had a
standard displacement of 1,050 tons, was 305 feet long, and 31 feet in the beam. Her top speed was 29
knots. She was armed with four 4-inch guns, and 16 21-inch torpedo tubes. She was decommissioned by
the Navy on 16 June 1922 at the Philadelphia Navy Yard and transferred to the Coast Guard on 7 June
1924. She was commissioned by the Coast Guard on 28 May 1925 with the new hull number of CG-5.
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and put back in commission. Then we were based at New London. There were about ten

other destroyers; we were in groups of five.
Peter Spectre: What kind of condition were they in?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, they were in very good condition. They’d been laid up well by
the Navy, and, of course, they had all this red paint all over everything—this red lead, we
called it—and they had anti-corrosive paint of various kinds.” The machinery had been
laid up well, heavily greased. It took a long time, of course, to clean up everything,
repaint the interior of the ship and the exterior of the ship. Some of the turbines had to be
overhauled, and some of the pumps had to be overhauled, but, by and large, they were in
surprisingly good shape. They didn’t have that system of mothballing in those days that
they have today with the battleships and cruisers and aircraft carriers—ships of that kind.
It was interesting duty for watch officers, especially COs and execs.” 1 called it
fun handling them, because they had so much power. They were twin screws, and we

could just spin them around. They were quite long, around 300 feet.

Peter Spectre:  When you see pictures of them, they look like rails going through the

water.
Admiral O'Neill: Yes.
Peter Spectre: Were they uncomfortable to sail on?

Admiral O'Neill: No, the quarters were small. The crew’s quarters were in tiered bunks,
of course, and a little bit cramped. The officers’ staterooms were small, little, tiny rooms.
You’d call them a clothes closet today, but they were comfortable. At sea they rode very
well. Any ship will roll and pitch in a storm at sea; you can’t avoid that. It was very

interesting duty. Later on I was fortunate to have command of the Ericsson and also two

" Red lead is the nickname for an orange-colored anti-corrosive primer paint applied to bare metal before

the regular paint is put on.
' CO - commanding officer.
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or three of the other ships for short periods. Then after I was on that duty for three

years—
Peter Spectre: Tell mé a little bit about the operations that you were involved with.

Admiral O'Neill: Well, some were stationed in New York, some in New London, and
some in Boston. Like you might say flotillas—divisions, we called them. I think there
were five stationed in New York, ten in New L_ondon, and five in Boston—some number
like that. We would relieve each other at sea, different parts of the coast. Most of the
patrolling was south of Long Island and out around Nantucket, Martha’s Vineyard Island,

and then up east of Boston. Those were the principal areas.
Peter Spectre: Did each squadron or flotilla have a particular area, or did you just—?

Admiral O'Neill: No, we were assigned an area by the destroyer force commander. His
headquarters were in New London, and we would sail, and we would be given certain
areas to patrol. The idea was to patrol our area to see if we could find one of these
mother ships—supply ships loaded with liqguor. Well, if we found one, we would start
picketing it, as we called it, in other words, prevent confact with a small fast motorboat
from shore.

Well, that worked out all right except in foggy weather; then they would escape
because there was no such thing as radar. If we had had radar then, that would have been
very simple, but he would disappear because we couldn’t find him. When the fog
cleared, maybe the following day, the search would have to be started, and he might be
many miles away. In that respect, it was not very effective. It did slow down maybe
some of the transfer of liquor to the small boats, but 1 think very little. That was not the

answer to the rum patrol problem. They finally solved it by passing an amendment.

Peter Spectre: I’ve heard that this period of time was great for the officers of the Coast

Guard, because when they were playing cat and mouse with these rumrunners they had a
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chance to really engage in serious maneuvering in the ships and that this was an asset

during the Second World War. Would you confirm?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, yes, I would. Another thing—you see, we would frequently
cruise in formation in and out of harbors or maybe going south for target practice.
Sometimes one division would be relieved for a month or six weeks to go south for target
practice, and we’d cruise down in formation, in columns. Keeping station in columns
came in handy in World War II on account of the convoy, where everything was tight
formation and had to stay within 200 yards of the ship right ahead of you. That was true.
And the ship handling was excellent practice, It came in handy, of course, later on. And
then the signaling between ships—it was terrific training for all Coast Guard officers on
that destroyer post duty when they were transferred to Navy ships in *41.

Peter Spectre: Were most of the offices in the East Coast during that time engaged in

running protection duties?

Admiral O'Neill: A good majority, yes. Of course, while we were on this rum patrol we
were also on search-and-rescue duty, too, and performed it quite a bit. If a ship was in

distress, the destroyer would be relieved from that and sent out to aid this schooner,

merchant ship, or whatever.
Peter Spectre: Which had priority, the picketing duty or the—?

Admiral O'Neill: No, the distress work. Because very often there would be a destroyer
on duty out there on patrol with no boat to picket. He would be selected to go, because
your other one would stay with the job of picketing his supply ship. But if they were all

picketing a supply ship and a ship was in distress, one of them would go, because that

took priority. It had to.

Peter Spectre: How did our territorial limits limit you in your activities?
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Admiral O'Neill: Well, this type of rum patrol that I was on didn’t limit us at all, because

we were way offshore. The 12-mile limit you speak of?

Peter Spectre: Right.
Admiral ONeill: No, it didn’t bother us at all; we never worked in there.

Peter Spectre: No, | mean you were outside the 12-mile limit, so that—in other words,

you couldn’t seize one of these ships out there?
Admiral O'Neill: Oh, no. Oh, no. You couldn’t seize them.

Peter Spectre: What I'm trying to ask, did you ever have any friction with the

rumrunners up there, even though there was an international law against friction?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, we had no friction, but very often we would run up close to one
of these ships, and some very uncomplimentary remarks would be passed back and forth
between the crew and the people on the rumrunner. They would, as I say, say unkind
things about each other. No, no. I think I know what you are leading up to there, but it
didn’t happen with us. Some of the ships out there, they would throw bolts and nuts at
them and squirt the fire hose on them when they’d run up real close to them and things
like that, Harassment, that’s all it was. I heard about that, but it never happened on any

ships I was on, because that was childish.

Peter Spectre: We heard about some of the ships out there would tow along a cable and

try to foul it in the other ship’s propeller. Did you ever hear—?

Admiral O'Neill: No, I never have, but I wouldn’t doubt it. I wouldn’t doubt it a bit.
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Peter Spectre: What was your feeling about the law itself that you were protecting? You
know and I know that a majority of the people during that time were openly against

Prohibition.

Admiral O'Neill: That’s right.

Peter Spectre: How did your and your fellow Coastguardsmen feel about not only the
law but about the opposition in the country to the law, and the open aiding and abetting of

the rumrunners and so forth?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, that’s a good point. Of course, I'm speaking for myself, but |
think the majority of the Coast Guard officers assigned to that duty realized that it was
love’s labor lost. We weren’t stopping the inflow of whiskey, maybe slowing it down a
little, as I said before, but we were given the job. We were carrying out a job that had
been passed on to us, and all we could do was say, “Aye, aye, sir.” and go ahead and
carry it out to the best of our ability, and that’s what we did.

But the Coast Guard came into some serious criticism by newspaper editors,
writers, and all. We were supposed to be the people at fault, with all this trouble about
Prohibition and all, because we were in the headlines, patrolling, stopping the rumrunners
and all that. As one editorial writer once told me, “You know, we like the Coast Guard,
but we print what we think the people like to read.” Well, anyway, it wasn’t good for the
Coast Guard as far as the public was concerned. It was good experience for those of us
assigned to it and those on shore, the staff and all. It was good staff duty; it was good

experience for them, but in many ways it was a waste of money.

Peter Spectre: Before that time and after that time the Coast Guard was more or less out
of the limelight. I think now it’s becoming more in the limelight again, but before that

time and immediately after that time, the Coast Guard was more or less the silent service.

Did you have a difficult time adjusting to all this instant fame and notoriety and so forth?
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Admiral ONeill: No, I would say no difficulty adjusting. It was just something that had
been due us for 2 long time—I mean, the good news about us. Prior to World War I days
and between World War I and the rum war and all, we were, as you say, a silent service,
practically unheard of. The things that were written about us in the papers and magazines
were encouraging and proper and pleasing for us to read, you might say. It was only
occasionally when we would rescue some ship or tow some disabled ship in that we got
any good publicity. Then in this deluge of bad publicity during the rum days, then after
that was over, we went back to being a silent service again until World War II exploded.
Then after World War II I think we reaped some of the good publicity that was long

overdue.

Peter Spectre: Will you tell me a litile bit about during that time the Coast Guard more or
less expanded from what it was before, because of the exira duties required by Customs
work, and so more ships were added to the service, and consequently more men were
needed to man these ships. Can you tell me about the source of the new officers that
came into the Coast Guard and what your feelings were about new officers that were

assigned?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, that expansion you refer to, that meant more enlisted men and
more commissioned officers. More than we had available, more than the Academy could
turn out in those days, so we commissioned a great many—I don’t recall the exact
number—men from civilian life and brought them in as commissioned officers. A great
many were men who’d had experience in merchant ships and aboard yachts and things
like that. They weren’t just somebody from the Middle West who’d never seen a
rowboat or a canoe. They were men who’d had some seagoing experience. They
performed very, very well. There was a time when there was some feeling, that’s natural,
between the regular officers, the Academy officers, and these newly acquired officers
where they were just commissioned overnight. After a while that feeling began to
subside, and I think eventually it was forgotten entirely, because those officers that we
brought in were high-caliber men. They were college men, and they performed very

creditably in the service.
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Peter Spectre: Did most of them stay in the service?

Admiral O'Neill: Most of them did, yes. Most of them stayed in the service, and some of
them rose to flag rank. Oh, there were one or two, I think, that resigned for various

reasons, but I don’t recall any of the details.

Peter Spectre:  Also, during this period there was a proposal to make the Coast Guard
part of the Navy. I believe that Franklin Roosevelt had something to do with this." Some
people have said that the reason why was that the Coast Guard had so much extra money
because of the needs of the rum duty. Do you remember anything about that period of

time?

Admiral O'Neill: Well, on that subject I can go back to the time when I was a cadet. The
old saying, you know, “When I was a cadet—" There was a movement underfoot then to
keep the Coast Guard in the Navy. We were in the Navy then, because [ was appointed a
cadet by the Secre@ of the Navy, Josephus Daniels.

Peter Spectre: That was because of the First World War?

Admiral O'Neill: That’s World War I I’'m talking about now, And occasionally, and all
through my career and up until I guess maybe the present day. I can’t speak affirmatively
about that.

Every so often, there would be some kind of movement underfoot to transfer the
Coast Guard to the Navy. That has come up, I know, at least eight or ten times. I mean,
spoken but not seriously. For various reasons. Some say, “You don’t belong in the

Treasury Department. You’re more military than you are Customs collectors. You ought

* Franklin D. Roosevelt had served as Assistant Secretary of the Navy during the Wilson Administration,
1913-1921. He ran unsuccessfully for Vice President in 1920 and successfully for Governor of New York
in 1928. He was elected President in 1932.
! Josephus Daniels served as Secretary of the Navy from 5 March 1913 to 5 March 1921, during both of
President Woodrow Wilson's terms. The guided missile frigate Josephus Daniels (DLG-27), later
redesignated a cruiser, was named for him.
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to go over in the Navy where you belong.” And congressmen make speeches about it.
Magazines and newspapers would write about it—that’s where we should go. And there
was some argument put up about the money that we got, the expansion during the rum
patrol.

And, of course, about 15-16 years ago, maybe more than that, there was a
commission appointed that recommended various government reorganizations. One was
that part of the Coast Guard should go back to Commerce, and part should go to the
Navy, and break them up. Well, that fell apart. That was dropped during the Eisenhower
Administration.” One of the problems there in 1953, when Eisenhower came in, the new
Secretary of the Treasury wanted to know why we belonged in the Treasury Departrnentfr
We spent months frying to convince him that the Treasury Department was a logical
place for the service, not because we had always been there; that wasn’t so important.
Finally that was dropped.

As I say, of course, | have no real knowledge about it now, but there is a question
nowadays about whether the Department of Transportation is the proper place for it No
objections, as far as I've heard, were raised at taking the Coast Guard from the Treasury
and putting it in Transportation. As far as money-wise is concerned, I don’t know the
exact budget figures, but I think probably the Coast Guard budget is many times over the
other offices of Transportation. But that will come about in the future. Every so often it

will come to life again.

Peter Spectre: I imagine it is very difficult, because the Coast Guard work cuts across
many different missions and departments and so forth. There’ law enforcement and
military readiness and search and rescue and merchant marine safety. And each one of
these things is more or less involved in other agencies’ work, so I can see where it would

be very difficuit.

* Dwight D. Eisenhower served as President of the United States, 20 January 1953 to 20 January 1961.

t George M. Humphrey served as Secretary of the Treasury from 21 January 1953 to 29 July 1957,

! When the cabinet-level Department of Transportation was created in January 1967, the Coast Guard was
moved into the new department.




