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Preface

This manuscript is the product of a tape-recorded interview conducted
by Glemn Kniss for the Oral History Department of Sangamon State
University on 25, 1989. Reeder transcribed the
tapes and Kay Bush ted the transcript.

Victor F. Ciarrachi was born 1918 and enlisted in the United States
Marines July 28, 1938 long before the start of World War II. Vic
volunteers for duty in China and tells of his trip and the sights of
China in a tremendous flood and a China under the domination of many
other nationals, and of his stationing in Peking, China as a guard in
the United States Embassy there. He becomes the manager of the
enlisted men's club with many exciting stores. He tells of his
capture on Pearl Harbor Day, December 7, 1941 by the Japanese who had
a large force there and in all of China. He recounts the efforts to
gain release and of subseguent harsh life and heavy work in several of
Japanese priscner of war camps, and he also tells of building a

Vic Ciarrachi spearheaded the establishing and organizing of the

of Illinois, American Ex Prisoners of War, starting in
1975. He was also the first Commander of that organization, and has
mmberous medals and awards.

Glerm Kniss, native of Springfield, Illinois since 1940 is a graduate
of Mormarth College, is active in historical pursuits. He is
Historian for the Springfield Area Chapter American Ex Priscners of
War as well as having served as Chapter Commander. He was an
infantryman in World War II, has three battle stars for Normany,
Northern France and Rhineland Campaigns and the Bronze Star and the
Medal for Liberation of Metz (France). Glenn was slected by his
fellowmen to be a Barricks Chief at priscner of war camp, Stalag ITA

near Neubrandenbury, Germany.

Readers of the oral history memoir should bear in mind that it is a
transcript of the spoken word, ard that the interviewer, narrator and
editor sought to preserve the informal, conversational style that is
inherent in such historical sources. Sangamon State University is not
responsible for the factual accuracy of the memoir, nor for views
expressed therein; these are for the reader to judge.

without ion in writing fram the Oral History Offi Sangamon
on WX ce,
State versity, Springfield, Illinois 62794-9243.
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Victor F. Clarrachi, February 25, 1989, Springfield, Illinois.
Glerm Kniss, Interviewer.

Q: We are going to listen to Vic Ciarrachi of Elmhurst, Illincis, who
came down to Springfield yesterday to give us the oral history of the
formation of this Department of Illinois, American Ex Prisoner of War,
which he formed. He's now goirng to give us his history of his war
time experience and especially his experiences as a priscner of war.
Vic, let's start gilyou telling us samething of your life just before
you got into the 1tary, precediryy World War IT.

A: I tock the Marine physical in 1934, I was sixteen years old and
art of two or three hhndred that tock the examination I was one that
passed. There was a buddy of mine that was already in the service at
the time and was the reason I went there but my parents had to sign an
okay for me to go in at sixteen.

Q: Was there same reason why there was such an interest by young men
joining the Marines at that time?

A: At that time they weren't taking too many Marines in the service.
I don't know why they picked me cut to go down as a masic person, if
my parents would have signed it but that's what they were going to do.
Then when I couldn't get my paremts to sign I joined the Three C's,
the Civilian Conservation Corps and I spent a year in the Three C's in
Sparta, Illinois ard Jefferson Barracks and then we were moved from
Sparta to scme place in Oregon and then I got out.

Q: The state of Oregon?

A: The state of Oregon and then I got cut. I was in there with my
brother and Elmer Stites who went in with us at that time and when I
got out of there, I went to work on the railroad.

Q: Which railroad was that?

A: Northwestern, Chicago and Northwestern, I was working there in the
sumertime. Mostly in the summer and the fall they would lay us off.
I was working from 1935 ard I got out of the Three C's in 1936 and in
1937 and then I didn't get called back in 1938 so then I decided to go
in and retake the examination and go into the Marines. Then I was
going to be twenty-one on my birthday then so I enlisted in the
Marines and went in July 29, 1938 and I went to San Diego and took my
basic training and I went to Sea School and got kicked out of Sea
School for talking to a couple of boys from Elmhurst. After being
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caught three times they kicked me ocut of Sea School and then it was on
my final day I was going aboard the Saratoga.

Q: The USS Saratoga?

A: On the Sara on that morning when they called me into the
office and told me that I was caught talking to one of the recruits
that came in from Chicago and they told me then that if I couldn't
cbey the rules for the Sea School then I couldn't go aboard ship. So
I went to North Island which was an air station which was across the
bay from the recruiting station and I stayed at North Island and
played ball,

Q: Still in the Marines?
A: Still in the Marines.
Q: Why were they so severe, just talking to a recruit?

A: T don't know., That was one of the rules that they had there and
they still have that, you couldn't talk to anybody cutside of your own
platoon when you're in boot camp.

Q: Was there any talk of war at that periocd of time? Nazii=m was
starting to make a lot of noise.

A: YestlmrewastrmtsofwarinEumpearﬂItalyaniEttwpiaand
Spain was getting a little bit unsettled and the country was just in a
general uproar and about to explode anyplace at anytime.

Q: Now North Island is near what city?
A: TIt's San Diego.
Q: It's in San Diego?

A: Yes, it's across the bay on a little island, it's vwhere the

Coronado Hotel is, where the president stays when he goes down there

and we were doing guard duty there. Whenever there was a plane crash

we'd have to go cut, the Marines would have to go out, and guard the

area. And sometimes there was as high as ten or twelve crashes in a

single day. That was a place for the carriers Saratoga and the
were training.

Q: They were training air pilots and they were crashing that
frequently?

A: Yes, especially on a windy day there were an awful lot of them
crashed. Well they were larding all over, on the island and 1
aboard ship and there was night flying there. I never did go with the
pilots. Same of the fellows used to go periodically with the pilots
on these night flights ard police flights that they would go on and on
their test runs etc.
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Q: Even the trainees?

A: Yes, well we were no longer trainees, at the island we were
Marines.

Q: IseetlmnymneverdidgetseveredfmntheMarmesasthey
threatened to do because of your talking to the recruits?

At No, not from the Marines, that was just from the Sea School.
Q: Oh just from the Sea School?

A: JUstfruntheSeanwolarxitheywwldn'tpztmeaboardmeship
that I wanted to go on that had Marines on it. See some of the
battleshipe and the carriers had Marines on, they were doing the
policeworkaboaxdtheseshipsamtheSeanmolpmpamdtrmemn
to go on these ships.

Q: Samething like Naval training?

A: Right, they got naval training and we trained with the five inch
guns and the fifty caliber guns and things like that.

Q: You practiced artillery?
A: ﬁmemrethegmsthatwemmtheaeships.

Q: This was part of your training?
A: Part of the Sea School training.

Q: HadywbemassigmdtoabrmﬂoftheMarimssuchashﬁantzy
or any of the others?

A: No,menIgotoutofSeanmolIwasputatNorthIslarﬂwhidl
wasmli]ceaguardstatimfordoingthegtmddrtytheream
vwhenever they had a plane crash or ing like that, or i
pertainimtoﬂmlslammm,mwemmthu?guardsﬂmemmtwm?um
Island. Of course that was for fi six months and from
there I went up to Mare island. That's i
next to the Golden Gate Bridge and ships coming in. I went up there
togoaboardtheﬂetﬂersmtogotominaarﬂwewentupthemmthe
Herﬁersmarﬂweiﬁﬁgetoffatnammlmﬂbecauseﬂmyhada
gmzpofMarirmthatweresdmduledtogotodﬁ:nbefmus. So we
hadtogetoffandwaitmthechatmmtt,thatwasacattleshipthere
in the First world War.

Q: Do they call those Uss?

A: moseweretheMarimTransportsattlmttim,wehadtwoofthan
thedmmrtarﬂUSSHerﬂemon,axﬁwestayedthamarﬂweweredoirg

atMmIsIﬁmtIlMymmﬂmshipcanainmﬁwemt
aboard the Chaumont then for departure to China.

~
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Q: And this was all in that first year when you joined the Marine
services?

A: Well this was 1939. 1In 1938 I was in Sea School ard boot camp and
in 1939 I went aboard the Chaumont for Honolulu, to Guam, to the
mmiupphusmﬁmﬂatoﬁﬁa'r_gk'ﬂmmmmuu, that's in

Q: Had you volunteered for China service or did they just send you?

A: T volunteered for China service at that time. When I couldn't get
into Sea School I had to seek ancther boat so I figured I might as
well get away from the states as far as I can possibly get and I went
to Peking, China,

Q: So you volunteered for duty in Pekirgy, China?

A: Yes, we came into China in August, we were forty some days on the
transport, and we left there on July 8th and I got into Chirwangtau in
August the 20th or samething like that. We stayed there for a few
days in Chirwangtau and there was a real flood, a big flood in
northern China at that time and they couldn't get through,
the railroads were washed ocut ard so we went up by boat. We took a
boat up from Chin Wang Tau to Tientsin.

Q: Now how many men were in this group of yours, did you change size
or ?

A: Oh this group was a small group. There were only about twenty or
twenty-five men going up to Tientsin and Peking., Tientsin, China was
another post that they had Marines in. They dropped half of us off at
Tientsin and the remainder went up to Peking.

Q: There were about a dozen of you then at each place.

A: Yes, but we went up by boat to Tientsin and going up that river on
this boat was a sight to see, the bodies of the Chinese floating down
the river.

Q: In the river?

A: ©h yes, they were just . . .

Q: Caught by the floods?

A: Yes, it was just disastrous, it was one of the biggest floods they
had had in China at that time. It just washed cut and we

finally got up to Tientsin where we tock a train to and there T

spent the rest of my civilian or free life until I was captured by the
Japanese.

Q: Now you mentioned civilian, weren't you a member of the Marines?
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A: Yes, but we were free at that time, this was when we were going up
into Jap territory already then in 1939.

Q: I don't follow you when you say "free."
A: Well in other words we were free, we weren't captives then.

Q: Yes, I follow that but what I meant was, though, you mentioned
samething about civilians but you are considered a Marine?

A: Yes we were drawing Embassy guard duty there at Peking.

Q: But how could you, if you didn't go to Sea School, you could stay
in the Marines, contirue as a Marine?

A: Oh yes, you could do FMF duty.
Q: What is FMS duty?

A: That was the Fleet Marine, see they had a Fleet Marine, they had a
regiment on the West Coast and they had a regiment on the East coast.

Q: In the United States or China?
A: In the states. There was only sixteen thousand Marines.
Q: In the United States military?

A: Right, at that time sixteen or seventeen thousand at the most.
The Fleet Marines were #l1 on the East Coast and Fleet Marine #2 was on
the Wegt Coast but then they took these men in to fill these vacancies
that were empty in the fleet. That were always training for combat on
the call from the President, they had to go out any place. Like the
fleet from the East Coast went to the Guantanamo and Santiago and all
those places there in the 1930's and 1931 when they had the uprising
there in Central America when they went down through there and Cuba
ard all those places there. That's where they had these Marines.

Q: They used the Marines instead of the Army forces didn't they?

A: Well see you could send the Marines out without declaring war on

any foreign land in the country. The Marine Corps could land on

anyplace without declaring war but if you send the Army out in the

1930's it was an act of aggression but the Marines could go out there

élu‘raipolicetheareasthexe. And there weren't too many Marines at
t time.

been taking this travel and you're headed towards

A: When I arrived in Peking it was the 29th of August, 1939 and at
that time the Germans were bambing Poland, started to bamb Poland or
starting the aggression and that was the start of World War IT in
Eurcpe. We stayed in Peking, we were guarding the Embassy.

Q: Yes, I'm surprised in the small mmber. Well to get back, you've
Peking?
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Q: Now how many of you were there? Just a dozen or so?

A: Oh, there were just a dozen went up to replenish the replacement.
Q: How large was the garrison?

A: Oh there was a battalion up there and they had a comwpany in . . .
Q: A battalion is what, three companies?

A: Yes, we had A and B and Headquarters, there were three companies
ard the band company in Peking. And Tientsin had two campanies there.

Q: All of those men just to guard our Embassy?

A: Right.

Q: Have we always done it that way?

A: Yes, see Peking had the Embassy and then Tientsin they had the
American Consulate and Chinwangtau was the port where everything come
in from the states or where the ships came in from the states.

Q: Was that very far away?

A: Oh about a hundred or a hundred and twenty miles from the coast.
Yes, supplies would came in from Chinwangtau. Then in 1938 and 1939
and 1940 we were playing ball with the Japanese and they were coming
to our rifle range ard watching us fire the rifles.

Q: This was in 1940 you are saying?

A: Yes, in 1940.

Q: And there were Japanese military there I assume you speak of?

A: Well the Japanese occupation forces were all along the coast of
China. They were in Shamghai, the were in Peking.

Q: They were all throughout China?

A: All throughout the coast of China, not the immer part of China.
And that was going on until through 1940 and 1941, All during this
time there was orders from President Roosevelt not to start any
incidents if we could poesibly avoid it. We had to go ashore whenever
we wanted liberty but we were up there and we had to go in civilian
clothes on liberty.

Q: Now you ware on liberty, isn't Peking an inlet city or is it a
coagtal city?

A: Inland city and "ashore" is what they called it when you went on
liberty.
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Q: And you were p1a¥ing baseball and fraternizing with the Japanese
military all along with no incidents?

A: No incidents and we got along good. Yes, the Japanese would play
ball and we would play ball in Tientsin and Pekirxyj. There is an
incidence there in China at that time and this was at a cabaret in
Peking where the Japs had staged this fight with the Marines in this
cabaret,

Q: The Japanese and the Marines got into a fight in this cabaret?

A: No, it was with the Koreans. The Koreans were part of the
Japanese occupation forces.

Q: They were in Japanese uniforms then?

A: No, they were in civilian clothes and they started a fight in this
cabaret and I was on patrol, I was in the MP's in Peking, I was on the
MP's for about two years. And got this call, we went there, I tock
one patrolman and the driver and we had like a Ford pickup truck and
we went out there and when I got to this place it was surrounded by
Japs and they were lined up with fixed bayonets through the entrance.

Q: Well why was this you went out to this fight? Marines were
engaged in the fight?

A: Marines were engaged in the fight so they called the Marine
Patrol, the MP's. So I went out there amd walked in and they were
shooting in the ceiling, but I think they were shooting blanks. I
went in and I got out all the Marines, there were about twenty or
banatwentydgivearﬂIgotmemallmthltthreemﬂgotthanbacktothe

Q: They were from your detachment?
A: They were from the guard compound but the three of them they took

them to the city police station. They had to stay there for a couple
of days, I couldn't get them out.

Q: Did they give any reason for the fight?

A: No, they didn't give any reason, it was staged by the Japanese.
Q: Oh the fight you think was staged by the Japanese?

A: Yes, they wanted to create an incident and get the Marines out of
China, especially in the northern part and possibly Shanghai. But it

didn't work, this was in 1940 and 1941, the year ending 1940 and part
of 1941 that they wanted to get us out of there.

Q: You mentioned that this incident of your being on MP duty and

getting these Marines back, did you get something for that, a
camendation?
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A: I got more or less a promotion for that, I was a Corporal at the
time and when I went to report to the Colonel, he asked me about the
incident and how I kept my head during that time and stuff like that,
80 he promoted me to Sergeant but I had to take the exams and

for it and I was made Sergeant then in probably June or
July of 194].

Q: Did you retain that rank of Sergeant all throughout your future?
A: All during the prison camp I retained Sergeant.

Q: To go back now to your guard duty on the Enbassy, what did that
entail roughly?

A: We had two main gates that was the primary guards there on the
Embassy. Then we had the Quartermaster compourd where we had the
guard and then we had a guard up on the wall just cutside the barracks
ardithenamnﬂthemllvmemthenarineompmrﬂwasmﬂthembassy
strip.

Q: The Embassy and the Marine compound were all together within a
wall?

A: Right, the whole compound was circled with a wall.
Q: Wwhat was that wall made of?

A: Stone, it was about ten foot high and around the campound and
Embassy but the big wall in the back of the Embassy was a big wall
that separated the city from the railroad on the other side of the
wall, ch I don't know how many miles it went down. It was similar to
theGreatWallofChina.

Q: Was it typical in those Chinese cities that embassy's would be
surrourded by walls like that?

A: Oh yes, the whole city is a caompound, where the Russians had their
Embassy was a campound, it was a city within these walls.

Q: How many foreign nationals, let's see there was the Japanese, the
Americans, and you mentioned the Russians, were there more?

A: There were Germans and Indians, Indo~China and English.

Q: And they all had soldiers in these compounds?

A: 1In 1939 there was campletely full of Russian soldiers, and German
soldiers and French soldiers. It was a pretty big coangregation of
soldiers but they were all Embassys, like Embassy quards, they were

put on for show in other words. We'dshowofftotheﬁrltlshaxﬂthe
French.

Q: Dress parades?









































































































































































