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INTERVIEW

[Note: This interview was not edited by Mr. Lakas.]
Q: I was wondering whether we can start by when and where were you born?

LAKAS: New York City, Manhattan, on March 13, 1920.

Q: Can you tell me something about the background of, first your father, and then your
mother, please?

LAKAS: My dad was born in Macedonia, in a town called Kozani. It was under Turkish
occupation at that time. He emigrated to the United States, sometime early in 1900. My
mother was born in Sparta. She emigrated to the United States, the same time as my
father. They married in New York City. They met there.

Q: They were both Greek Orthodox?

LAKAS: She was half Greek.

Q: Was this a strong strain that ran in your family, with both the church and Greek...?
LAKAS: Unquestionably. They spoke Greek in the house for quite sometime, to the point
where, I think I was about seven or eight, and suggested to my mother that since this was
America, we ought to speak some English.

Q: So, you grew up speaking Greek, then?

LAKAS: Yes, I'm fluent in Greek.

Q: What type of business was your father in?

LAKAS: A chef.

Q: Where? I mean, did he move around?

LAKAS: Yes, he did in New York City, from various places. I don’t remember
particularly what restaurants he worked with. Sometimes they were cafeterias, and



sometimes they were full service restaurants. But, that is all [ can remember. Once in a
while, we persuaded him to cook in the house. I was quite impressed with his cooking.

Q: I take it your mother was at home?

LAKAS: Oh yes, absolutely.

Q: Brothers, sisters?

LAKAS: No, I’'m an only child.

Q: Did you grow up in New York City the whole time?

LAKAS: Until I was 19 years old.

Q: That’s pretty much growing up there.

LAKAS: I'm a product of the public school system. The Regents board in my family was
quite common in my day. I attended PS 45 on 24™ Street, in between Eighth and Seventh
Avenue, then up to Harlem and attended PS 110 on Lennox Avenue, and 1 16M. Then, we
moved over to PS 165, on 109" Street, between Amsterdam and Broadway, and then
went to George Washington High School. They had an annex at the time. We did one
year at the annex, and then two years over there, because of junior high school in New

York City.

Q: I would like to go back to when you were in elementary school. Was it completely an
urban area?

LAKAS: It was very much New York City, Manhattan.
Q: Was the street your playground, more or less?

LAKAS: The seasons were clearly demarked by what games you played. We played stick
ball.

Q: You played with a broom stick.

LAKAS: Yes, and we used the sewers as plates. We had some problems with the traffic,
but we managed. Then, there would be roller skating.

Q: Did you play hockey?
LAKAS: No. We played stickball, ball games, the famous game, hardball. Central Park

was quite near us, so we could use the facilities at Central Park. Did you ever see
spinning tops?



Q: Yes.
LAKAS: That also marked the beginning of a season.
Q: Where you would try to knock somebody else’s top off?

LAKAS: Yes, and then there were marbles. Depending on what neighborhood you lived
in, Italian, Greek or mixture, prominence would be given to certain games. Also, we were
quite acclimating. Mixing in my apartment building. I remember Italians living above me,
and people next to me were Irish, one floor down. In the evening, we kids would be
invited to have dumplings and cabbage, or whatever was available. I think it had
something to do with preparing me for my Foreign Service career. Because of the
cosmopolitan, you became accustomed to neighbors of different religions and
backgrounds. Everyone was very friendly. We all were of one economic stratum. We
weren’t so badly off, and then in 1929 and 1930, the effects of the depression began to
move in.

Q: You were able to feel it.

LAKAS: Oh, very much so, because I remember seeing my father unable to get jobs as a
chef. It reduced our income a great deal. Our income at that time was a good salary; it
was $30 or $35 a week. We did quite well on that. I can remember my mother could take
one pot and create an entire banquet. Being a close-knit family as we were, Greeks,
cousins, first, second cousins, extended family, it was usual for a door to open on a
Sunday, and there they were. They were uninvited, but we never thought of inviting
anyone, it was just the way it was. The women would go in the kitchen and help prepare
food. I miss that, particularly the grandfather, grandmother hierarchy. They sort of
presided over the family. When we appealed to them for a Supreme Court decision...
What should be done with me, for example, they told you, and mother and dad respected
them a great deal. When I say I miss it, I don’t think I’m going to cry about it, but I miss
the unity, I miss the substance, the depth of family caring for one another, particularly,
without asking, you were cared for. When approaching my age, you were cared for.

Q: Well, at home, when you were growing up, by the time you were 12, or 13, Roosevelt
was in, and the New Deal, and the depression and all. I was wondering how much this
probated for what you remember?

LAKAS: First of all, to us Greek folk, President Roosevelt was pretty close to one of the
Gods on Mount Olympus. Not everybody had a radio, and we didn’t. So, perhaps, a sign
of my time was that we would tell everyone that there would be a fireside chat. We would
all rush out to hear it, and hang onto every word, because we trusted the man. He seemed
to speak to us, and give us the hope we felt we needed, particularly being in New York
City, a major city, or Detroit, or Chicago. We seemed to be besieged by the approach of
the revolution. There was a lot of unhappiness. It hit me almost immediately as a young



child. To walk down Sixth Avenue or Seventh, Thirtieth or Fortieth Street, where the
employment offices were located, with signs outside that said, “Busboy wanted,” for
example. There would be, perhaps, 150 people lined up to interview for the job. Even
more than that, people were selling apples and oranges from crates, on the street corners,
for a nickel. There would be the area where you would receive food for the “homeless,”
so to speak, but you weren’t really homeless. You were destitute. That hit me very, very
much, as to how this could happen, when earlier, there seemed to be prosperity.
Everybody seemed to be comfortable, and now, I see people selling apples for a nickel.

In my case, [ needed a coat, and I had holes in my shoes, the soles. My mother would say,
“We’ll go down and see your uncle, and see if we can borrow $5.00,” and sometimes we
would find out there was none. This sort of gives you a feeling that my father, having
been the provider of the family, had been quieted by the situation of that time. For what?
He didn’t have a job. My mother tried to pull us together, and she did the best she could.
It didn’t hit me as much in my morale, as it hit my parents. Things got worse, and worse
and worse, until we went on what was called “home relief,” or welfare. I remember how
unhappy I was having to go down to the office of the welfare people to collect bags of
potatoes, and whatever else they had available for us to bring home. I found it very
humiliating. I remember my father going into a hospital, not feeling particularly well...
now know why... and leaving my mother and myself to fend for ourselves. Of course, we
were on welfare. I remember moving away from the apartment that had two bedrooms
and a nice kitchen, and a living room, to a one-room flat, where I slept in the same bed
with my mom. Slowly, but surely, with the advent of war in Europe, things began to
change, slightly.

When I graduated in 1938, from George Washington High School, I couldn’t find a job
anywhere. [ would get up in the morning at 3:00, to rush down to Macy’s, and get in a
that went around the block to 34" Street, three times, for a job to package gifts or
whatever. I still couldn’t get anything. I tried working in vegetable shops, with the front
being open for you to select your vegetables. I couldn’t do that. We were able to go to
Coney Island, which is a resort area, and get a job in a place called Paradise Grill. It was a
full service kind of bar, frankfurters and hamburgers, corn on the cob and whatever meals
were available. If [ remember correctly, one of them was corn beef and cabbage. My Dad
and I both got the jobs. I was washing dishes, and he was at the bar. He received $25.00 a
week for 14 hours a day. Washing dishes, I think I got $15.00 a week. This was on a week
now. When the crowds would come in for the weekend, particularly for the Memorial
Day, and the other holidays, it was something to deal with. But, at least it helped us get
back on our feet. It taught me some very significant lessons. One time my father turned to
me when things had eased off a bit, and said, “Do you like what you are doing?” I said,
“No, pop, I don’t like what I’'m doing.” He said, “What are you going to do about it?” I
said, “I’m not sure yet.” He said, “I know what you are going to do about it, you’re going
to become well educated and you’re going to become better than I am.” That’s
impossible. These are people who emigrated from a country overseas, not knowing
English, and coming over to America, without knowing people, and to be able to start a
family, and to have a new beginning. Remarkable. These are people telling me that I



should be better than they. I didn’t realize the significance of this until much later.
Anyway, one day I saw an advertisement in the newspaper that the federal government
was issuing examinations for assistant messenger and clerk, and what have you. I went
down and took it. I got a magnificent grade of 99.9, which required me to spell, cat,
mouse, and dog. My penmanship was also scored as well. It took about a year to hear
from them in Washington. This was 1939, and they offered me a job as an assistant
messenger, at the magnificent salary of $1,080 a year.

Q: I want to stop there and go back, before we come to there, to talk about your
schooling, during this very difficult time. When you were in elementary and high school,
what sort of things did you enjoy and didn’t like in the school system?

LAKAS: I really don’t remember any dislikes, but I remember I was fond of their music
department. I was fond of playing the violin, and being in the orchestra, and performing
for graduating classes, pomp and circumstance, for example. I enjoyed gym. I enjoyed the
games we were asked to play up in the gymnasium. I had a great feel for history. Looking
back on it now, I seemed as if [ was reading a novel. I was also happy to be asked to get
up and make a speech. In English classes, this was mandatory. You had to give a five or
ten minute speech as a class essay on something important. You visited Greece, for
example, what did you see, what did you do, what did you feel about Greece? Another
example would be you went to see a baseball game for the first time in your life, as I did.
It was the New York Giants, up in the Polo Grounds. I spoke about that, without
preparing anything on paper. I think that was the first clue that I thought I could speak
well extemporaneously. I was able to begin to visualize sentences and paragraphs. Still,
today, it makes me a greater speaker at the State Department. Also, I’'m going to be
president of the alumni association at GW, and I speak a great deal. Those are the things I
remember. Looking back on it now, I carried them with me without knowing it. For
example, the decision to try to enter the Foreign Service.

Q: Were there any teachers who particularly inspired you?

LAKAS: A number of them. Some put the fear of God in me as well. The French teacher
was huge. She could have been a wrestling champ somewhere in Germany. She was
relentless. The fear of having no sense of my mother or father, not having done my work
properly. It was something I dreaded a great deal. But, mostly teachers were family
oriented. You could talk to them. There weren’t any great, special occasions where
parents were invited to visit the school, or any PTA operation. It just was school and
automatically, because you carried with you, the respect that was taught by your parents,
for authority. They were very authoritarian. You carried that into the school. When the
teacher spoke to you, it was, “No sir,” and “Yes sir.” God forbid if you were sent to the
principal’s office. It was a catastrophe. But, the authority kept us in line. We respected
them, because these were people of knowledge. They knew things that I didn’t know, and
they taught me about some of these things. I carry great memories of how lucky I was to
grow up in the public school system of New York City. I didn’t know anything about
private schools. I didn’t know anything about universities. It was just the way it was



going to be. So, you moved up from one grade to another, until you graduated. Most of us
felt if we could get a job, or you finished high school, that was it. A good job. Don’t ask
me what it meant, but that is the phrase they used, “a good job.”

Q: Was there any ethnic division within the school?

LAKAS: What we noticed was when there was a Jewish holiday, it was empty. When
Greek Easter would come about, we would say that to our teacher, and I would have to
stay home for this or that reason. She didn’t even ask for a note. She knew that this was
the Orthodox Easter weekend. That was fine. The Italians would have their festivals.
What I saw there was a diversity that lead to unity. [ used that theme in my early

speeches. I remember when I was asked to talk about the United States, and the miracle of
its survival. I used that theme of diversity lead to unity. I always remember there were so
many different people. Yet, we all got along.

Q: In the depression era, were you hearing, whether it was from your parents, or while
you were hanging around, that there were two great strains going on? One strain being
fascism, and one being communism. Particularly in a major city, like New York, did these
penetrate your area at all?

LAKAS: Yes it did. There were epithets. You could paint anyone, as to say that he is a
communist. There were other things that I noticed as well. There were racial divisions.
Not in my school, and not on the playground, but my parents carried that. They would
say, “He was black.” They referred to it. I didn’t understand why they were making
references to this. I didn’t hear much about this elsewhere.

Q: They were bringing it from the old world, really.

LAKAS: I suppose. Yes, they brought their lives over from the old world. There’s no
question about it. By 1930, there were more Greeks in America than the Greeks in
Greece.

Q: Were your parents, and people around, such as your extended family, talking about,
“Oh, to go back to Sparta,” or “To go back to Macedonia,” or something like that? This
wasn’t a theme?

LAKAS: I began to hear this only in terms of a visit. There were societies such as a
AHEPA (American Hellenic Educational Progressive Association), which by 1932, had
begun to organize trips to Greece, for people who had not been back since 1900, and now
had a little money in their pockets to do so. It became very fashionable to say, “I’m going
down to Greece.” What they did there, I have no idea. A number were very charitable. A
number contributed to the construction of spring water aqueducts. A number built a
school or two, or a church. They contributed. If I can remember correctly, there was a
considerable amount of envy from the native Greeks for those who had gone to America,
and worked and were successful. This occurred in the restaurant business, in particular.



They didn’t realize how hard the Greek Americans had worked the business.

Q: Was there at all a division between the Greeks and sort of where your family came
from, the Greece proper, and those who got out from Anatolia, and came out to Smyrna
in the 1920s?

LAKAS: Yes, I thought they were better educated. The Anatolia Greeks who had become
refugees in 1922, they seemed to have a different attitude from the Greek Greeks in
Macedonia or elsewhere. For a while, they seemed to be apart from the Greeks of Greece.
They seemed smart. They seemed sharper. I didn’t see that very often, but when I went
into their homes as a kid, because they had children to play with, I would notice there was
a difference. These were people who apparently were the descendants of Greeks way back
when. They were well-versed in commerce.

Q: They really weren'’t a peasantry.

LAKAS: No. Those who came from the peasant class, I saw a difference. Anatolia Greeks
had their own accent. The Macedonia Greeks had their own accent. It was Greek, but they
had their own accent. You could tell right away.

Q: What did you speak, Macedonian or Peloponnesian Greek?

LAKAS: Peloponnese. My mother was a powerful figure in our house. But, the
Macedonian accent is very distinct. It is very distinct. When I went back to inspect the
consulate in Thessaloniki, in 1974, I was invited by the consul general, it was an
interesting thing for me to do on a Saturday or a Sunday. I found family there, of course.
The accent was enormous.

Q: One of the things that I have noticed is... I've been a consular officer most of my
career. Two things are very apparent when you look at immigrants coming. There are
three groups that have put a tremendous emphasis on education. One has been the Jews;
the other, the Asians, particularly the Chinese, Koreans, Japanese, and the Greeks. [ was
consul general in Athens for four years from 1970 to 1974. You look at the most
unpromising material going through, sort of a peasant class. Yet, you knew, if you started
looking at where they ended up, the first generation would end up in a small grocery
store, or a restaurant. The second generation would be doctors, lawyers, the whole thing.

LAKAS: Let me add to what you said. It’s way beyond the calendar, where we are now.
When I was sworn into the service, in 1947, AHEPA asked me if I would speak to the
Sons of Peloponnese chapters to encourage the youngsters in terms of, see what I’'m about
to do, you can do it. You don’t have to keep thinking that if you became a lawyer that
would be it. You don’t have to think that if you work for your Dad in the restaurant that
would be it. There is a new horizon for you to look at. This is 1946. We’ve had a number
of Greek Americans, as you know, and mid-level managers. My family and others believe
one thing; that is, the way up the ladder socially, mobility up the ladder is education. They



seemed to be so impressed with people who were literate, who were articulate, both in
Greek and in English. They would say to me after they would leave, “See.”

Q: So, this is something that permeated your...
LAKAS: Yes, it did.

Q: So, we’re moving onto 1939, I guess. You graduated from high school, nowhere to go.
Did you keep the dishwashing job?

LAKAS: That was for the summer. These were summer jobs. In the winter, I might work
for NYA, the National Youth Administration, or WPA, the Works Project
Administration, doing odd jobs, which would give me $98.00 or $99.00 a month, to help
the family. Always, the money went to the family. She would set it aside, and give me
maybe $4.00 or $5.00 to spend.

Q: Did you have any social life, girls, that sort of thing?

LAKAS: We were aware there were social constraints, and you heard about them. One
constraint was “Don’t bring shame to the family. Don’t bring shame to our name.” The
other was, “Where are you going?” Well, “I’'m going out,” at the age of 17. “Where is
out?” “Well, I'm going to a party to be given by a girl.” “A girl. Is she Greek?” “Well, yes
she is.” “Well, what does her father do?”

Q: It hasn’t changed a bit. I have some very good friends who are Greek. They want “a
nice Greek girl.”

LAKAS: “Don’t be home later than 12:30.” The same thing continued. Again, ’'m going
to jump a couple decades. I come back after having had combat experience as a Naval
officer on LST (landing ship tanks). I’ve been through three campaigns including Anzio
and Southern France, Marseilles. I return home for leave, before I go out to the Pacific, to
become part of the invasion of Japan. I arrive home and, of course, I want to go out. 'm
25 years old. “Where are you going?” “I’m going out.” “Where are you going?” “Well, |
have a girlfriend that I used to go to college with.” “Well, is she Greek?” “I don’t think
so, she is Scandinavian.” “Scandinavian, are you serious?” “I just got home, Mom.” But,
you see, that continued. But, I handled it differently.

Q: Well, I do want to talk about the military side too. So, you are in line doing various
things until this messenger job?

LAKAS: That’s right.
Q: What was this job?

LAKAS: An assistant messenger at the Interstate Commerce Commission. It meant you

10



picked up railway books and delivered, I don’t know what else, from one office to the
other.

Q: This is down in Washington?

LAKAS: Yes. I did not want to leave Mom and Dad. I did not want to leave New York
City. I asked if I could stay in New York City with the same job. They said, “No, you

have to come down here, by December 15™.”

Q: Which is 1939.

LAKAS: Yes. My father had enough time to put me on the milk train. We left at 4:00 in
the morning, and I got to Washington at 11:00. It was great to come out of the station and
see the capitol. It had red brick sidewalks. I had never seen red brick sidewalks in my life
before. I reported, and papers were completed. The first thing I did was go to the Greek
church, to the old St. Sophia, down on 9" Street and L.

Q: It’s now...

LAKAS: It’s not the cathedral up here on Massachusetts Avenue.

Q: I know, but they were saying that St. Sophia is now... I'm not sure what it is.
LAKAS: A Korean church?

Q: It may be a Korean church.

LAKAS: Right away, into the Greek AHEPAs. No question, into the church, into the
choir, meet the people. Greek, Greek, Greek. But, something told me that I should go
right away to George Washington University, which had evening classes, for $6.00 a
credit. My father was speaking in my ear at all times; education, education. So, I figured I
would work in the day time and study in the evening, which I did. I signed up and began
my studies on February 1, 1940. Because of my extrovert kind of character, I became
almost immediately involved as a soloist in a famous GW Greek chorus 120 voices a
cappella, which was once sought after. We performed at Constitution Hall. We did

Sibyls. I did the solos and a few other things. Then, I became captain of the college
cheerleading squad, even though I worked. Our gym was a thin tabernacle. There wasn’t
much to do. We didn’t have any equipment either, so we had a cheerleading squad. No
women. We were responsible for bringing women into the cheerleading squad for the first
time in the history of the University. These were Victorian times. When I asked the
president for permission to do this, he asked me, “Can you guarantee that the hemline will
be six inches below the knee?” What the hell did I know about the hemline? I very
cavalierly said, “Oh, sure, no problem.” I began to do this, this and this at the university,
and became active on the campus. I think I did it because it was attractive and I couldn’t
do it in New York City. I was alone here, and I had all this to choose. I found that I began
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to move away from the Greek church and the Greek community, devoting most of my
time to the campus and the university itself.

Q: Where were you living?
LAKAS: Boarding room, boarding house, on Decatur Street.
Q: Did you get your own meals there?

LAKAS: No. They had it, and it was rather constraining for me. I had to pay $40.00 a
month. Later, I moved to simply a room, up on Emerson Street. I ate at the cafeteria, the
one that is closing downtown.

Q: Scholl’s.

LAKAS: It was very good. We could also buy a pass for one week on the trolley cars,
which was $1.25. You could go anywhere with it. If you had a date, it would probably be
at somewhere in the university. After a performance, you would all pile into somebody’s
car, and go to a Hot Shoppes on Connecticut Avenue. For $1.25, which I had in my
pocket, you could get a cheeseburger and an orange freeze.

Q: How about the job? I can’t say that it sounds very interesting.

LAKAS: What helped me a great deal was that I took on the job of being the reporter of
the division I worked in, to report on what was going on, humorously, etc. That was a
pastime. We didn’t question work. We worked from 8:00 to 5:00, and Saturdays, half
day, also. What we questioned after a while was whether there was something better we
could do. I wondered whether I should go down to Panama and work for the Panama
Canal Authority. But, after a year, they gave me a promotion to $1,400 a year, from
$1,080, working a statistical typing machine, checking the rates that were reported by the
rail companies, the trucking companies. I can’t tell you. It was bad, but they promoted me
to $1,400 a year. Then, they promoted me again to $1,600.

Q: That was good money.

LAKAS: I had gotten interested in the university. I had become very popular on the
campus. The Greeks and the war with the Italians played a role in my popularity. I
yearned to be a full time student. I asked if my mother and father would come down to
Washington and live here with me, which they did, in 1941. It was quite a decision for
them to make, because they were leaving behind years and years of neighbors and family,
and this and that, to come down to a strange city, just because I was here. They thought
maybe I needed them, and I think I did.

Q: What about in these early years, you started in 1939, 1940. How about the war? The
war was going on. Was this something you were following? Particularly, being in
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Washington, did this have an effect on you?

LAKAS: I followed it even in New York City. I’ll never forget the night the newspapers
came out. It was The Daily News and The Daily Mirror, with headlines this thick. I'm
talking about the invasion of Poland.

Q: Four-inch thick headlines.
LAKAS: The invasion of Poland.
Q: This is September 1939.

LAKAS: Thank you. I found it intriguing. I didn’t know what war was really like. I had
seen movie pictures of World War I, All Quiet On The Western Front. I just had a vague
idea what war meant, so I followed it, by virtue of reading the newspapers. That’s it, in
New York City. When I came down here, I found the city as it must have been in 1936,
1937, 1938. Overnight, in late 1940, when the draft began to be spoken about, I realize
there are military people around. I had never seen military people.

Q: They put their uniforms on.

LAKAS: Yes. I couldn’t understand what the insignias were that they were wearing.
When the draft came into play, we began to notice vacant seats. The boys were being
taken away. When we would have our football games... We had a great team in those
days, Alphonse “Tuffy” Leemans played for us, and went onto the New York Giants.
Over at Griffith Stadium, we saw not only American uniforms up in the stands at Griffith
Stadium, but British. Also, if [ remember correctly, Polish. All of this was kind of an
awakening to something that was happening. Then, the incoming flow of women from
everywhere in the United States, to work as secretaries, stenos, and typists, and what have
you. We read in the press, The Washington Star that there were G-girls, working and
living together, four or five in one apartment. We became aware that accommodations
were vanishing. If you got an apartment, you were very, very lucky. That is what I saw.
As I moved along with my studies...

Q: What were your studies?

LAKAS: Okay. Initially, English, Spanish, Economics, Accounting, History, and
American Government. I delighted in it, and then I got to feeling that I ought to go and
serve. Of course, my mom and dad didn’t want that. I was an only child. They thought I
should get an exemption. I looked around and saw so many that had gone in, in one form
or another, I just felt compelled to do the same, not knowing what I was getting into. So, I
registered as a volunteer, and went down to Anacostia to take my physical to become a
Navy pilot. Don’t ask me why, but I was going to be a Navy pilot. I learned that I had
astigmatism, so that washed me out of the Air Force. They put me into the deck.
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Q: Line officer.

LAKAS: Line officer, yes. The memory I have, which I will never forget, is as I moved
onto 1942, I was inducted into active duty, but given a year to complete my studies,
whatever they were. The night before leaving for boot camp, we went and serenaded the
girls at Strong Hall. The next morning, I found myself on the train, going to boot camp.
Several months later, I’'m under fire.

Q: Where did you go to boot camp?
LAKAS: Norfolk, Fort Smith.
Q: Was this part of a...

LAKAS: ...Initially, because bodies were coming from everywhere, they put me at
Pennsylvania University, allegedly, to continue some study, and to learn how to march.
That wasn’t very long, because we came out, one night, after having performed as a glee
club at the university, there was a list on the bulletin board saying that tomorrow at 0800,
I was gone. Lakas will be the commander CEO of this particular group. So, we went on
down to Norfolk, and we began the boot camp training. That lasted a month. From there,
midshipmen school in Northwestern. That lasted three months. Then, we were
commissioned in 1943, in time for me to be assigned to LST210.

Q: That’s landing a ship tank.
LAKAS: Yes, exactly, 150 feet long, and about 50 feet, to the beam.
Q: Long, slow target.

LAKAS: Absolutely. Thank you very much. So, I found myself... And I must talk about
this, briefly because...

Q: Please do.

LAKAS: These are memories I will never forget. I arrived in Naples, and Mr. Vesuvius
had just erupted. It was grim and dark. The enlisted man at the incoming station took my
bag and put it in the jeep. We drove to a place beyond Naples. I couldn’t see because the
dust was so heavy. We went up to a rise, I looked down and I see eight of these LSTs
lined up, one after another, just swallowing people and tanks, and this and that. So, I
locate 210, and I’'m of course, spit and polish.

Q: How did you get across?

LAKAS: The USS Ranger, the old Ranger aircraft carrier. They put us on that at Staten
Island, and then we moved into Casablanca. There were still submarines in the Atlantic
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Ocean at that time. Then, from Casablanca to Bizerte. Others were shipped by a vessel. I,
for some reason, was flying an airplane. Ensign Lakas had sparkling shoes, and the tie
tucked into the khaki shirt. Everything was spiffy, spifty, spiffy. I arrived at the door of
LST 210 and there is a lieutenant with no tie, shirt is wide open, he is red-eyed and
bleary, and there is an enlisted man serving with him. I went up to him and said, “Sir,
Ensign Lakas reporting for duty, sir.” He looked at me and this most unhappy expression
on his face. He turned to the enlisted man, and said, “Jack, take him outside.” I was
replacing someone who, under fire, hid under a gun pallet. That was my initiation, “Sir,
Ensign Lakas, USMR, reporting for duty, sir.” Let me tell you, I got to be like him pretty
quickly.

Q: What were you doing? I mean, what were you up to at that point?

LAKAS: We left that night at 2000, in a convoy of 10 LSTs, to go up to Anzio, which I
learned was a ferrying process. We would load 34™ division, or 45" division, tanks and
what have you, and get there about 3:30 in the morning. If the Germans were nice, they
would let us in peace, or they would shoot at us with 88s, from the top of the hill. We
would offload and get the hell out of there as fast as possible.

Q: This is at the time of the Anzio beachhead?

LAKAS: It went on and on for about two months. As I was told, we had it in our laps the
first night we came in there, but we didn’t follow up with troops. Rome was just a few
miles beyond Anzio. Some of those ships were hit. Some of the German tanks came
down from the beachhead. There was always give and take, back and forth. We would
never find the same U.S. team behind the sandbags where we would land, on another trip.
It would be changing, and there would be wounded. That was my first experience.

Q: What was your position?

LAKAS: Gunnery officer, 40 millimeter, forward tuck. That was the gun that usually was
unable, most of the time.

Q: 40 millimeter, what was this like?

LAKAS: It was a long barrel, four or two, we had four. Besides, it would be the 20
millimeter Eriocaulon, machine-gun type thing. But, we had the 40 millimeter, with it’s
fire shells about this size.

Q: We're talking about six or seven inches long.

LAKAS: Yes. I recall that my first experience was near death. My godmother had given
me a medallion for my baptismal protection. I saw an empty shell coming toward me,

from our gun, and I simply bent over to kick it away. When you’re under fire, you don’t
think about too many things. You’re carried by this huge wave. It takes you wherever that
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wave wants to go. You don’t’ think about fear. You see those faces coming out at you,
and you say in the beginning, “Somebody is going to get hurt out here.” So, I bent over
and kicked the shell over. I got up and felt my chain was loose. So, I looked down, and
the medallion had been shot off. The two ends were hanging without the medallion.
Strangely, enough, I didn’t feel anything about it. I just thought, “Doggone it, there goes
that nice medallion my godmother gave me.” The second campaign was when we
finished with Anzio...

Q: Just to nail this down, you were bringing in fresh troops, fresh supplies, and taking
out wounded, that sort of thing?

LAKAS: Yes, and supplies, of course. My memory of that was every other night; hit
Naples, Anzio, Naples, Anzio, and it was watching with sorrow, the army climbing down
the side of the ship. If it was stormy and windy, the ship would be heaving up and down,
and the small boats to which they landed, would do the same thing. I watched these kids
heaving up. I thought to myself, “Lord, thank you.” I’ve got a bunk and when
Thanksgiving comes around, I get a turkey. There is plenty to eat. If I were hit by a
torpedo, we would go down very quickly. It was an empty shell of a ship. That’s it. But, |
felt really sorry for the 34™ and 45", It wasn’t just enough getting off the ship into the
small boat, but going into the beach, you would find obstacles. On top of that, the small
boat could be hit. You could wipe out the entire group in the small boat. We had eight of
these boats that we carried on our ship, and we would use them for the rain.

Q: You weren’t moving into the shore and putting down your ramp?

LAKAS: No. We would go ashore later when it was under control by our people. Most of
the landing took place in the water. We had an anchor in the rear, the stern anchor. That
would pull us away. Later, when the beach master would say, “Under control,” then we
would go into the beach and ride up onto it. We would open the doors, and the tanks
would roll off. The men would march off as well. That was the best kind of landing.
Then, we had to take Elba, because it was only five miles away from the Italian coast, and
the Germans were shooting across the water, picking up our troops as well. So, we took
that, the Moroccan troops. We lost one small boat. Then, we were spared Normandy. The
gossip was that we were going into Greece. They took some of our ships to Southampton.
The rest of us went into southern France, with the Texas, West Virginia, and one other
battleship.

Q: These were older battleships.
LAKAS: These had been raised from the muck of Pearl Harbor and reconstructed.
Q: And turned into gun platforms.

LAKAS: Oh, oh. Here comes this monster. We are rattling along at five knots. Here
comes this monster. They’ve got movie pictures on the ship, they have beer, and all the
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great things you can think of. Here we were in our little boat. We serve on a ship like that.
We had our laundry out in the back stern. Anyway, they were great. We went into St.
Tropez, and we took that. It took two days to hit a shelf of German rangers. Then, we
cleared the place for Marseilles. We took Marseilles. That opened up the southern part.
The next big campaign was the Bulge, December 1944.

Q: By the way, I have to put a historical comment in here. At one point, when you were
doing this, when Churchill was full of grand plans, and he was complaining about
something... I can’t remember exactly. He said, “I find that everything depends on
something called an LST,” because there was a shortage of LSTs. Churchill’s grandiose
plans were continually thwarted because there weren'’t enough LSTs to do this. He got
quite annoyed at this.

LAKAS: They were launching them by the dozen on the Mississippi River, sideways.
They got brief training in Solomon’s Island, down here in Maryland. Let me tell you, that
was quite a chore. The boys in the Pacific took a beating as well. Anyway, we took
Marseilles, and then the Bulge occurred. We went to Leghorn to pick up Japanese
American outfit.

Q: 4427

LAKAS: That’s right. They landed, and then we brought in Algerian troops. They landed,
and the Bulge was taken care of. The next thing I know, I was transferred. They told me
in April, on the day Roosevelt died. When I saw the flag at half mast in Naples... I was
being transshipped to the old SS America, I said to myself, “Somebody is going to get it,
because they didn’t raise the flag full mast,” because I didn’t know he died. When they
told me he died, the first thing I thought was, “What are we going to do now?” That’s
how great this man was. So, [ went to the U.S., 30 days leave, Pearl Harbor, on one of the
staffs who were preparing for the landing at Kagoshima Bay. We had taken
measurements for our submarines. I was assigned to one of the staffs to prepare for the
landing on Kagoshima Bay. The other staffs were preparing for the landings north of
Tokyo, and other staffs were working on Sasebo, Nagasaki, the Hiroshima side. We were
working the southern part of Hiroshima Bay. The comparison I can make about how we
felt was the European theater did not seem as threatening to us on the LSTs. We became
very nervous about meeting the Japanese.

Q: The Kamikazes and all that.

LAKAS: That’s right. We estimated that the casualty rate would be one million. So, in
our vanguard, as we left to go to Japan, were three hospital ships. It was the fifth marine
corps, or whatever, and it was huge and modern. A week out of Kagoshima Bay, we
heard that atomic bombs had been dropped. Then, we heard that the Japanese had
surrendered. Our group was told to go to Sasebo. It was dawn, and we didn’t know what
to expect. It was a narrow entrance at Pearl Harbor, and we very carefully moved in, and
it opened up to a huge harbor. To our astonishment, there were destroyers, swinging back
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and forth on the buoys, there were submarines that had hangars for airplanes on their
decks. So, we finally moved in, and established our own headquarters. We were under
orders not to fraternize, if we saw any Japanese. So, that’s what happened. Later, I was
assigned to go down to Guam to become the executive officer of a small LCI, landing
ship infantry, to deal with diehard Japanese troops that would refuse to believe that there
had been a surrender. So, we had some difficult times. We carried lots of rice, and
persuaded a number of them to surrender, and others committed suicide. It was different
from Europe.

Q: Yes. In the first place, when you went into Kagoshima Bay, were you still the gunnery

officer?

LAKAS: Yes. No, no, not gunnery officer. I was a staff officer for communications on the
captain’s staff, that had been preparing for a month or so.

Q: Well now, when you went in, at first the place seemed deserted. But, the Japanese
must have started coming out.

LAKAS: They did. About a week later. Japan is kind of mountainous, and so behind
Sasebo, which is the part we were in, they went up very quickly. First, the men came
down, then subsequently we saw women. But, we couldn’t fraternize with them.

Q: There must have been problems feeding the people, weren't there, or was that taken
care of by somebody else?

LAKAS: I have no knowledge of this. We were confined to our LST, tied up to the dock,
receiving telegrams, and what have you, to be passed on to headquarters. Once in a while,
we would take the jeep and go down to the supply ship and pick up supplies for our ship.
Beyond that, we were not aware, actually, with what was going on with the internal
politics. We were aware that MacArthur was in Tokyo. We were aware that there was a
major surrender ceremony aboard the Missouri, but we didn’t have a feel for the
dynamics at play within the population themselves. I’'m sure they had been told by their
government that they should be aware of us, that we were this, and we were that. [ didn’t
see any of that. I finished my one month and was immediately assigned to this LCI in
Guam.

Q: What were you doing? How does one go around trying to persuade these diehards to
surrender?

LAKAS: We had government officers on board who spoke Japanese. We would go down
to the beach with lots of food, and we would meet with the commanding person of the
garrison. Through him, we would attempt to explain that the surrender had actually taken
place. We left it up to him to move in to the interior with his garrison, to bring the others
out. We were not involved in any military strikes. We were concerned that they might
turn on us. So, we would move out from the beach at night, and anchor in the harbor,
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making sure that boats were not approaching us at all times. I don’t really know exactly
how it was done, how many they brought in. All I know is we would report that we had
arrived at Kapingamarangi, Wallis, and a couple other islands. The staff would go on to
Japan, but then we would send down bigger ships to either help transport the Japanese to
the homeland, or to do whatever they did. That also was done in China 16 times in size.
That went on for about six months. Even after the war had ended for some time, they
were still finding Japanese hiding in the jungles of Guam.

Q: I'm not sure about there, but in the Philippines, and other places, they had people
showing up 10 years later, 20 years later. It was incredible.

LAKAS: So, I was transported back to the states in April 1946. I came home and my
mom didn’t know, because we weren’t sure how I was getting to Washington from San
Francisco. We were lucky to get a train. I stayed up three nights, and three days. I got to
Washington and hailed a cab. I went to my home at 2315 Lincoln Road, NE, and walked
up the steps and knocked on the door. My mother opened up the door, and she behaved as
if I had just gone down the street to get some popcorn or something; the Spartan attitude.
My father was different. He went bananas. I ought to insert one anecdote here. When I
was leaving for the Pacific, I went home to say goodbye to my mom, my dad was
working. There were no tears. She said, “Be careful.” I said goodbye to her, and walked
down the steps. There was a cab waiting. He was an African-American, and suddenly I
saw this face become virtually white. It was staring over my shoulder. As I looked
around, there’s my mother with a 45. I had forgotten it upstairs. It was my 45. She came
running down with it, because she thought I needed it. The driver didn’t know if my mom
was competent. | said, “Mom, just give me the gun. I’'m sorry, I forgot it.” She said, “Oh,
I knew you needed it, and so I brought it down to you.” The driver didn’t recover for
about three hours. But, that’s the kind of insert I wanted to make on that one.

Q: I do want to ask, you had lived in New York in a diverse neighborhood, where
everybody got along, how did you find Washington? I mean, the racial divide between the
blacks and the whites?

LAKAS: I found it bad. I thought it was bad in New York, but in New York, it was kind
of camouflaged. You had large spaces, you had Harlem. You had other places, such as
Queens. It was kind of camouflaged, but here it was wide open. You could see signs that
said, “Colored only,” and “Whites only.” Glen Echo, for example, the same thing. But, if
you ask me what my reaction was, I didn’t have any real spiritual reaction. I came here for
a job, and I was intent on the job. I was intent on taking care of myself for the first time,
alone. I had church, and GW. In a sense, I think I can attribute this lack of response to a
degree of immaturity, and to a degree, not having been associated openly with the
problem. But, it was very severe here. I remember charlie cars, conductors and motor
men, “White only.” Elevator operators at the federal buildings were African-Americans.
Places like O’Donnell’s, that was on E Street.

Q: A famous fish restaurant.
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LAKAS: African-Americans service. If you were lucky enough to have somebody drive
you down to Maryland, to Lexington, or whatever, you would see areas that were black
only. But, it virtually passed me by. It wasn’t until I got overseas as a junior Foreign
Service officer, I decided to become aware, because I could hear it from overseas from
the United States.

Q: How was it in the Navy?

LAKAS: All white crews except in the pantry, the officers ward room, maybe down in the
lower part of the...

Q: Engine room?
LAKAS: Not even the engine room, I think you found them where the food is served.
Q: Stewards, really.

LAKAS: Right. But, they had positions when general corps were hit. They had positions
to go to. They were gunnery positions.

Q: I was going to say, as a gunnery officer, you must have found that you had blacks
under your command.

LAKAS: Yes I did. I saw no different. They were very, very good. I had an experience
once, when we were bringing back Algerian troops to help out with the Bulge problem. It
was a two night trip from Algeria to Marseilles. The Algerian troops preferred to sit on
the top deck. There were cut lambs to cook their own meal. All night long after that, they
would be sharpening their swords, up and down, up and down. I noticed the African-
Americans looking at this, and saying things like, “Man, look at those goums.”

Q: The term was goums?

LAKAS: Yes, “g-0-u-m-s.” Idon’t know where it came from. I may have missed a
few things here, but I think we can go on.

Q: All right. Good. Well then, you 're back in 1946.

LAKAS: Yes.

Q: Did you know what you wanted to do? Did you have any feel for anything?
LAKAS: I went straight to the university, within 24 hours.

Q: This is Washington?
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LAKAS: George Washington University. Under the GI bill, I signed up to complete my
degree, a BA in government, which I was able to do in one year. My objectives as a
returned veteran were (1) get a degree, a piece of paper that would open a door, I thought;
(2) marry, (3) get a good job. This was a job, in my subconscious, that would correspond
to what I was doing aboard ship, commanding people. I was lucky to get a job for $40 a
week.

Q: Did you have a serious girlfriend at this point?

LAKAS: I had been corresponding with a number, but toward 1945, I began to
correspond with the lady I married. She came from New Milford, Connecticut, lived in
New Milford, near Danbury. We married December 15™. December 15" seems to be my
lucky day. December 15 is our anniversary. We married in New Milford, Connecticut.
We had a Greek priest and a congregationalist.

O: This 194_?

LAKAS: 1946. That was a big year for me. She came down to Washington with me. We
got into one room, at $75 a month. Again, I couldn’t find a job that suited me. I was
unhappy as all get out. I did some writing for the American Trucking Association. I did
some deliveries for a dairy company called Richfield Dairy. I was married and I had to
make a living. [ was very unhappy.

Q: What was the background of your wife? How did you meet her?

LAKAS: When I came into Washington from Europe, I had 30 days leave, and I intended
to have a great time with the ladies I knew from my old days at the university. I had
another one waiting for me in San Francisco. I was quite popular. My father said to me, a
few days after I arrived, “We’re going to Bridgeport, Connecticut.” I said, “Why?” “Well,
your cousin is about to marry a real nice Greek boy out there from New Milford. We are
going up to pay our respects.” I said, “Dad, I have so many days left here, and I'm
fighting a war. You want me to go up to Bridgeport?” “Yes, you’re going to Bridgeport.”
So, we did... authority. We met the fiancée. I thought this would be a day’s trip, and I
would be back in Washington again. That night, the fiancée said, “Oh, let’s go up to New
Milford and meet my family.” I said, “How far away is New Milford?”” He said,
“Seventy-five miles.” “Well, can I get a train from there to go back to New York.” He
said, “Maybe you can, and maybe you can’t.” So, I swallowed hard, and off we went to
New Milford in a car. We met the boy’s parents and they had a banquet for us. It was VE
day, and it was grim. It was raining heavily. I kept looking out there and saying to myself,
“What kind of a life is this? I’ve seen combat, and I’ve seen death, and here I am in New
Milford.” I was so bored, I decided to go into the kitchen to see what two girls were
doing, the daughters. I struck up a conversation with one of them; my wife to be. I said,
“Do you go to New York very often?” She said, “Yes, [ do.” I said, “Would you like to
meet me in New York and go to Greenwich Village, and do a little dancing and eating?”
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That’s how it all began. For a year afterwards, I kept saying, “I’m not the marrying kind.”
“Here’s my lieutenant JG pin, just carry it... 'm not the marrying kind.” Then, I would
say, “Here’s my fraternity pin, CJE, I’'m not the marrying kind.” Then, I would give her a
negater ring, and say, “It’s just something for you to have.” Then, when I was at the altar
in December, I asked myself what the hell I was doing at the altar. How did I get there?
That’s how it all took place.

Q: I still tell my wife that I don’t recall proposing. Women get what they want.

LAKAS: Yes, indeed.

Q: So, you're at this stage. We're moving toward 1947, aren’t we? You are married
and...

LAKAS: Yes, halfway through my first year of marriage, the Navy calls and says,
“Coming back to reserve duty?”” which pleased me. I was hoping to make full lieutenant.
So, I borrowed my wife’s car and drove down to Norfolk. They assigned me to the USS
Albany cruiser. This was fantastic; compared to an LSD. So, we’re on there, and training.
We were training all right. I had some time off, and I went down to the gulf deck and
looked at the gulf stream, which was such a beautiful blue. This voice said to me, “It’s
very beautiful, isn’t it?” I said, “Yes, it is.” He said, “Hi, I'm Everett Bellows.” I said,
“I’m Nick Lakas, and I came down from Washington in my wife’s car. I’ll be glad to take
you back to Washington. Let’s go and do some shopping in Hamilton to take our
photographs,” which we did. He said to me, “When you have the photographs, come and
see me.” He gave me an address. I got back to Washington. I forgot about the invitation. I
got the pictures. Things were getting so bad with jobs for me, that in desperation, one
afternoon, I said, “The hell with this. I’'ll go see Everett Bellows and give him his
photograph, and just take the day off.” So, I came down here, and I see something called
The State Department. I walk in and I say to the guard, “I need to see Mr. Everett
Bellows, I have some things of his.” He says, “Just go down here to the right, you’ll see a
sign.” I did. It was a huge office, with a lot of secretaries. One of them said, “Do you have
an appointment?” I said, “No, I just came here to see Mr. Bellows.” They said, “You can’t
see him unless you have an appointment.” I thought, “Oh, big stuff here.” I said, “Well,
give him the photographs, and say hello for me, I’ll leave.” I turn around to walk toward
the exit, and he comes out of his office and sees me. It was a big reunion. He says, “Come
on in.” I walk in and I see a sign on his desk that says, “Everett Bellows, Director
General, Foreign Service.” What do you think of that?

Q: Oh, yes.

LAKAS: I still didn’t know what I was looking at. I hadn’t the slightest idea where I was,
way out of my reach. I just came down to give him the photographs. He ordered some
sandwiches, and said, “How are you doing? What’s going on?” I said, “What do you do
here?” “Well, I'm running the Foreign Service.” I said, “What is the Foreign Service.” He
said, “It’s a diplomatic corps. We get personnel. We are having a rough time at this
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moment, because we only have 200 career Foreign Service officers, and we are very
short-staffed. We’ve got Truman plans, Marshall plan, GI prize; name it. We have five or
six programs, but we don’t have the staff. I said, “Oh, that’s too bad.” Then, he said, “Do
you want to serve?”’ He said, “You speak a couple languages, don’t you?” I said, “Yes, |
do.” He said, “Do you like to travel?” “Oh, I'm newly married, and I like to keep my
slippers under my bed.” He said, “No, that’s not for you, we need you.” He said, “Oh, you
would be issuing visas.” “What’s a visa?” That’s how that began. He said, “Come on,
raise your right hand and take the oath of office.” So, I did. This was incredible.

Q: Yes, it really is.

LAKAS: It was incredible. He said, “You’re going to study at the institute for one
month.” I said, “What institute?”” He said, “The Foreign Service Institute, down here.”
“Your wife will be given training for a month, and you’re going to be put on the SS
America,” which was the old transport ship that brought me here.

Q: It had been called the Westpoint.

LAKAS: Very good, the Westpoint. He said that this would take me to my destination,
Southampton. Then, after that, you’re going to Glasgow. I said, “Where is that?” He said,
“It’s in Scotland.” I said, “Oh, Scotland, very nice.” You’ll report for duty, and your
salary will be $4,000 a year, which was a big jump from whatever it was. I picked up the
phone, and called my wife and said, “Sweetheart, pack up, we’re going places.” She
thought I was referring to visiting her parents in New Milford. She said, “Why do I need
to pack up?” I said, “We’re going to Glasgow.” She said, “Where is that?” I said,
“Scotland.” That is how my career began, as a Foreign Service staff officer, FSS 11. Do
you remember those numbers?

Q: Oh, yes.

LAKAS: We packed up one suitcase, two trunks. That is all we had. We got on the
America, arrived in South Hampton. Ed Coleman of the administrative office in London
picked us up. We stayed overnight, and then they put us on a train, the Royal Scot, and it
took eight hours to get to Glasgow.

Q: There you are. Well, this is probably a good place to stop. I put at the end where we
are. We have just taken you through your career. You have arrived as an FSS 11, staff
officer 11. You have just arrived in Glasgow in 1948.

LAKAS: February 1948.

skokok

Q: Today is March 11, 2002. Nick, we're at 1948, Glasgow. What was it like there at that
point?
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LAKAS: We landed from Southampton from the SS America, and stayed overnight in
London. We were put on the express train to Glasgow. It took us eight hours to reach
Glasgow. We got there at dusk. We disembarked, and out of the mist, there appeared a
young man who looked at us very carefully and said, “You are Americans?” I said, “Yes,
we are.” He said, “My name is Warren Kelsey of the consulate general in Glasgow,
welcome.” That’s how it started. He put us in a cab and came with us to a boarding
house, where he had been staying. We stayed there for perhaps a month or two, until we
found rental quarters. The following day, we reported to the consul general. He was Dale
C. McDonough, a terrific guy, who was a great leader. [ was introduced to him. Within
two hours, I found myself handling shipping, and shipping manifests. I was taking care of
seamen, who came in on American freighters. They were having problems of one kind or
another, medical or whatever. I did that for about two months. The next thing I knew I
was reassigned to do visas.

Q: Let’s talk a little about the shipping and all, and sailors. Glasgow being a major city,
I would think that American sailors could really find a lot of trouble.

LAKAS: Yes they did. The Clyde River was a great place for them to come into, to
offload their cargo. It was quite a busy place. The problems we had, generally, were
misconduct, and sometimes their papers were not in order. On top of that, we had to
check the manifest on the cargo they were taking, and the cargo they were offloading.
They would have to come in in those days and pick up their clearances from us at the
office, or I would be summoned down to the ship by the captain to officiate some
problem they had.

Q: Signing seamen off-

LAKAS: That’s right, exactly, and getting them back on the plane. If they were ill, we
would have to put them in a hospital, if they required hospitalization. We had to make
sure they got the greatest care possible. After that, when they were released, we put them
on a train to London, where the shipping people in the embassy took over from there.

Q: How did the British police deal with the seamen?

LAKAS: From the very outset, I was very impressed with their civility, their memory of
our alliance during the war, and their willingness to overlook a few things here and there,
so long as the consulate was involved in making sure this would not happen again.

Q: Get the people out.

LAKAS: It meant less concern for them. It worked out very well.

Q: I must say that this is a great tool of the consular officer, by saying, “If you stay here,
it’s a problem for you, it’s a problem for me, if you go, it’s a problem for people back in
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the United States.”
This is tape two, side one, with Nick Lakas.

LAKAS: I was going to say to you that the superintendent of police was a very good
friend of the consul general. He participated in our receptions. He made sure he was with
us. When he asked us for assistance, relevant to some of the things they had to do, and
which we could be helpful, we assisted. There was a rapport there that was absolutely
enormous. Every time one of us arrived or left, we sent a note to the superintendent
letting them know we had arrived or were leaving for a post. You know that from your
own experience.

Q: Well, then, you moved to the visa side of things. What was the visa situation like?

LAKAS: We had visas, and we had immigration. On the immigration side, we had
applications; many of them from the private sector of Scotland. The labor party had come
into power in England at that time. The middle-class Scots saw fit to go elsewhere. We
had also the Polish Free Army; General Anders. They were accommodated in Scotland.
They too wanted to have visas to go to the states. From there, we were never sure of their
background. We had to worry about tuberculosis. We had to be concerned about
communist background.

Q: With the Polish people, I imagine that a lot were being sponsored by Polish
organizations,; particularly in Chicago, and the Midwest. Was this true or not?

LAKAS: I don’t remember the sponsoring affidavits. All I know is there would be a huge
pile on my desk that needed to be reviewed. We tried to do it as quickly as we possibly
could. We had an excellent medical staff of Scottish medical people, helping us with that
too. But, I don’t remember where the supporting affidavits came from.

Q: What about war brides?

LAKAS: Yes. Under the GI Bill, we had a number of those. I think in the first year and a
half, the bulk of the applications came to me, and after that, it sort of trailed off. But, it
was a very essential element of the work I did in the visa section. We had to examine x-
rays, along with everything we did. It was the old style visa.

Q: When you say you had to examine x-rays, did you look at them yourself?

LAKAS: Yes, 1 did. I was taught where to look for spots. It was really a cursory
examination, just to make sure that (1) the x-rays were there; (2) they seemed reasonably
clear, and there was some document appended to them by a doctor saying that things were

fine.

Q: What about non-immigrant visas? Did you have a problem with people who were
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going to stay? This was at a time when people were getting a little tired of the British
Isles, the citizens there. This was a difficult time.

LAKAS: In the beginning, it was not a paramount issue to us, so long as there was some
observance of law, at that time, when it existed. We went ahead and did a minimum
amount of interviewing for the Scots visitors. They was a preference for the British Isles,
and for Germany, and western Europe. It was later when we had the McCarran Act
passed.

Q: That was around 1955, 1956. No, it was 1954, I think.
LAKAS: We had to take a much more stringent look at the non-immigrant people.

Q: Was there a problem on immigrant visas with screening out prostitutes, particularly if
it was a Gl marriage?

LAKAS: Well, there was a clause, if I can recall what it was, of derogatory conduct. I
think this is what it referred to. The police were very good at giving us the screening
needed for all the visas. I can’t remember at this moment, because it was so long ago, as
to the number that we uncovered. I don’t think it was a serious problem, or else I would
have remembered what was going on.

Q: Well, what about life in Glasgow at this time? In 1948, they had a bad winter. In a
way, the food situation, living situation, was worse than during war time.

LAKAS: We were very impressed with the courage, the stamina, the endurance of the
Scots. Throughout the business of rationing, everything was rationed, including
chocolates. We at the consulate were part of the rationing program. Meat was very
difficult to obtain. But, eventually, we at the consulate were able to work through the
embassy, in London, to use the commissary, not only for food, but for liquor that we
needed for our receptions. The Scots themselves were very hospitable, very warm, very
responsive. They seemed to feel that they would go slow on reconstruction, to make the
work last longer. They were concerned about a depression coming in, or an economic
recession. When we went to Italy, during 1949, on the holiday, we were astonished to see
how quickly the Italians had covered up the craters, and were rebuilding. They had
destroyed buildings in Naples and elsewhere. But, the labor aspect in Great Britain gave
us the feeling that the word was, “Take your time.”

Q: Was there the feeling among the people at the consulate general about a certain
unhappiness with the labor situation? I'm not speaking about the party as much as the

unions, and all that?

LAKAS: Yes. Are you speaking, people, officers of the consulate, or the local
employees?
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Q: Well, I mean, both.

LAKAS: We simply reported that, as you just described. That the unions were really
becoming a headache in the recovery process. The locals in our office would joke about
this. As they joked about all the frailties of their lives, under the war system. But,
basically, yes, this is why there was a surge for immigration visas from the Scots. They
saw their opportunity as being elsewhere.

Q: Well, for the next four or five decades... I'm talking about the labor movement, the
unions, were sort of considered to be the British sickness. It impeded everything.
Margaret Thatcher came in and knocked that out.

LAKAS: That is what I remember. You’re correct. This is the talk that went on. I think
the report that went out of the consulate, down to the embassy, conveyed the view from
Glasgow. We also had a consulate in Edinburgh. We could see copies of that, and it was
the same thing coming out of Edinburgh.

Q: Well, between Edinburgh and Glasgow... Edinburgh being sort of the intellectual
capital, and Glasgow being the working capital of Scotland (this is in very rough terms.)
Did you feel that there was a competition? Did you pick up anything?

LAKAS: Between the two cities or between the two offices?
Q: Between the two offices.

LAKAS: No. We never felt that. We sort of envied our consulate in Edinburgh for being
in such a lovely area. Our consul general would sometimes be assigned by the embassy in
London to go and relieve the consul there while he was on home leave. He would invite
us to come and tour Edinburgh. There was a nice rapport. Henry Day was then the consul

Q: What about life for you and your wife in Glasgow.

LAKAS: We were newly married, virtually still on our honeymoon. She took to Glasgow
like a duck takes to water. She was not particularly comfortable with the dampness. She
liked the Scotswomen and they liked her a great deal. There would be articles in the
newspaper about Eleanor’s dress, Eleanor doing this, Eleanor doing that, written by
women journalists. We would invite a number of them to our home for Thanksgiving,
and they would help us do the turkey. It was that kind of rapport. I admired my wife for
doing that. They saw her as a genuine, New Milford, Connecticut girl. It was our first
experience outside the country.

. 1 . . . y, . ?
Q: I'm sure it was a very positive one, wasn 't it:

LAKAS: Yes it was. I stood there and was very pleased. I was very much in demand, and
very popular.
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Q: Were you doing visas, more or less, after that?

LAKAS: Yes. The three- year tour of duty included shipping at first. Then, the rest of the
time, visa work. The consul general would occasionally come in to me and say, “I would
like you to go and cover the agricultural exhibit, and I want you to give me a report of
what you see there. We want to send it to the Department of Agriculture.” Of course, |
found it humorous, which he didn’t know. 'm a New York City kid, and what I knew
about agriculture, you could put in a peanut bag. In fact, I didn’t know the difference
between a bull and a cow. [ would go over and do the best I could. He was quite pleased
with this. Then, he would come in some other time and say, “I would like you to go and
attend this function, where Robeson is going to appear.”

Q: Robeson, being the...?
LAKAS: The singer.
Q: Paul Robeson.

LAKAS: They wanted me to give my view on what the reaction of the crowd was, and
what was being said. Then, he would also come in from time to time and say, “I would
like you to drive me to Burns country. I’'m invited to attend a rotary truck meeting, and I
would like you to drive. You can attend the meeting, too.” Out of all the officers, and
there were seven of us, I thought that sometimes he would reach out for me, because he
thought maybe I was dependable. The greatest memory I have is when he asked me one
day who was going to be the duty officer for Saturday. I said, “I am, Sir.” He said, “Fine,
we have some legal matters to attend to. You’ll get a call from me.” That call was really
camouflaged for his marriage to an American lady he had known at the Department of
State, who came over for the wedding. The wedding took place in the registrar’s office of
Glasgow. He turned to me and said, “Can I borrow your wedding ring?” I said,
“Certainly.” It was a great memory. When I became principal officer in Cork Island the
following assignment, he actually came with his bride to pay his respects, to a man very
junior to him.

Q: You mentioned Paul Robeson. Did you get involved in following the communist party,
and Glasgow being a working area, I would suspect it would have a fairly strong party in
those days.

LAKAS: Not me. The political officer probably was doing that. It was difficult to dodge
the Poles. They would come running up to you at your residence and ask for an
appointment to speak with you about their problems at the camp they were staying in, and
how things were “going on” in the camp that ought to be known by us. I would dutifully
take down what was being said, in respect to the office, and pass it onto the political
officer. What they did with it, I have no idea. But, I was in no position to play the role of
political officer.
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Q: You had the impression that it was a fairly strong party there.

LAKAS: Yes there was. I didn’t know exactly what was going on. This was all new to
me. But, 'm aware that we had coverage.

Q: 1948 was sort of a critical year, as far as the Cold War was concerned. You had the
coup in Czechoslovakia, and the Berlin airlift, I believe, was going on at that time.
Things were cranking up, the Soviet Union was seen in quite a different way, in 1948, on.
Was this all impacting what the consulate was doing?

LAKAS: I personally had some peripheral feeling for what was going on. I didn’t know
exactly what we were doing about it. [ was in one room, dealing only with visas. My desk
was loaded with visas cases to be studied. I saw suddenly the arrival of a USIS officer
from London to take up station with us. I saw the political officer, David Ness, active in
certain instances, but I did not know totally just exactly what was going on. I had my
hands full, just handling the visa cases. I would hear things, but I didn’t know exactly.

Q: Were you getting anything from the family about the Civil War in Greece at this time?

LAKAS: The letters we received from home made some references to 