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Since 1954 the Oral History Center of The Bancroft Library, formerly the Regional Oral History 
Office, has been interviewing leading participants in or well-placed witnesses to major events in 
the development of Northern California, the West, and the nation. Oral History is a method of 
collecting historical information through tape-recorded interviews between a narrator with 
firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-informed interviewer, with the 
goal of preserving substantive additions to the historical record. The tape recording is 
transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the interviewee. The 
corrected manuscript is bound with photographs and illustrative materials and placed in The 
Bancroft Library at the University of California, Berkeley, and in other research collections for 
scholarly use. Because it is primary material, oral history is not intended to present the final, 
verified, or complete narrative of events. It is a spoken account, offered by the interviewee in 
response to questioning, and as such it is reflective, partisan, deeply involved, and irreplaceable. 

********************************* 

The manuscript is thereby made available for research purposes. All literary rights 
in the manuscript, including the right to publish, are presumed to be held by Cyril 
Sheppard. Excerpts up to 1000 words from this interview may be quoted for 
publication without seeking permission as long as the use is non-commercial and 
properly cited. 

It is recommended that this oral history be cited as follows: 

Cyril Sheppard, Cyril Sheppard: Port Chicago Oral History Project” 
conducted by Robert Allen in 1977, Oral History Center of the Bancroft 
Library, The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley, 1977. 

 

  



iii 

 

 

Cyril Sheppard served as a Navy seaman at the Port Chicago Naval Magazine during 
World War II. After the explosion at the base, Sheppard, along with others, refused to 
return to work at Port Chicago, and was one of the fifty mutineers prosecuted in the trial 
that followed. In his interview with Robert Allen, Sheppard discusses his experience with 
the trial and the imprisonment that followed.
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Interview 1: October 20, 1977 
 

Allen:  Actually maybe we could start a little bit earlier than that if you just 
tell me a little about—this is your home in New York, right? You 
came up here and went to school here and all that...Well, tell me a little 
bit about your background before you went into the Navy and how it is 
you came to go into the Navy.  

Sheppard:  Well, I was drafted. I didn’t have any choice. I wanted to go in the 
army. I think it was about thirteen of us that went down to the 
induction center at the same time and all of us was running right 
behind one another—we all trying to stay close so we could be 
together. No two went to the same place. And then when they got to 
me they just sent me over to the Navy office there, and next thing I 
know I’m in the Navy. I didn’t want to be in it. 

Allen:  So this was the—when did they actually institute the draft? Because 
some of the guys that went there were enlistees, right? 

Sheppard:  Some of ‘em, yeah. But I know that I was drafted.  

Allen:  So you had—had you finished school then? Or what? 

Sheppard:  Finished high school. 

Allen:  What high school did you go to? 

Sheppard:  Dewitt Clinton. Finished high school in 1941. And then they took me 
in there 1943. I was in the Navy.  

Allen:  So you went directly up to Great Lakes then? 

Sheppard:  No, I went to Virginia. They put me as a mess attendant. Because now 
they change it around and give you a new name. They call it the 
steward’s branch. And I was on board a mine sweeper.  

Allen:  What was the name of the vessel?  

Sheppard:  YMS 165. Yard mine sweeper 165. 

Allen:  Where was it based—do you remember? 

Sheppard:  First, it was New Orleans. And then they came north; we used to 
operate out of Boston harbor there...When even they would have 
general quarters, my station was on the twenty millimeter gun. So the 



2 

 

 

captain liked the way I shoot the gun. So, I told him one day, I said, 
“Listen. I see where they got black men at Great Lakes, Illinois in the 
seaman’s branch. I want to go there. See, when I come to fight, I don’t 
want to come fighting with pots and pans.” And so they had me 
transferred to Great Lakes. Then I went to gunnery school—four to six 
months.  

Allen:  So that would have been in? 

Sheppard:  Yes, ‘44. I never heard of this place Port Chicago, but they sent me 
there. 

Allen:  Now, what did they tell you in Great Lakes in terms of what—you 
wanted to go into combat duty, or— 

Sheppard:  I wanted to get on board a ship, yeah. I was on a ship, you know, but 
then I wanted to get back on a ship. I liked it out there.  

Allen:  At Great Lakes, did they tell you that was going to happen? 

Sheppard:  No, they don’t tell you anything. They just send you through training, 
then they ship you out. Ship everybody out to different places. Well, 
they had mine picked out for me.  

Allen:  How long was the training at Great Lakes? 

Sheppard:  Maybe about six months there.  

Allen:  And that was gunnery school and what else? 

Sheppard:  Boot training and gunnery school. 

Allen:  So after six months there then—now, Great Lakes that was the main 
training base there for the Navy for black and white, right? But it was 
segregated.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, it was segregated.  

Allen:  They had a name for the black component—Robert Small Camp.  

Sheppard:  Yes, they had three camps. Camp Munford, Camp Robert Smalls, and 
another camp I forget it now. We left there, all the guys shipped out to 
different places. And they sent me—I was in charge of the draft, see I 
was—I had the highest mark. I come out of this school and made 
gunnersmate third class. But I never did wear stripe, so nobody really 
knew what I was. All they knew was that I was just another sailor. So 
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when we get to Great Lakes, it just goes by the luck of the name. My 
name being Sheppard. The guy says, “Martin, Ross,” was two guys 
named Martin. Two Martins, and a Ross, and then you step forward 
and they put them in the Third Division. They were upstairs. By my 
name being Sheppard, Smalls and some other guy, put us in the fourth 
division downstairs. See, on this ship you go around the clock. See, it’s 
just like they built a railroad and the railroad—see like this was the 
railroad here, you know, and one ship would be over there, and 
another ship over here. We load this ship first. I didn’t think no ship 
was that deep.  

Allen:  This is at Port Chicago or—? 

 Sheppard:  Right. We’re loading them things right on up to the brim. Right to the 
top. And I tell you this: them guys didn’t have anything—they didn’t 
have the training. They didn’t know what they were doing. And I’m 
standing up there—boy, and they got them big bombs, bombs you 
can’t even get your arms around them. Great big ones. You hook the 
winch on there and bring it out, yank it off—bam! Hit that steel 
railroad car. He just yank it off—both sides, bam! Bam! Bam! I said, 
“Goddamn, man, can’t you do better than that?” He says, “Oh, man 
don’t worry about that. I felt the same way when I first come. But 
these things ain’t got no fuse in them.” I say, “I don’t care about the 
fuse. They got TNT in them.” Now, nobody really knows what 
happened, how it happened. ‘Cause they had an investigation, but they 
had nothing to go by. It wasn’t even splinters left out of that thing. No 
flesh. It was 322 guys lost their lives there. And they was all friends of 
mine, but it wasn’t nothing enough to send home to bury.  

Allen:  Had you worked enough on those two ships? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, I had just gotten off.  

Allen:  It was the Quinault Victory and the EA Bryan.  

Sheppard:  I never did know the name of the ships.  

Allen:  I think that’s what it was. The Bryan was the one that they’d almost 
finished loading. Quinault Victory was the one that just come in. You 
worked on the day shift then?  

Sheppard:  Yeah, I’d gotten off at 8:00 that night. You worked from 12:00 ‘til 
8:00. The same truck that bring them to work take us back to the base. 
I know it was 8:00. I got out of there 8:00. I think the ship blew up 
about at 10:15.  
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Allen:  10:15, yeah. You were in the—which division— 

Sheppard:  Fourth.  

Allen:  So that was Lieutenant [Ernest] Delucchi and— 

Sheppard:  Yeah, that’s the guy. Lieutenant Delucchi. He was a no-good son-of-a-
bitch. He was—I think he was an ex-professional wrestler. He just 
spent half the day wanting to knock somebody down. He was like 
the—I guess he could beat up everybody, you know. He was a big 
professional wrestler. I know a number of times, he was [phone 
rings]—yeah, he always challenging different guys, you know. “If you 
think you’re big enough, come on out here, step forward.” And all that 
kind of stuff.  

Allen:  Was there generally a lot of racial friction there, in terms of the 
officers towards the men? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, it had to be. This was an all-black base. I have been in the Navy 
a couple of years—almost. I’d never—that’s the first time I’d ever 
seen a base like that. I didn’t think that they existed.  

Allen:  What do you mean? 

Sheppard:  All black, you know! The only whites ones there was the officers. 
They didn’t have the white men doing that stevedore work. And I 
resented it, too, because I went to school for gunnery. I didn’t come to 
do stevedore work.  

Allen:  What was the feeling of the other men there? 

Sheppard:  Well, they didn’t have much feeling. They knew what it was, they 
could see what it was. Nobody had much—on that base—nobody had 
much schooling. They just got all these guys together, and dumped 
them all over there to do this kind of work.  

Allen:  You went there—how long were you there before the explosion? 

Sheppard:  I was there a couple of months, I think. Couple of months. 

Allen:  Did you get to know—who was the petty officer there, the black petty 
officer—Joe Small.  

Sheppard:  Joe Small. Me and Joe were really tight, yeah. We were together all 
the time. See, they tried to build a case around like he was the ring 
leader or something like that, you know. And they tried to build it up 
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on me too, saying I gave advice, telling different guys what to do. 
Make it seem like we forming a mutiny. But it was nothing like that. I 
told them guys that—I don’t care what nobody does. Whether we go 
back to work or don’t, it don’t matter to me, cause I ain’t going. So, 
they use these things—they use that kind of stuff, as if I’m going 
around—me and Joe Small—going around trying to influence other 
people, other guys. I never even went anywhere—they all came right 
to the bed, right to the bunk. And they—“What you gonna do?” Hell, I 
don’t care—I know what I’m gonna do. I ain’t going.  

Allen:  This was after the explosion? 

Sheppard:  This was after the explosion. 

Allen:  Was that Port Chicago or up there at Shoemaker? 

Sheppard:  Port Chicago. 

Allen:  But they moved you up to Shoemaker? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, they moved us to Shoemaker. Then we went to Mare Island. 
They kept us—they kept everybody there, while they’re rebuilding the 
base. While they went and rebuild the railroad and brought in some 
new ships. I say, “What they hell, they can’t find nobody else to do 
this kind of work?” I told them—“I want to be on a ship anyway. Put 
me on a ship and let me fight out there. Take my chances there.” See, 
you lose your life on somebody else’s negligence. Them guys yanking 
them bombs back and forth, back and forth like that...And they’re 
smoking cigarettes. There’s a big sign: “NO SMOKING”. Guys 
standing up there smoking.  

Allen:  Who was responsible for enforcing the safety regulations, like the NO 
Smoking, or like the training? Did anybody have training for this kind 
of work? 

Sheppard:  No, nobody had training for that. Those white officers—cause they’re 
only officers there—was white half-dozen of them—they would bring 
you down and then you don’t see them no more. They bring you down, 
then time we start to working boy, they—gone. They’re making it. Yes 
sir.   

Allen:  That was the division officers? What about people like the Holman, 
the loading officer—there was a couple or three white officers who are 
supposed to be working down there.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, but we never see them.  
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Allen:  They weren’t around either? 

Sheppard:  No, man. Never seen them. Like when those two ships blew up, I don’t 
know if there’s any white officers lost their lives.  

Allen:  Well, I think there was one white lieutenant. And of course, the only 
other whites were the merchant seamen that were on the ships. And the 
coast guard—they had a fire barge down there, I think there was white 
guys on there. Let me ask about this: in the trial testimony, I think it 
was Ollie Green—at the trial stood up and said, “They forced us to 
race against each other. Compete.” Was that going on? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, yeah. That was going on too.  

Allen:  How’d they do that? How could they—What was the reason? 

Sheppard:  I think they were tonnage-minded. So many—I don’t know, the 
officers there must have been trying to get credit to their name, or 
something like that, by loading so much tonnage.  

Allen:  Did they talk about that—the officers? Did they say—? 

Sheppard:  They didn’t talk about it. Well, they didn’t talk to us much. But they 
used to come on out once in a while on the line, and make you go 
faster. And, you know—I used to always try to be the last one to get 
down on that ladder. See, they had a ladder as tall as this building. See 
how high up in the air we are? You look down there, get on top of that 
deck and look down. Jesus Christ! And them guys used to come down 
there like monkeys. They would slide down with their hands on the 
outside of the ladder. Like the firemen, in the station house, firehouse. 
I would come down like this. Them guys stepping all over my hand! 
They are in such a hurry to get started. 

Allen:  Well, why would the guys be in a hurry to get started? 

Sheppard:  Well, I don’t know— 

Allen:  I mean, why would they go along with it, if it was competition? 
What’s the reason for them— 

Sheppard:  They didn’t have too much smarts up there. On the whole base and 
nobody got a rating. Seaman second class, everybody. I remember the 
guy that was in charge of the place, came over to me he said, “Hey, 
they made a mistake with your rating. They got you down as seaman 
first class.” So I looked at him I says, “Yea, they do have me. They 
have made a mistake. Because my rating is gunnersmate third class. I 
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say, “All them other guys that came with me, them other five guys, 
they are seaman first class.” When you come out of school they give 
you that rating. You should have seen the look on this man’s face. 
He’s in charge.  

Allen:  This was Captain Kinhim. 

Sheppard:  No, he wasn’t no captain. This was another seaman second class. See, 
what they had wouldn’t give the blacks any rates, and the seaman 
seaman class guys running the whole barracks. He’s in charge...So he 
come over to me says, “They made a mistake down there.” I says, 
“Yeah, they did make a mistake. I’m not seaman first class—them 
other guys are seaman first class. I’m gunnersmate third.” This man 
act like he want to grab me by the throat. Can’t understand how this 
could happen. But they just wasn’t giving away any—You know, they 
just saving money, man. Didn’t give nobody no ranks.  

Allen:  Was there much complaints about that amongst the men? 

Sheppard:  I didn’t see many people complaining.  

Allen:  One of the things that Joe Small said at the trial, he said before the 
explosion the men got together—he didn’t say how many times, or 
where or how, but there was a couple of times to talk about the 
Bluejacket’s Manual—well, he didn’t really say much beyond that.  

Sheppard:  Bluejacket’s Manual? 

Allen:  Yeah, that was that manual of regulations, and so on. Did you know 
anything about any of that?  

Sheppard:  No. See, Joe was there before me, before I got there.  

Allen:  ‘Cause, what I was wondering was, if the men were considering that 
they didn’t get ratings, and a lot of them—like yourself—didn’t want 
to be there in the first place—You couldn’t get transferred.  

Sheppard:  No, they got you there. You stayed there.  

Allen:  So I was wondering if the men were getting together to, I don’t know, 
maybe get a petition, or something like that.  

Sheppard:  That’s what we got together. Decide to exercise the American way, 
you know. That’s what we thought we would do: get a petition 
together. 
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Allen:  When was that? 

Sheppard:  This was after the explosion. And we felt we couldn’t—we got the 
petition together and everybody signed it, and then the Navy 
Department—see, they brought in those investigators. They would 
bring this in—see, first of all, it was 735 men that initially refused to 
go to work. See, when they called us up, and then they would have us 
in front of the barracks—you know, when you march down here if you 
make a left turn, you’re heading towards the docks. See, but the docks 
hadn’t been built up yet. So we never went that way, we always make 
a right turn and they drill us for a while, you know. So when we get 
down there, when that guy—when that officer gave the column left—
boy there was confusion right then and there. Everything was all 
jumbled up and together. Guys bumping up on each other. And a lot of 
them was crying. They didn’t want to go down there. Then they 
brought the chaplain over. He started talking, “Come on, fellas. I’ll go 
with you,” and all that kind of stuff. We know that he ain’t going to 
stay there. All them officers, man. They get you down there and then 
as soon as you get down there and start working, they’re gone. So, 
each time when they would bring a high-ranking officer to talk, more 
and more of the fellas would leave. I said there was 735, and every 
time, like Chaplain get finished talking, then they’d have about 720 
left. Then the commanding officer, maybe another hundred or 
something like that would leave. So, then it got down to Shoemaker, 
California, where they had the whole bunch of us was in makeshift 
stockade.  

Allen:  Was that at the Ryder barracks in Vallejo? 

Sheppard:  No, not there. This was— 

Allen:  Oh yeah, that was after.  

Sheppard:  Yes, see we were in Vallejo before the mutiny. We just quartered here. 
We would go to Ryder barracks. We would go out on liberty every 
night...But I think it was Shoemaker, yeah, because it was a big, wide-
open space, and they had this you know mutiny going on. What they 
call a mutiny—it was just guys refused to go, you know. So then they 
brought this Admiral over. I never seen an Admiral before in my life. I 
still only see it once. And he was a cracker, come out here, he say—
talk, lanky guy. Admiral Wright. He said, “And just in case you all—
you want to know who I am, my name is Admiral Wright, I am the 
commandant for the Third Naval District.” And he says, “They tell me 
that some of you all want to go to sea.” He says, “I believe that’s a 
goddamn lie.” He said, “I don’t believe none of you got enough guts to 
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go to sea.” He had us right around like this. And he must have had 
about six machine guns on jeeps, you know, pointing right dead at us. 
He told—this admiral told the officer, says, “Alright. You count to ten, 
and whoever it standing up there when you get to ten, I’m going to let 
you all know that I personally will recommend mutiny, and death will 
be the penalty.” Because this is during war, during wartime. So then he 
started counting. Like I said, 735 guys—only when they got finished, 
only fifty was left. If it wasn’t so important, then it would be funny, 
because—when he started get to “eight—nine—” Man, them guys. I 
looked around them jokers were leaving, knocking you down to get the 
git. When that man said, “Ten,” tried to hold nobody else—they had a 
wave of men—knocked the officers down by mistake. They couldn’t 
see—water all in their eyes. Finally, was only fifty left. So they got us 
then. They gave the other guys the—like I said, 735 minus fifty, 
alright—they gave the 685 kind of court martial— 

Allen:  Summary. 

Sheppard:  Summary. They got summaries, and they used them to testify against 
us. See, they give us the general, and use them—The Navy 
Department, they would bring guys in one at a time, and then they 
were building a case against Joe Small and myself—like we ring 
leaders of this mutiny. And they would investigate these fellas there, 
make them change their stories. And say, “Now, didn’t he have a list?” 
You know, all kinds of shit about the list. We were only just trying to 
do things the way that we were taught to do.  

Allen:  That’s the petition, you’re talking about? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, right.  

Allen:  Well, how was the petition circulated? And what did it say? 

Sheppard:  I can’t remember what it said. I guess it would say something like, 
“We the undersigned, refuse to go back to work” or something like 
that—I can’t remember, ‘cause it wasn’t that important to us in the 
first place. But the Navy made it like—they built it up like it was a big 
thing.  

Allen:  Yea, well in the trial they said that was the refusal—the work refusal 
list. They never called it a petition. They never—who got that together, 
though?  

Sheppard:  I can’t remember.  

Allen:  Do you think it was Joe? 
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Sheppard:  I don’t think so. I can remember him walking around like that, talking 
to different guys and all that kind of stuff. But they—it wasn’t nothing 
like what they tried to make it. I remember they used to come and 
bring you in to question you. I wrote out a statement and give it to the 
officer. And a week later, he calls me back in. He’s typing and 
everything. “Well now, hey, uh—Sheppard, you can sign this here.” I 
said, “I already signed it. I already make my statement and signed it.” 
He said, “Well, this is essentially the same as the one you have already 
signed—this is essentially the same—so, you just sign this one.” I say, 
“Now, wait a minute. If this is essentially the same as that one, why 
don’t you just let mine go in the way it is? I ain’t signing nothing. I 
already sign that one that I made up.” I just made the statement—I 
signed it. And they want you to come back—they want to change it 
around for you. You know, they ain’t trying to do you no favors. You 
can guarantee that. 

Allen:  But you did write out a statement?  

Sheppard:  Mhm. 

Allen:  But that was not the statement that was brought to the trial when— 

Sheppard:  They had to bring that one to the trial, because I wouldn’t sign any 
other one.  

Allen:  The records that I’ve seen, they said that it wasn’t the whole 735 who 
refused at first. I think they said, 258 or something like that.  

Sheppard:  No!  

Allen:  They tried to say not everybody refused.  

Sheppard:  It was 735 guys refused.  

Allen:  So after that then, that’s when you were put on that barge.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, we was on a barge. I forget about that. 

Allen:  That was for—what, two, three days on the barge. What happened 
there, anything that was—wasn’t there one meeting of some sort on 
the barge? 

Sheppard:  I can’t remember, nah—I guess I had enough of them meetings. We 
never did have a real meeting in the first place, you know. They make 
it sound like sinister meetings and all that kind of stuff. I just didn’t 
wanna—I just said, “No, I ain’t going back on that damn thing.” Why 
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don’t they get them some whiteys and put them down in there, you 
know? I said, “Hell, I’m a gunneryman. They teach me how to fire 
guns. I’m supposed to be on a ship.” Now they got—I’m a stevedore. 
Only thing I’m not getting, stevedore pay.  

Allen:  What was it like there in general, I mean, aside from what happened? 
What was a typical day like in Port Chicago? 

Sheppard:  You get up in the morning, we would start—8:00, we would start. 8:00 
on that ship. Start to working. Nobody stops either. No breaks here. 
This was solid work. Go down in that ship and you build yourself all 
the way up. Just packing till you find yourself way up on top. That’s 
the way they do.  

Allen:  What can you do on your liberty time? 

Sheppard:  Liberty—we would go out—go recreation, go to San Francisco. Well, 
we play a little basketball. Liberty, go to San Francisco. 

Allen:  You could get over to San Francisco?  

Sheppard:  Mhm. 

Allen:  What, they had a bus or something? Or you just had to get there the 
best way you could? 

Sheppard:  The best way you could.  

Allen:  What was San Francisco like in those days? What was there to do 
there?  

Sheppard:  I guess it’s mostly like what it is now, I guess.  

Allen:  Was there any kind of black community there, or—places where you 
could go, and that sort of thing? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, yeah. What they called the Fillmore District. Yeah, we’d go on 
out there and go to bars and that kind of stuff. Girls, you know.  

Allen:  Did you get any leave time, beside from just the liberty? 

Sheppard:  No, I didn’t see nobody get leaves. [laughs] This was a workhouse 
base, man. Nobody get no leaves there. Something else...We had a guy 
there named Glenny—see, if you don’t know the line, you don’t get 
down on them ships. I think Glenny, Glenny was there before I got 
there, but he never worked. Anytime you see him, they’re taking him 
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to the brig. They cut your hair, you know, bald-headed. He never saw 
the inside of one of those ships. He wasn’t going to do it. Time he 
come out of jail, they give him a couple of days to get straight. And 
when they come for him, they just pack up his bag and go on to jail. 
[laughs] I ain’t getting on one of them goddamn ships, {inaudible}. 
He’s usually in New York; I see him once in a while. He sells 
vegetables on a wagon, push-cart.  

Allen:  Do you know his last name? Was he in the Fourth Division or— 

Sheppard:  Yeah, he was in the Fourth Division. Glenn. His last name was—we 
called him Glenny. He’s out there in Harlem on 41st somewhere 
around that way. I met him down during the summertime, we talked 
about an hour and a half on the corner here. He told me, “I never did 
get on one of them ship.” I said, “You never been on it?” “Never in my 
life has I been down to that dock.” [laughs] I started thinking—I said, 
“I never should have the first day either. I don’t know what I was 
going in for. All I know is, there wasn’t no guns there.” But for me to 
be working on—and I just come out of school, and that’s what they’re 
going to dump me off on. Now, let me tell you something about that 
explosion. Like I said, I got back at the base maybe about 8:15, you 
know, 8:30. I was sitting on the toilet—I was reading a letter from 
home. See, there was two explosions, you know. The first one knocked 
me clean off, I found myself flying toward the wall. I just threw my 
hands up like this, then I hit the wall. Then the next one come right 
behind that: phooom! Knocked me back on the other side of the wall. 
The cats was screaming man, and lights went out, and glasses was 
flying all over the place. I got out to the door, everybody was—that 
thing had—the whole building was turned around, you know—caving 
in. We’re a mile and a half away from the ships! And so, the first thing 
that came to my mind I said, “Jesus Christ, the Japs have hit.” Cause 
see we was fighting the Japs. I could have sworn they were out there 
pounding us with the warships, or bombing us or something. But—one 
of the officers was shouting, “It’s the ships, it’s the ships!” So we 
jumped in one of the trucks, and we said, “Let’s go on down there—
see if we can help.” The man got halfway down on the truck and 
stopped. The guy was shouting at him from back of the truck, “Go on 
down, what the hell? You’re staying up here!” The guy says, “Can’t go 
no further.” See, there wasn’t no more docks. Wasn’t no railroad. 
Wasn’t no ships. And the water just came right on up to the—all the 
way back. The guy couldn’t go no further. Just as calm and peaceful. I 
didn’t even see any smoke.  

Allen:  Were you injured in the explosion? 
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Sheppard:  No. Couple of the guys—well one guy. There that guy Ollie Green. I 
was hoping that they wouldn’t ask him, but I know they were going to 
ask him. We got up on that stand there, and he had an arm in a cast at 
that time. And I was hoping that they wouldn’t ask him how he got his 
hand hurt. So finally the man says, “Anybody want to ask him any 
more questions?” One of the guys say “Yea, how did you injure your 
hand?” This guy was thirty-eight years old, and he was the first guy in 
the chow line all the time. And he say, “I was running to the chow hall 
and I slipped on the stairs.” Everybody in the courtroom broke out 
laughing. I said, “You son of a bitch, you make a real clown out of us.” 
I caught that guy in jail, and I whipped the hell out of him in jail, too. I 
was thinking about that the other day. I say, “Hell, only fight I had that 
I couldn’t hit the guy in the face, because everybody would know that 
you were fighting, couldn’t hit him in the face, and we couldn’t make 
any noise.” Fifty guys there just fighting. Forty-eight was watching, 
and no noise. See, the guard sit at the desk there, he’s got a long cell 
block and it’s a {inaudible} like. Desk here you know. Then he’s got 
the cells here, and cells here. But then it goes down here, where this is 
out of view. The man sitting here. So once we get back here, this man 
can’t see anything happening here. So we had to get back there, and 
we fighting. Fighting in silence. Can’t hit each other in the face—
‘cause I wouldn’t swing at his face anyway. But I know they had to 
wrap him up. He told the doctor that he slipped on the stairs again. I 
know I had him walking sideways for a long time. They wrapped him 
up, you know, cracked his rib.  

Allen:  So they had all of you there together. Separate cells or how did they 
have it? 

Sheppard:  Well, cells. Some of ‘em was in bunks.  

Allen:  How many were you? 

Sheppard:  Three tiers. The bunks were three tiers. But the cells, two men in a cell.  

Allen:  That was at—?  

Sheppard:  This was at the Naval disciplinary barracks.  

Allen:  Mare Island?  

Sheppard:  No. This was San Pedro, California. After they had— 

Allen:  Oh, this was after the— 
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Sheppard:   After the trial, after they found us guilty. This was where we did our 
time—That’s another thing, see, they put us in one of those forced 
marches. I never did like the idea. They took us—they got us 
handcuffed. Now, each one of us is carrying that damn, that big—the 
record of the trial. That alone is heavy. Plus our gear, you know. They 
wouldn’t let us ride. They marched us. Cats was falling down. I know 
them whiteys was laughing, having a good time. We walking behind 
the truck. 

Allen:  This was when you were going to San Pedro? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, right. The marines there, you know marine guards—See, 
marines handle all the prisoners in the navy. They call us niggers all 
over the PA system, you know. Bust you upside the head in a minute. 

Allen:  How did you feel about the defense that Lieutenant [Gerald] Veltmann 
and the other guys? 

Sheppard:  I forget his name, what was it—Veltmann? 

Allen:  Veltmann, I think, or something like that. He was the chief defense 
lawyer. There was another—what did you think of— 

Sheppard:  I thought that he—well, there are certain areas where he—where he 
couldn’t go but so far. That’s when I first saw Thurgood Marshall. 
This was an open court. Maybe four, five newspaper men, you know, 
would come in and sit down. But then I noticed this colored fellow 
coming in every day. And he’s the only one there that wasn’t taking 
notes. Seem like he must have known what was going to be the 
conclusion, you know. He didn’t even bother taking notes. He just sit 
around there—And after about four, five days of that I noticed that he 
spoke with the—our head chief counsel. They closed the court room 
with him in it. And them Marines, the guards, they looked around, you 
know. Our officer told them to step outside. They didn’t want to go. 
He says, “Our prisoners here.” He says, “I said for you to step outside.” 
Almost had an argument right there, because they want to hear 
everything that was being said in the courtroom. Especially with this 
black man coming up there.  He didn’t know who the hell this guy is. 
We didn’t know him. Course, I’d read some of the work that he’d done 
already—he was Chief Special Counsel for the NAACP, and some 
different cases throughout the country. ‘Cause I used to get Pittsburgh 
Courier, and Baltimore Afro-American.. wherever I went, I always get 
it. I always see something in there about Thurgood Marshall. So I did 
know—I didn’t know who he was when I saw him, but then he came 
in and he told us, “Well I—I’m Thurgood Marshall. I’m the Chief 
Special Counsel for NAACP. And we have taken an interest in this 
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case, and we’re watching this—so, I’d like to take over the case.” He 
was going to take it over right then and there. So then they had a 
meeting, you know, a vote. And so most of them guys say, “It looks 
like this lieutenant here is going a good job.” So they let him stay on. 
So then, Thurgood Marshall say, “Okay, I’ll stay around here for 
another couple of days and then we’ll see what happen.” And when we 
were found guilty, then he took over the filing the brief—filing the 
appeal and everything. 

Allen:  In the defense—did this navy lieutenant who handled the defense did 
he come around and interview each man individually? Or, what was 
the strategy of him putting the defense together? How was that figured 
out? 

Sheppard:  Let me see now—Well, I really don’t know. Can’t remember that. I 
know that—I guess he would start off with the statement that you’d 
made.  

Allen:  He had a copy of the statement.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, and he worked around that. Looked like nobody did have a valid 
reason not to go—except that guy Ollie Green, because he did have his 
hand in a cast.  

Allen:  That’s true. Right. So, it was decided then that the strategy of the 
defense would be— 

Sheppard:  Well, first of all, they are trying to prove that what we did, we did it 
for trying to exercise our rights as citizens, and all that kind of stuff. 
But those jokers gave us fifteen years. Did twenty-two months.  

Allen:  That was at San Pedro?  

Sheppard:  Yeah.  

Allen:  What happened when you got out? 

Sheppard:  When I got out—see by my name being Sheppard, they was starting 
from the A’s—they would let out five or six at a time. So when they 
got to me and Joe Small—we’re together all the time—when we got to 
the base, we were riding for about an hour in the truck. “Where in the 
hell are they taking us?” Another five, six men together. “Where in the 
hell are we going?” We got on the Navy uniforms and everything—
could still see the base. And I read the base, it said some kind of—
what in the hell you call it, you know—a base where they send guys 
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back and forth,  you know, out. Send them home, send on different 
ships, and all that kind of stuff.  

Allen:  Like the discharge, or for processing? 

Sheppard:  Yeah. So I see all these guys, taking showers and getting all cleaned 
up. I ask some questions of the guys. He says, “Oh yeah, we go out 
every night.” I say, “Yeah? Well, we ain’t been out in almost two 
years.” So I waited and waited and waited. I was in charge of the draft. 
I says to one of the bosun’s mate I say, “We’ve been here for about an 
hour, hour and a half, sitting over there in the corner, or sitting on top 
of our bags, you know. Where is our bunks? See all the other guys 
have bunks. Where is our bunk?” He says, “Well, you ain’t got no 
bunk. We’ve got a ship for you.” I said, “You’ve got a ship already?” I 
said, “Guys been here eight or nine months waiting for a ship.” He 
said, “Yeah, well they already found one for you.” Yeah, a regular 
Shanghai, you know. So then finally when they put us in the wherry, I 
forget the name of the {inaudible} wherry. W-h-e-r-r-y. That’s a little 
boat—Going-going getting dark. And we’re going underneath the 
Golden Gate Bridge. I said, “Where in the hell is this ship that this guy 
talking about?” And sure enough, I could see an aircraft carrier way 
the hell out there. You climb aboard, rope ladder, climb up there. And 
as the last of the five or six men I had with me—as the last man got on 
top of that ship, I can hear the winch bringing up the anchor.  

Allen:  What carrier was that? 

Sheppard:  It was not one of those big ones that you can remember. It was one of 
those ships that they made into a carrier. Auxiliary carrier. Shot us 
overseas.  

Allen:  So, that would have been 1946? 

Sheppard:  Let’s see, now when’d we come out? We must have come out of there, 
let’s see the war was over in 1945. So, it was a few months after that. 
Yeah. 

Allen:  So you went right overseas? 

Sheppard:  Right on overseas.  

Allen:  Where did you ship out to? 

Sheppard:  Well, there was a little confusion there too. We was supposed to go to 
New Caledonia. That’s where we were supposed to go. And after we 
was out, we out to sea for damn near thirty days, this Captain called 
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me upstairs and says, “You’re supposed to go there, we were going 
there, but we’ve had our orders changed. We’re going now, we’re 
going to Okinawa. So when you get to Okinawa you have to take these 
orders to the office and then you will have to go there.” When I looked 
at the map, in his offices—it looked like, it seemed like this was 
Okinawa, we had started from San Francisco over here, in a line like 
this, and this took thirty days. He showed me where I had to go. “This 
is where you are now, you’ve got to go here.” I said, “You mean to tell 
me it took us thirty days from here to here, and now you’re gonna send 
me here?” I said, “Well, do you have a ship going from there to here?” 
He says, “No. You just have to get one going that direction.” That’s 
the way they did us. Every time we looked around—I used to tell the 
guys, “All you do is use one outfit, dungarees, just use one. That night 
you’re gonna wash it, then get up in the morning put them back on. 
But keep everything tied up ready to go.” ‘Cause you never know 
when the hell they’re gonna come. So we went to about three or four 
different islands like that, trying to get here.  

Allen:  Now this was Okinawa you were trying— 

Sheppard:  No. 

Allen:  You were at Okinawa. 

Sheppard:  We’re at Okinawa in order to get to New Caledonia. When we got 
over here, Guam—a guy come running in there, said, “Goddamn, you 
guys sure is lucky.” I look at him, I say, “We lucky?” [laughs] I look at 
him and say, “Yeah, we sure is lucky.” So he say, “You cats ain’t been 
here but three days, and you’re on the draft going to the States already.” 
I say—I thought he was kidding, you know. They’ve made a mistake. 
So I got down there and looked at the names—holy mackerel, I run out 
and get them other guys. They’ve made a mistake. See we’re supposed 
to spend one year overseas. That’s like— 

Allen:  Like probation. 

Sheppard:  Probation, yeah. We got to spend that overseas. They made a 
mistake—We just left San Francisco and we’re coming right back to 
San Francisco. [laughs] Yeah, we come in there, they found out, and 
they send other guys away. I don’t know where they went. They went 
to Alaska, Iceland, all that kind of stuff, you know. So I was the last 
one. I was determined not to go. I say, “Damn, I ain’t going to. Put my 
name up on the wall.” And I was working in the cleaners. They found 
out I—they called my name out, and if you don’t be there and miss 
that draft—your name is on there and you ain’t there, they call you. 
And then they come get you. So every time they call my name out, I’d 
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be out there—w-w-h-i-s-h zoom—all the {inaudible}. Nobody could 
ever hear my name being called. So when they came to get me—the 
officer say, “Look, what do you mean? Yeah, we had him, about four 
times this man was up on the draft to go out there and he never went.” 
I say, “Well, we never heard nothing like that.” I say, “That’s right. I 
didn’t see my name up there, working in here all the time.” So—took 
me upstairs, he say, “Alright, you come up there.” And so I went up 
there, and there was a young kid, just come in the Navy. So, he says—
a white guy, you know, he’s making out these papers. When he come 
to my record—you know, everybody’s records look like this. You 
know, my look like about this high with all that stuff. So the guy said, 
“This is your service records?” I said, “Mhmm.” “Goddamn.” He 
turned another page, he said, “A general court martial?” Now, they’ve 
never seen nobody with a general court martial. Now, they’ve never 
seen nobody with a general court martial—got a summary court 
martial, but you don’t get no general one. And then he said, “Mutiny? 
Oh God have mercy. Look at this!” Then he called everybody in the 
office. “Hey, look! Joe! Jack!” Well, one of them felt sorry for me and 
sent me on home. So there I’m getting to New York.  

Allen:  To New York, huh? [laughs] 

Sheppard:  Yeah, they are trying to send me to Iceland, I wind up in New York. 
[laughs]—You know, my discharge—when we got to the naval base at 
St. Albons, the officer got enough nerve to ask me would I like to re-
enlist. I said, “Oh lord, have mercy! Man, you don’t know what you’re 
talking about.” [laughs] Then right up to the very last minute, I had my 
fingers crossed, ‘cause I figured something gonna go wrong you know. 
The very last minute, when they call ‘em—See, they got you seated 
alphabetically. So, they call your name, and you shake hands with the 
Chaplain, and he hands you your discharge. So when they come to 
me—like my name is Sheppard, he say something like, “Williams—
Williams?” Now, everything was in order and when he got to my 
name, they call me the wrong name. I say, “No, that’s not me.” I knew 
something else was going to happen. So then they said, “Oh—” Mine 
was the only one they had underneath the desk. My discharge doesn’t 
say—like, the discharge says “Honorable Discharge from the United 
States Navy.” That’s the way it’s supposed to go. But mine just say 
“Discharged from the US Navy.” Then a real small line says, “Under 
honorable conditioning.” So, that was the one they had underneath the 
desk. That was mine.  

Allen:  But it is an honorable discharge? 
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Sheppard:  Yeah—I folded it up just like it is a newspaper. I folded it up like that, 
put it in my pocket. I think I still may have it. I don’t know. 

Allen:  That would have been—what year was that then? 

Sheppard:  ‘46. I come home the summer of ‘46. August. Yeah. 

Allen:  Did you ever meet or talk directly with Marshall? 

Sheppard:  No. You know, he didn’t realize it, but every time he came over—see, 
this guy was so nonchalant. He was—he walked right in there, and he 
struck up a conversation with one of the reporters—a woman, nice 
looking broad you know. It looked like everyday he’s riding—she’s 
got a convertible car. I think he must have taken a plane out there. 
They would come to the courtroom in the morning, and go to lunch, 
and then come back and finish up the end of the day. Then he would 
ride with her again—you know, go out there. Every single time he got 
in the car with her, the marines turned {inaudible}—soon as they took 
off, as soon as they go out there, the marines would {inaudible} detail 
“Tention!” I say, “Here we go—” “Double time!” Then he’d run us 
like horses—up, down, you know, just riding. It didn’t bother us 
because we know that they had to run too—you know, the guards. 
They be running—boy, with them rednecks with the water running all 
down their back. Man—they kept us in good shape. [laughs] 

Allen:  Did twenty-two months, then out for a few months. Floating out there 
around in the Pacific. 

Sheppard:  Yeah. See, my whole naval career was a little different from 
everybody else’s, because I went to two boot camps. See, when I first 
went in 1943, they sent me to Virginia—where you go through about a 
one-month boot camp. One-month boot camp. Then they send you out. 
So when I got the ship in New Orleans—and then I was on the ship for 
about six months before I got transferred back to boot camp again. 
Right away, I started—in Great Lakes, all these new guys. And I’d 
already been in the navy about eight, nine months already when I went 
to this boot camp. My dungarees was a little different from theirs, 
because it’s been worn, you know. And aboard ship, you just tie them 
on a rope and throw them over. It bleaches, I mean it cleans them, you 
know. So everybody got these brand new dungarees on, and I stood 
out like a sore thumb. They wasn’t about to give me any more 
dungarees. And I wasn’t about to buy non cause I didn’t need none. 
There were good, but it just that faded because of the salt. I had 
twisted naval career all the way.  
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Allen:  What have you done—well, when you got out and came back here to 
New York? Settled down, got a job? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, I worked in the subway. Took the civil service exam. Then I left 
there, went to Albany; was there about six, seven years. I drove a bus 
for the city. But when my mother was sick, I knew she was dying...so I 
came back.  

Allen:  Are you working here? 

Sheppard:  Right now, I’m not working. 

Allen:  When you look back on this whole thing that happened, out there in 
Port Chicago—what do you make of it all now? How do you feel 
about it?  

Sheppard:  I don’t even think about it. This story here that I’m telling you, you 
know, I’ve never told this to anybody. Men talk about their stories in 
the Army and Navy—I don’t say nothing. I never even told my son.  

Allen:  You’ve never seen or had any contact with the other guys except for— 

Sheppard:  Once in while you bump into the guys you know. Like little Willie 
Banks. I heard he went to Chicago and K.C. Dixon that was my buddy. 
He worked with me all the time. They tell me that he got an arm cut 
off—But I would have like to seen Joe Small. But I never seen him— 

Allen:  Was he your same age, or was he older? 

Sheppard:  Yeah, about the same age.  

Allen:  I’m trying to locate him. Well, I’m trying to locate all the guys. 

Sheppard:  Joe from New Brunswick. 

Allen:  New Brunswick, yeah—that’s where he was from originally. 

Sheppard:  He was—I think he said he worked on a farm. His father had a farm. 
He was a hell of a guy. The guy could fix things, you know. When 
they put us to work out there, he used to—he was always fixing things. 
They should have sent him to school to learn something. That guy 
would be out there working in that San Pedro place there, he’d go out 
there, the work is outdoors. And Joe used to—in no time at all, he’d 
have a washing machine, washing machine that’s been discarded, can’t 
work. He made it work. Joe was good with his hands. He should have 
been anything but what they had him doing. They just disregarded 
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black people. “Put them niggers down there at that ammunition place.” 
That’s what they do. 

Allen:  During that twenty-two months at San Pedro, did you all have 
knowledge there of the campaign that NAACP was organizing? 

Sheppard:   Yeah, see, that white woman, I never did know her name. 

Allen:  The reporter.  

Sheppard:  Yeah. She would come up and visit us sometimes. She’d come from 
San Francisco, and I guess she took the train. But she’d come out 
there—‘cause this is in San Pedro, this is southern California. And 
every once in a while, she would come out and tell us to “have heart,” 
you know. “Hold on.” And Mr. Marshall was doing so, and so he 
asked me to come by and say, “So and so.” 

Allen:  Is that so? That’s interesting. I bet I know who she is—because in 
looking at the newspaper accounts, I noted that there was a whole 
series of ‘em written by this woman reporter.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, it must be her. 

Allen:  And that her articles are the only ones that quoted Thurgood Marshall. 
The other reporters, you know, you would never have known that 
Thurgood Marshall was there.  

Sheppard:  That was her. Nice looking broad. 

Allen:  Was she very young or how old was she? 

Sheppard:  Oh, I’d say she was about his age—at that time, he was about thirty. 

Allen:  Okay, yeah. Maybe I can find her, then. She worked on a San 
Francisco paper.  

Sheppard:  That’s right. She come from San Francisco area.  

Allen:  I was very impressed with her reports because they seem very fair, and 
they were the only ones where you got some idea of—she would have 
reprinted his statement. I guess he must have had a press conference, 
and she reprinted his statement— 

Sheppard:  Yeah, I take it she was driving him around. So you know they be 
rapping.  
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Allen:  Yeah. Do you have any of your papers, or letters, photographs, things 
of that sort from that time? 

Sheppard:  No. 

Allen:  What do you think has been the main effect of this on your life, 
looking back on it? 

Sheppard:  I don’t know, I just threw it out of my mind, you know. I just threw it 
right on out, like it didn’t happen. I know what those marines—what 
they did to us. Crack guys upside the head for nothing. All kinds of 
punishment, you know, for nothing.  

Allen:  At Port Chicago you’re talking about? Or this is at San Pedro? 

Sheppard:  No, while we got the—at San Pedro, they didn’t bother you much. 
That was a big base, you know—it must have had about three 
thousand men up there. Them smaller brigs were where they used to 
take advantage of you.  

Allen:  This was during the trial, you mean? 

Sheppard:  During the trial. During the trial, they did a lot of things to us.  

Allen:  Would you have handled the trial differently, looking back at it now? 

Sheppard:  I wish that we would have let him handle it—Thurgood Marshall. But 
I don’t think he could have won it, anyhow. They wasn’t going to let 
him win it. You know, they don’t care what—how good the defense 
lawyer was. Them guys sit up there, they disregard every damn—
everything according to the law. They just disregard everything, and 
do what they—One time, one or two times, our lawyer would get 
carried away, and get one of the officers up there and be mailing it to 
him. I see the guy stop and look at him, and then he’d have to back off, 
you know. They did what they felt like doing.  

Allen:  Did Delucchi lie on the stand? 

Sheppard:  Oh sure, sure he lied on the stand. A lot of times he lied. I remember 
him saying that he heard the guys...he heard the men saying, “Let’s 
don’t work for the white motherfuckers.” I didn’t hear that. And, 
“We’ve got ‘em by the balls.” Yeah, but when he get on the witness 
stand and they ask, “Lieutenant Delucchi, which one said that?”, he 
can’t say that. Maybe it wasn’t one of the fifty there. It could have 
been one of the seven-hundred-and thirty-five. 
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Allen:  In fact, he admitted that he was facing the other way, when he 
supposedly heard this stuff. How old was he then? 

Sheppard:  I say, he must have been about twenty-six at that time. Twenty-six, 
twenty-eight—something like that.  

Allen:  Well, is there anything else you can think of that you can say about 
this? 

Sheppard:  No, I can’t think of anything. I know I had a hell of a feeling when 
they came into the brig and had us all lined up there, and they had 
machine guns all around us. And telling you that you’ve been found 
guilty by general court martial, been sentenced for fifteen years. Well, 
my knees almost hit the ground. I started counting, I said, “Damn, 
fifteen years.” I just had—my daughter was just born, too. You see, all 
that—I never got paid. The twenty-two months, I didn’t get paid—plus, 
my wife wasn’t getting any money either, because they done cut the 
allotment.  

Allen:  And that would have been true for all the men? 

Sheppard:  Sure, all of us, all of us. Yeah. Whoever had dependents, they cut it.  

Allen:  Do you know if the men who were killed in the explosion, if their 
dependents got insurance money? 

Sheppard:  I don’t see why not. 

Allen:  I would have thought they would, but so far I haven’t found any 
evidence. I’ve just been wondering if in fact they got insurance money. 

Sheppard:  I couldn’t tell you about that.  

Allen:  Well, I think I’ve asked all the questions I had. If I think of some more, 
say, over the next month or so—it’s possible I’ll be coming by this 
way to work on this, if I can stop in again.  

Sheppard:  Yeah. You got my phone number.  

Allen:  Because as I work on it, you know, and think more about it, I may—
Also, I should tell you, you’re the first of the fellas there that I’ve been 
able to talk to about this. 

Sheppard:  What, you couldn’t contact nobody else? 
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Allen:  I’m trying to. You got the letter I sent out. The way that worked, by 
the way, was when I went down to the Navy Department I said I want 
to talk to—they said, “Well we can’t give you the addresses.” But 
finally they said was, “What we’ll we do is if you write a letter, we 
won’t give you the address; but we will send the letter out to the last 
address we had.” 

Sheppard:  I imagine lot of the fellas, they’ve moved.  

Allen:  That’s what I’m worried about. Yours is the only one that came back 
so far. There may be, when I get back, some more—but yours is the 
only one that came back. 

Sheppard:  I wish you could get a hold of K.C. Dixon. Put down Kenneth Carlton 
Dixon. That was my best friend out there, you know. And I’ve tried to 
find out where he lives, but I can’t find him. I sure would like to see 
old Joe Small, too.  

Allen:  I tell you well if I find them, I’ll let you know. I sure will. I’m going to 
really try. What I’m doing is—the first step is this mailing I did 
through the Navy. If that doesn’t work, I’m just going to start going 
through the telephone directory, ‘cause I know everybody...in the trial 
transcript, they have a list of where everybody was born, or what was 
their home town at the time they entered the Navy. So, I’m just going 
to start with the telephone directory in the home towns and start 
looking. And hope I can either find the fellas that were there, or maybe 
their children, their kinfolks or something like that. Locate them that 
way. 

Sheppard:  I guess a lot of ‘em not alive any longer, you know.  

Allen:  Well, most of them were—like you—fairly young fellas. I mean, there 
were a few older guys, like Ollie Green— 

Sheppard:  Ollie Green, yeah...Smith. A guy named Smith. Smith, he was only the 
only one that—he was about thirty at the time, and he was the only one 
that refused to talk. When they had these investigators, they got us 
quartered, but you know, and then they would call you. 

Allen:  This was up at Shoemaker? 

Sheppard:  Like Shoemaker, yeah. Every time they called him in, he say he ain’t 
got nothing to say. He didn’t even make a statement. He say, “I don’t 
want to make no statement.” He didn’t want to talk; didn’t want to do 
nothing. They didn’t like that, so they made sure that they gave him 
fifteen years. See, mine is fifteen, but they cut it to twelve. Gave him 
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fifteen—made sure he got fifteen, ‘cause he didn’t—he didn’t talk. He 
didn’t try to cooperate, in other words. I would tell him what I tell you. 
It wasn’t what they wanted to hear... See, they try to get you to talk 
about somebody else, you know. They trying to build up a case against 
somebody else. That’s what they wanted to hear. “Well, what about 
so-and-so?” Look, I don’t know nothing about so-and-so. All I knows 
is about what I did. I didn’t give a damn what they did to me. I wasn’t 
going back—I wasn’t going on that ship. I don’t care what they hell 
they did. I can remember those guys that died. Martin, Ross...laughing 
all the time. There wasn’t enough of them left to stick into cigar butts. 
Then they got enough nerve to tell you, “Come on, and do it all over 
again.” 

Allen:  In Fourth Division, did you—after, you all stayed there to clean up?  

Sheppard:  No, we didn’t do no work at all.  

Allen:  You moved right out to— 

Sheppard:  Yeah, Mare Island.  

Allen:  Because some of the men they kept there to actually clean up, after the 
explosion.  

Sheppard:  Yeah, that place was all twisted around. I keep thinking—I looked at 
sort of once in the daylight, ‘cause at nighttime, you can’t see too well. 
But the next day, I could see it all. Looked at the building done turned 
completely around. They never did find out what happened; sabotage 
or what— 

Allen:  Well, what they found in that investigation was that they didn’t know 
what caused it. The burden of what they said, though, was that they 
said it was—well, they tried to blame the men. Carelessness, you know; 
not being concerned about safety, things like that, because—see, 
Captain Goss—who was the Commander for all the Mare Island—and 
the captain who was head of Port Chicago, Captain Kinne—when they 
had the investigation, they were up there. They called them “interested 
parties,” but it meant, like, they could have been defendants. They 
could have been charged with negligence. When I read that report, the 
only people who testified in that was the white officers, and they had 
the white marine guards come and testify. They had people who were 
witnesses of various types. I think that in that whole investigation of 
the explosion, they only had three black men. One of them was a 
driver for one of the white officers, who was basically—I guess they 
had driven up on the pier or something, that afternoon or that evening 
before the explosion, and he just testified that he hadn’t seen anything. 
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Then they had the guy who taught—who had the winch school; the 
Jolly Roger winch school, where they taught the guys how to run the 
winch. 

Sheppard:  Did they have a school? 

Allen:  That’s what he said. He said that he came in and testified as to how 
they train them and so on.  

Sheppard:  I tell you, that guy latching on to the comb...bringing it out to the door. 
Bam! Bam! Bam! Jesus Christ, man. “Don’t you know how to work 
this thing?” 

Allen:  That happens all the time? 

Sheppard:  Sure, that happen all the time. Them guys on the winch they gave the 
net down there and you hang on them bombs and them boxes and 
everything. But you see how them guys do. See, you’ve got to take it 
off the pier, bring it up on the side of the ship, and then bring it down, 
you know. Like that, all the way down. Guys be down on the bottom, 
loading them up on {inaudible}. Guys used to say “b-b-b-b-a-a-a-!” 
That’s the way they used to do it. Start off speeding from there up in 
the air; he didn’t even try to get there steadily. “B-b-b-a-a-a!” Then get 
this far from your head and stop it. It’s a nightmare, man. 

Allen:  Well, they didn’t call any of the enlisted men to testify. Nobody from 
any—they said only three men. I don’t think they called anybody like 
from the Fourth Division, the division you were in. The men who 
actually did the loading, they didn’t call them.  

Sheppard:  Hey, you want a drink or something? 

Allen:  Well, that’d be mighty nice. Thank you.      

[End of Interview] 

      

      

      

      

 


