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DePue: Today is Tuesday, May 29, 2012. My name is Mark DePue, Director of Oral 

History with the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Iôm in the home today 

of Admiral Nils Ron Thunman, and you always go by Ron, donôt you? 

Thunman: Yeah, itôs not Nils Ronald Thunman. 

DePue: Nils Ronald. 

Thunman: And I go by Ron; youôre correct. 

DePue: Or Admiral or sir. 

Thunman: Just about anything. (laughs) 

DePue: Well, itôs quite an honor to talk to you. I know weôre going to have at least 

two or three sessions̍that would be my guess̍because you had a long and 

illustrious career in the Navy, and you went to the Naval Academy. But we 

always start at the beginning of our stories here, and that, in your case, is 

when and where you were born. 

Thunman: I was born in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1932, February 26, 1932. My family moved 

around the country quite a bit in the ó39s, as Iôm sure many families did, 

because that was how my father was able to have a job. 
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     Carl E. Thunman and his family in Sweden, circa 1919. 

Carl Thunman as a Marine Corp, 1921 

DePue: I wanted to give you an opportunity to take quite a bit of time talking about 

your parents. Letôs start out with your father, because he had quite a story of 

his own to tell. 

Thunman: Yes. My father, from 

Sweden, Sandviken, Sweden, 

one of a family of ten, the 

oldest. He left home when he 

was twenty-one, illegally 

went into Norway, across the 

border, to Oslo, broke a 

shipping strike and got a job 

on a Norwegian steamer and 

shoveled coal, in the stoke 

hole, as they called it in 

those days, and thatôs a story 

in itself. [There were] 

terrible conditions that they 

operated in. Got to the 

United States, New York City. He and a friend jumped ship and were illegal 

entries. 

DePue: What year was that? 

Thunman: That was 1921. He, in Sweden, had done reasonably well, working in a steel 

mill. Heôd taught himself German and Italian and was involved with the 

marketing in the steel mill. But he couldnôt go on to higher education, because 

he didnôt have the money. He was a pretty smart guy, as I understand it, as a 

youngster in Sweden.  

So he came to America. His mother had sewn a few crowns [Swedish 

coins] into his coat, and he had planned this, jumping ship. 

DePue: Why the United States? 

Thunman: Well, he just felt that America was the 

opportunity of the world and always believed 

that, a great American, great nationalist. But 

he got here. His friend went back to the ship. 

They were swindled out of their money. Itôs a 

funny story. They were there in New York 

City at night, and they spotted $100 bill on 

the ground and picked it up. Someone came 

out from the shadows and said, ñI saw you 

pick that up, Iôm going to call the police.ò So 

they offered to give him the $100. They 

certainly didnôt want to talk to police. He 
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said, ñWell, if you can give me a few dollars, Iôll let you keep the hundred.ò 

So he gave up the few crowns that he had in his coat and subsequently learned 

that the $100 was a $100 confederate bill. So there he was; he had one dollar, 

because pasted on the back of that dollar was a real U.S. dollar. That was how 

they had put it together. So he had $1.00, and his friend panicked and went 

back. 

  I know that he had to sleep in flophouses. He was homeless in New 

York City. But somehow he got to the Marine Corps recruiting station, there 

in New York. They saw this big, strong Swede, and I guess in 1921, you 

didnôt need much paperwork to support your enlistment, other than that you 

looked like you were capable. 

DePue: How old was he at the time? 

Thunman: He was twenty-one. 

DePue: How much English did he speak? 

Thunman: Interestingly, I was reading a paper, written by my niece, and she said that he 

didnôt speak very much English when he came, but he spoke some. I never 

knew my dad to be wanting in English. Of course, he studied every day of his 

life, something; he was studying something. So Iôm sure that if he was short in 

English when he got here, he fixed that in a few years. 

  But anyway, they enlisted him. The reason he had come to America 

was he was chasing my mother, who had come to America earlier, when she 

was fifteen and become a ladyôs maid in New York City, in a distinguished 

family. She had been here five, six, seven years, went back to Sweden to visit 

her parents, same hometown, Sandviken, and my father met her then. She 

came back to America. He wanted, of course, to continue their relationship 

here in America and came to call on her, right after he got off the ship. Of 

course, she looked at him, and he was just a mess, with coal dust in his skin 

and in his hands. He looked pretty much emaciated. I donôt think they fed him 

very much on that steamer. So, she didnôt think he looked all that good and let 

him go off on his own. 

  He was in the Marine Corps. He had an interesting career in the 

Marine Corps. He became the heavyweight boxing champion of the U.S.S. 

Maryland, a battleship, which was what they had in those days. They had 

boxing teams, and they competed against each other. Then, he said he did fine 

with that, until he said, some little sailor knocked him out. 

Then he was able to get on the Marine Corps rifle team, which was 

quite an achievement in those days and I think today. If youôre on the military 

service rifle team, youôre something special, because they donôt want to lose. 

He traveled around the world on the rifle team, came back to America and 
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went back to see my mother again. It had been a year or two. Now he looked a 

lot more presentable. 

DePue:  Was he wearing a uniform? 

Thunman: Oh, yes, he was wearing a uniform, and Iôve got a wonderful picture of him up 

there that heôséAnyway, they decided to be married. The family that my 

mother worked for was a pretty powerful family, the Burden family. I think 

they were powerful in U.S. Steel.  

I know, this paper that I recently read, my mother talked about 

watching Teddy Roosevelt having dinner in the family household. I thought it 

would have been Teddy Roosevelt Jr., but then I got looking at the timing. No, 

it could have been Teddy Roosevelt himself, because she came over in about 

1905, 1904. I do know that she told Mrs. Burden that she wanted to be 

married, and Mrs. Burden said, ñWell, you canôt marry a military person, 

nobody should be married to a military person.ò  

So, she picked up the phone or however she was able to communicate 

and talked to, I think, Teddy Roosevelt Jr., who was the assistant secretary of 

the Navy and said, ñIôd like this young man to be discharged from the Marine 

Corps a year early.ò And he was, with an honorable discharge and all, with a 

good record. Somewhere in all of my records, Iôve got a copy of his discharge 

and the comments. 

DePue:  But he was okay with that, kind of being forced out? 

Thunman: Yeah, I think he was. Well, I think he was okay with it. I think he was head 

over heels in love with this gal, and after all, he traveled halfway around the 

world to follow her. 

DePue: Well, your mom must be quite the looker. 

Thunman: Well, she was in those days. She really was, a very, very stylish lady. I think 

she learned all that from Mrs. Burden. She talked about this paper that I read a 

bit, being up in Maine in the summertime. The one story that I was able to 

validate was how she slammed the door in Vanderbiltôs face. The family had 

gone, and it was rainy and black, and somebody was beating on the door. She 

opened the door and slammed the door, and the guy started shouting at her. 

She opened the door and looked at him again and slammed it, and it was 

Vanderbilt. (both laugh) She thought he was a burglar of some sort. 

DePue: Well, you didnôt tell me the name for either of your parents. Could you do 

that? 

Thunman: My father is Carl Erik Thunman, E-r-i-k, and she was Julia Thunman, 

Lindblom. 
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DePue: Lindblom was her maiden name? 

Thunman: Yes. She had people in her background who were authorsˈI canôt recall the 

names̍ but who were distinguished in Sweden. Her father was the mayor of 

the city, Sandviken, and as I understand it, had a drinking problem and lost a 

lot of his wealth. Thatôs one of the reasons he decided to come to America. 

DePue: A new start. 

Thunman: A new start. Well, she didnôt come with him. She came here by herself, when 

she was fifteen years old, in third class steerage. You can imagine that. If you 

watch the movie, The Titanic, the third class steerage, and even in the movie 

they showed the men stoking the boilers. But she was a great lady and had set 

high standards for all of us. So anyway, they were married, and my brother 

Carl, Carl Erik Jr̍  

DePue: Is this with a K or a C? 

Thunman: C. He was born about a year, year and a half later. My father was a wonderful 

carpenter. Heôs a wonderful engineer, I mean he was a born engineer, but he 

started out as a carpenter apprentice and a carpenter, very quickly became a 

carpenter foreman and in many cases, superintendent of construction of 

different projects around the country. 

DePue: What year did they get married? 

Thunman: It would have been about 1923 or ó24. 

DePue: So was he basically an independent contractor during these early years? 

Thunman: No, no. He went to work for a company. I read the other day, CB Moon 

Company. They had jobs all around the country, mainly in the Midwest, Ohio, 

New York, Illinois. We also lived in Tennessee, and he may have worked for 

the John Felmly Company at that time. He was at least the carpenter foreman 

in these jobs, which was pretty good for a young fellow like that, but he was 

very, very capable.  

The interesting part of it was that in the ó30s, the then immigration 

authorities used to come to the jobs and say, ñNow, do you have any illegal 

immigrants working for you?ò He was still an illegal immigrant at that time. 

(pause in recording) 

DePue: Hold on. I need to get us started here again. We took a very quick break, and 

weôre back at it. 

Thunman: Well, we were talking about my father working in the ó30s as a carpenter 

foreman and the immigration authorities coming and asking him if he had any 
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illegal immigrants. They were pretty tough in those days; they took them 

immediately and sent them back. There wasnôt any sort of a amnesty program. 

I know this worried my father. I was the youngest now of three children. My 

brother, as I said, was born in about 1924, and I was born in 1932. My sister 

was two years older than my brother, so I was the baby of the family. I didnôt 

see a lot of what had gone on in the ó20s. 

DePue: My question, before you get too much farther, how did he get into the 

Marines? 

Thunman: Well, as I said earlier, I guess in 1921 there werenôt many standards. I think I 

can understand that, because 1921, the war was over, prosperity in the country 

was starting to come, and they were probably having a hard time making their 

recruiting quotas. Thatôs the only thing I can think of. 

DePue: Plus, this big, handsome, strapping Swede. (both laugh)  

Thunman: Big strong Swede. But, on the other side of it, the immigration officials were 

very thorough. I remember vaguely, in the ó30s, discussions about his 

citizenship, about he was worried. It seems to me, I can recall discussions, 

him talking with my wife in low tones, aboutð 

DePue: You mean your mom. 

Thunman: Yeah, excuse me, with my mother, talking about the citizenship problem. I 

donôt have these times set. Iôve got to get this information. But it was about 

1939, when he finally decided that he had to make an official effort to get his 

citizenship, and he did. I know that he had to write and get recommendations 

from every place he had lived, from people, and every place he had worked. It 

just wasnôt a standard effort and fill out one form. He had to put together a 

whole history and have it documented. He did that, and I do recall him coming 

home the day that he was naturalized. He had a little flag. My sister still has 

that flag. I remember him sitting down at the dining room table, and he had 

tears coming down his cheeks. He had gotten that monkey off his back. It was 

quite a problem, Iôm sure, for him, for all those years.                                                 

DePue: Nineteen thirty-nine was the year? 

Thunman: Yeah. 

DePue: Was that prior to September? 

Thunman: I donôt know. I can find that out. I didnôt get to these records, as I said. I 

should have. 

DePue: The only reason Iôm asking, because of course, September first, I think, was 

the date that Germany invaded Poland. 
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Thunman: Yes. 

DePue: And Europe is once again in turmoil. 

Thunman: Yes. Well, thereôs a good story about him in the military in World War II. As 

I said, there was no better American than my father, as far as being a strong, 

patriotic man. He loved America. God, nobody ever loved America like my 

father did and taught us, his children, to love America. When the war started, 

when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, he came out on the front step of the 

house. I can still look at him. I was up in a cherry tree. I looked at him, and he 

was absolutely dark with rage. I just thought I had done something terrible, 

like leaving one of the saws out in the rain or something. But he had to talk to 

somebody about it, and he yelled up at me, ñThe Japanese have bombed Pearl 

Harbor.ò I didnôt even know what Pearl Harbor was.  

But he immediately tried to join. The new corps that the Navy was 

forming was the Seabees, a construction battalion. He put together all the 

things that are necessary. They were delighted to have him, because he had so 

much experience in building and leading men to build things, right down 

where the rubber meets the road, right down at the project level. It was all set 

up, and they were going to make him a lieutenant commander. He was really 

pleased with it. I remember that. This was in the early ó40s. My mother was 

really concerned about it. Then, when he took his physical, they wouldnôt pass 

him, because he didnôt have any teeth. Heôd lost all his teeth, as people did in 

those days, in the ó30s. My mother didnôt have any teeth either. But they 

would not take him becauseéHe was furious about that, because he wanted to 

serve.  

And he did serve. If you go around Illinois, youôll find an awful lot of 

the factories that were built in that time, he was involved in. Illiopolis, they 

built Illiopolis, for example. They built, I know, Galesburg. He would come 

home once a week. They were working ten, twelve, fourteen hours, then heôd 

drive home. I remember that in the ó40s really was when he became part of the 

executive part of organization of the construction companies that he was 

working for.  

He ended up working for the Alzina Construction Company, here in 

Springfield. Mr. Mueth, he owned the company. He [Carl] worked directly for 

Mr. Mueth. He had worked with the John Felmly Company. They built the 

hospital, Springfield Memorial Hospital. 

DePue:  What was the last name? 

Thunman: Felmly. F-e-l-m-l-y. They built the Springfield hospital; they built the John 

Jay Homes; they built the power plant, the Springfield Power Plant. He [Carl] 

was superintendent of construction of all those big efforts. He started as a 

carpenter apprentice, and he made his way up to that. 
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DePue: I know that you were born in ô32, and you got to Springfield in ô39. Where 

was the family living between that timeframe? 

Thunman: Well, as I said, they moved about every six months. Of course, I was born in 

Ohio. We lived in a couple of places in Ohio. I vaguely remember being in a 

boat, in a flood, wherever that could have been, but I remember that. We lived 

in Springfield when the lake was built̍They were here the first time̍in 

Tennessee, in Richmond, Virginia, where they built the big model tobacco 

company, which went on to be the Lucky Strike company, and in New York 

City. He worked on some of the skyscrapers in New York City. 

DePue: But this is always with CB Moon? They were sending him to different 

projects? 

Thunman: Yes, CB Moon would. 

DePue: One other question, before we get into the Springfield years. You mentioned 

that you could remember hearing your parents talking in low tones, about his 

citizenship problem. 

Thunman: Yeah. 

DePue: Did they speak Swedish at home? 

Thunman: Oh, yes. Not much, not much, only when they didnôt want us to hear. Sadly, 

none of us can speak Swedish. My brother can, more than anybody else. 

DePue: Was that a conscious effort on their part, to make sureˈ 

Thunman: Yes, it was a conscious effort. They did not want us to have an accent, so that 

was just the way they ran the household. The only thing I can do in Swedish, 

beautifully, is swear. 

DePue: Iôm sure that comes in handy. (both laugh) 

Thunman: Well, it did. It got so, when I was skipper of a submarine, I would swear in 

Swedish. It got so that some of my crew would start swearing in Swedish. 

(laughs) 

  I went out and played golf one day with a Swedish naval attaché in 

Washington, and he said to me, ñWell surely you can speak some Swedish.ò I 

said, ñWell, Iôll speak pretty much all the Swedish I know, (curses in 

Swedish). I started off with this. He listened to it, and he said, ñGosh, youôve 

done that so well, wonderful pronunciation and all.ò He said, ñBut you have 

said some terrible things.ò (both laugh)  

But that was theiréThey did not want us to be discriminated against. 

In those days, there were a lot of immigrants, and there was a lot of 
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discrimination. People stayed together, the different ethnic groups. The 

Scandinavian Society, here in Springfield, was a big society. I remember 

Mayor Ileson was a Swede, and we went to various affairs with the mayor and 

others. A couple of Springfieldôs most distinguished lawyers were Swedes. 

They would have meetings, they would have a lot of entertainment sessions, 

one way or another, picnics, dances. 

DePue:  How did the family end up settling and staying in Springfield? 

Thunman: My mother, when she got here, she said, ñWeôre not moving anymore.ò She 

said that to him. Plus, I think he was promoted in the organization, because he 

waséI think the first job he worked here in Springfield in ô39, was the John 

Jay Homes facility, which was probably part of the Depression. 

DePue: The John Hay Homes, you say? 

Thunman: Yes. I think that was part of the Depression. These were, of course, the homes 

that were given to the homeless. He was the superintendent of construction for 

that project, and it was a big project. Today it exists in a different form. 

Theyôve completely taken those down and put it in a different style. I guess 

theyôre now apartments or theyôre duplexes. He built that entire facility, as the 

leader in the construction effort. From there, then there was reason for him to 

stay, the Memorial Hospital, the lake project andˈ 

DePue: Was there something about Springfield that your mother found especially 

attractive, or was she just tired of moving? 

Thunman: She was not going to move any more. I guess in the ó30s, they probablyðand 

I donôt knowðbut moved every couple of months, so that he could have a job. 

He was not about to take any sort of handout from anybody, any sort of 

charity from anybody. He didnôt believe in that at all. 

DePue: Well, by 1940, ó41, the economy is starting to turn around, as well. 

Thunman: Yes, yes, yes, for the first time. He made a lot of money. Now, today, I donôt 

think people would call it an extreme amount of money, but he made a lot of 

money during the war, but he worked very hard. They built a couple of those 

tank factories in Illiopolis, I think, in a couple of months. 

DePue: Well I know they had an ammunition plant there. Was that something he was 

involved in? 

Thunman: He was involved with these things, all across the state. I think the company 

that he was working for at that time was the John Felmly Company, which 

still goes on. Its headquarters are in Bloomington. He was their number one 

superintendent of construction. They had a number of things going on. 
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DePue: And superintendent, meaning heôs the guy on the site, managing the rest of 

the̍  

Thunman: Heôs the guy whoôs running the whole job. I mean thatôséHeôs the 

oneéEverything that goes on, in that jobsite, heôs responsible for. And he 

reports in to whoever owns the company. He made a lot of money for some 

people Iôve always felt that maybe he shouldnôt have gotten hands into. My 

dad was not a very good businessman. He wasnôt interested in making a lot of 

money, other than what he needed to run his family. 

DePue: Was the family religious, when you guys were growing up? 

Thunman: Oh, yes. We went to church every Sunday, and that was an important thing, 

especially to my mother. I was confirmed here, at the Grace Lutheran Church, 

here in Springfield. As a matter of fact, I got a nice letter from a lady in the 

church, saying that she recalls when I was confirmed at the church. 

DePue: Was Grace, at that time, Swedish and Norwegian? 

Thunman: It was the Augustana Lutheran, which is frankly, the looser Lutheran. It was 

not the strict German Lutheran and other Lutheransˈ 

DePue: So the Germans and the Swedes didnôt mix back then, huh? 

Thunman: No. Certainly not in the church. We lived in Richmond, Virginia, in a little 

community where everything revolved around the church. That was an 

interesting experience, because the young pastor, his name was Bailey, he was 

only in his early ó20s. He played baseball with the congregation. I was a little 

guy running around and he became a good friend. All my life, interestingly, he 

would send me a birthday card and write me a note.  

Then, we kind of hooked up again when I was in the military, and he 

became the chief of chaplains for his denomination. He was a Methodist. But, 

you know, each denomination has their own person who administrates their 

chaplain community, and he became the chief of the Methodists.  

Then he started to use me as kind of aéWhenever he had anything he 

wanted to do with the military, heôd write me a letter, and I was obliged to do 

it for him, whether I wanted to do it or not. He was a wonderful guy. He ended 

up with a daily column in the Los Angeles Times. Heôs a well-known pastor in 

America. 

DePue: When you first came to Springfield, and the family came here, where did you 

end up living, to begin with? 

Thunman: We started off at 1819 West Jefferson. At that time West Jefferson was two-

lane. There were no commercial facilities. There was one grocery store at the 

corner of Amos and West Jefferson, and down at Bruns Lane, where it 
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Young Ron Thunman, at age six, when the family 
lived outside of Nashville, Tennessee, circa 1938. 

intercepted Jefferson, there was a gas station. That was about it. The rest were 

a few homes, mostly farm or orchards. We lived in an orchard, a nice little 

house, set away from the road, and a pretty big farm area.  

My dad always liked to do that. He always looked for a place outside 

of the city. I remember in Tennessee, we lived on a farm, in a farm-like 

community. In Virginia, we lived on a farm. He would go out and find them 

and rent them. Of course they didnôt buy them. But we always lived out and 

around. 

  I remember, in Virginia, I 

would wander through the woods by 

myself and find graves from the Civil 

War, little graveyards that had been 

put together then. I went everywhere. 

I had a couple of big Chow dogs that 

went with me, and nobody was ever 

worried about me, because of these 

Chows. Everybody stood away from 

us because of those dogs. 

 We were there on West Jefferson, 

and I started out in a one-room 

schoolhouse on Bruns Lane. You 

went down Bruns Lane, and you went 

off the road̍ all I can recall is maybe 

half a block̍ and there was a one-

room schoolhouse. It was a good 

school; I really liked it. I still 

remember some of the books we 

read.     

DePue: This would have been right when you got here, probably in first or second 

grade? 

Thunman: It was the fourth grade. I had skipped the second grade. When we moved to 

Virginia, apparently we moved from New York City to Drewryôs Bluff, 

Virginia, which is just outside of Richmond. I came home from school the 

first day, and my mother, who was always so interested in my educationéMy 

mother was fanatic about it. I can recall, she said, ñWell now tell me about the 

school. How was it? What did you learn? What are you studying?ò Apparently 

I said to her, ñThis is a wonderful school, because everything Iôm studying, I 

studied last year.ò  

That infuriated her, I guess, because the next thing I know, sheôs going 

down to see the principal of the school. Now this is this little immigrant lady, 
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thatôs gone down and convinced that principal that I should be moved ahead. 

And he did. 

  All I know is I was in the second grade, and the teacher came in and 

said, ñNo, youôve got to go sit with the third graders.ò So, I was in the third 

grade, and I remember sitting next to a boyðI still remember his name, 

Bobby̍ in one of these two-seaters that you had in those days. Two of you 

sat together in a little bench-like thing. And I said to him, I said, ñWhat are we 

studying?ò He said, ñWeôre studying multiplication.ò I said, ñWhatôs that?ò 

(both laugh)  

I say that, and itôs kind of funny, but it was kind of the story of the rest 

of my time through my grade school and high school years. I was always a 

little behind, not so much academically, I could handle the academics, but I 

was always a little bit behind the age group. 

DePue: Not mature enough. 

Thunman: It probably would have been better, had I not skipped a grade. 

DePue: Yeah, but your mother had different notions about it. 

Thunman: Oh, yes. My father, his interest in academics was mathematics. He said you 

had to make an A in mathematics. If I didnôt make an A in mathematics, there 

was hell to pay. That was all the way through high school. Now, he didnôt 

press on anything else, but anything that had to do with mathematics, I had to. 

DePue: What was the reason for that, do you know? 

Thunman: Well, it could be his incredible interest in math. My dad was a mathematician, 

loved it, spent his whole lifeéI can recall coming home late from a date, 

hoping that he was in bed. Heôd be sitting there, at 1:00 in the morning, with 

some sort of a math book in front of him or a book on applications of math in 

construction. He was a wonderful mathematician.  

He invented a slide rule. I remember when he did this, in the ó40s. He 

did the whole thing. My father was a wonderful artist too. Iôve got none of 

that ability, but his brothers and sisters were good artists. One of them, I think, 

was recognized in Sweden later on. But he built the slide rule out of 

cardboard, hard cardboard. He did all the marking and etching of it himself, 

with India ink. It was a slide rule that you would use to determine how much 

steel you would have to use in the construction of a concrete road or bridge or 

structure. It got published in McGraw-Hill, in a McGraw-Hill book on this 

subject. He was so pleased with that. He was so pleased and proud of that, that 

he had done this. It turns out, he did not patent it. It was immediately picked 

up, and they were sold for years. 

DePue: Another missed opportunity. 
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Thunman: (both laugh) As I told you earlier on, he was not a man who was interested in 

making a lotéHe was so proud of the fact that he had been published by 

McGraw-Hill, in this book. So, he was a mathematician, and thatôs where his 

stress went. 

  I can recall in high school, sitting with him at the dining room table, 

arguing with him about how to solveéDo you remember the word problems 

that we still worked in algebra? We would sit there and work those things. But 

they were both very much interested in my education. I think they felt that I 

had great ability. In fact, I know that. 

DePue: Did they have the same expectations for your other siblings? 

Thunman: They did. My other siblings, I donôt think got the same attention I did, because 

first, I was the youngest. They used to say I was the Depression baby, of 

course, born in the very depths of the Depression, in ô32. I donôt think we ever 

went any further down than we did in ó32. I heard my mother say, ñYou were 

the person who entertained us. We had no entertainment, other than you.ò I 

didnôt realize that, but they put a lot of attention to me. 

DePue: Does that mean that your other brothersébrother or sister or both? 

Thunman: Brother and sister. 

DePue: They figured that you were the spoiled one, maybe? 

Thunman: I did, but we hadéThey were so good to me all my life. They never treated 

me as if I was spoiled. I probably was spoiled. I was, not probably. But we 

always so close. My brother was like my father; he was so many years older 

than I was. Everything I learned about sports and things like that, I learned 

from my brother. 

  My brother, it was funny, he was left-handed. So, when he taught me 

how to play basketball, I thought I had to do everything with my left hand. Iôd 

watch him, and I got it all screwed up, between my legs and my hands. The 

coach had a hard time getting it arranged so that when I went up to shoot with 

my right hand, my right leg came up. (DePue laughs) But it turned out good, 

because then I became a little bit ambidextrous. 

  But my brother and I were very close. He was, frankly, a lot smarter 

than I was, my brother. He went on to the University of Illinois and was 

designated, in the ó80s, as a Distinguished Engineering Graduate of the 

University of Illinois. Not many people get that distinguished recognition. 

DePue: And thatôs, at least today, itôs a very elite engineering school. 

Thunman: Very elite, yes. His was a sad story, in that in about 1935 or so, he picked up a 

firecracker. He picked up what they called a torpedo, and it blew up, in his 
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eye. It must have been something. My mother, I donôt know that they had the 

money to take him into the medical treatment that he should of. But in any 

case, he lost the use of that eye. It was looking askance. He could not 

synchronize it with his other eye. He really went on in his life with one eye. 

He, amazingly, did all that he did with that one eye.  

In World War II, though, is where it was bad, because all of his 

buddies went into the military. He wanted so much to go, and he was left 

behind. As a matter of fact, he had put together a plan, where he got people to 

help him go back through the interview and take the eye exam again, where he 

used his one eye, and then he used the same eye the second time. He had some 

people there that they were jostling around. He got through the exam, got 

down to the train stationéHe had flunked the exam earlier.  

So he was down at the train station with everybody, getting ready to 

go, and the sergeant saw him and says, ñHey, wait a minute; what are you 

doing here?ò Itôs too bad, because he was a very capable man with one eye. 

So anyway, he did not go off to war, and that hurt him, that hurt his feelings. 

He always felt that he was not one of the guys, as you can imagine, you 

especially would imagine. You know, all of your friends go, and you canôt go.  

He went off to the University of Illinois and graduated and went to 

work for the state and always worked for the state. He was offeredéI know 

Hanson Engineers, old Mr. Hansonðnot old, he was young then̍wanted 

him toéThey were contemporaries, and he wanted my brother to work with 

him. He stayed with the state and became a world expert in pre-stressed 

concrete and, later, was on the National Academy of Sciences, was a member 

of the board. They used to send him out around the world to investigate new 

pre-stressed concrete designs and to comment on them. 

He had a great life. He loved to sail, a great sailor, a racer, sailing. I 

was afraid to sail with him, because I used to tell him that I spent my whole 

life trying to keep from hitting other ships, and he didnôt care. 

DePue:  (both laugh) Well, I would think thatôs a bit of a problem with depth 

perception, because you̍  

Thunman: Well, I used to play handball with my brother, and I used to feel so sorry for 

him, because heôd get up to the wall, and heôd smash the wall with his hand, 

because he didnôt have the depth perception. He only had the one eye visible. 

But he really lived a normal life. He was a good golfer and a very smart guy. 

DePue: Whatôs his name? 

Thunman: Carl Erik, Jr. 

DePue: I guess youôd had mentioned that before. 
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Thunman: My sister, Phyllis, who I think was the best of the three, beautiful girl, 

absolutely perfect A student, needed no help anywhere, very, very popular in 

high school and graduated, but graduated at a point when they didnôt haveð

and my brother was in college, was at the University of IllinoisˈThey didnôt 

have the money to send her on to complete her college education.  

She went to William Woods College in Missouri, Fulton, Missouri, 

where Churchill made his famous Westminster speech about the Iron Curtain. 

She got her degree there but didnôt go on to four years. She always felt bad 

that she couldnôt go on and get her four-year degree. She got her two-year 

degree.  

A wonderful girl, just absolutely wonderful. [She] married a young 

naval officer, who had gone through the V-12 program there at Westminster. 

They sent him on to Northwestern, and then he was in the Pacific for a couple 

of years, on a patrol craft, and came back. They had a great life, two 

wonderful kids and all kinds of grandchildren. You couldnôt have met a finer 

family. But she was really talented. There wasnôt any place she didnôt go that 

she immediately was moved into the better part of whatever they were 

involved with. 

In later years, I foundéShe and my father would talk a lot. Sheôll say, 

well daddy used to say this or daddy used to say that, and give me this advice 

and that advice. I never had that from my father. I donôt recall ever 

himéEvery once in a while, he gave me just a little bit of advice, but it 

wasnôtéHeôd say, ñIf I were you, Iôd do this,ò and that was the end of it. 

DePue:  Was that just a different stage of his life, or heôs busier with his career? 

Thunman: I donôt know. I always used to think that maybe he was training me. I do 

knowéI went to work for him when I was fourteen, when they were building 

the power plant out at the lake. He had broke somebodyôs arm, Iôm sure, in the 

union, because you were supposed to be fifteen to join the union. I became the 

water boy on the site. It was a site of a couple of hundred men and one water 

boy. I never in my whole life, trying to get around that site in the hot Illinois 

sun, to get water to those men. Heôd done the same thing to my brother. My 

brother was the water boy on the John Hay Homes. My brother used to say, 

ñWhen I left that job they hired three water boys.ò But he would only have the 

one, and he felt that was enough. 

  Then I worked when the Bressmer Building downturn burned down. I 

worked on that one summer, as a common laborer. They had a process where 

they knocked all the tile, and everything came down. You ended up with 

nothing but a steel structure, six-story structure of steel beams. The plan was, 

you first brought forms up around each beam and laid concrete beams, and 

then you put flooring across. To do that, you had machines. I think he had 

designed those machines to lift those beam enclosures up. But, to move these 
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machines around, you had to have pathways. The pathways were set by two-

by-tens, two-inch by ten-inch planks, about twelve foot long, twelve feet long. 

I talk like my father; it was always twelve foot long.  

All of a sudden I was given the job of setting up these twelve-foot two-

by-tens, up in these beams. They gave me a dayˈI didnôt work for him, I 

worked for the carpenter foreman̍gave me a day to practice in an area where 

it was fairly close to the ground. I was scared to death, walking these four-

inch I-beams, especially carrying a twelve-foot two-by-ten. 

DePue:  Those arenôt light. 

Thunman: It turns out, theyôre pretty good to have, because then you could balance with 

them, but I didnôt realize it at the time. So initially, I started the job. I would 

scoot along, and everybody would laugh at me, the whole job. I finally got up, 

and I learned to walk those four-inch I-beams. It was great training for you. I 

always felt that he always had something like that. He would say, ñYeah, 

thatôs okay; you can do that.ò 

DePue: Your mother didnôt intervene on your behalf? 

Thunman: No. I donôt know if she did or not, but thatôs what I did. I would do it. I 

walked those I-beams, except I would not walk them on top, on the very top 

floor, where you didnôt have another column to go to. I always scooted up 

there. He always had that kind of a thing. He never understood the athletics. 

He didnôt understand football and what was football all about, or basketball, 

the rules. But he would go. He wouldnôt say much about it; he would just 

always try to be there. 

DePue: Did your mother work then? 

Thunman: My mother worked during the war, in a canning factory. I remember that. At 

that time, we lived over on South Douglas Street. We went from West 

Jefferson and my school years. Iôll kind of go over them. I was at the one-

room schoolhouse, and then they had to pay the money to get me to go to 

Dubois School, from West Jefferson. They paid that tax, whatever it was. And 

then she made my father move to South Douglas, although it wasnôt as nice a 

place we had out at West Jefferson. We moved to South Douglas, so I could 

go to Butler. In those days, Butler was the best elementary school in the city. 

Then, of course, I went on to Springfield High School. We moved again, to 

South Walnut. So, we lived in three different places here in Springfield. 

DePue: Did you go to middle school at Butler as well? 

Thunman: Well, I got to Butler in about the sixth grade. Got into a little trouble to begin 

with. I remember the principal, Mr. Head, was a nice man, called me and my 

mother in. Iôd been there about a month or two. He said that Ronnie plays too 

rough. Well, I was just playing the way we played over at Dubois. Dubois in 
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those days, thatôs where the tough guysé(both laugh). I was scared to death 

about it. But Iôll never forget, he said, ñWe want Ronnie to play, but we want 

him to play organized sports.ò He brought out a uniform̍ I thought this is the 

most wonderful thing that ever happened to meˈa Butler Grade School 

basketball team uniform, which was a jacket that said Butler on the back of it. 

He said, ñHeôll go on the basketball team, but heôs got to be careful. He plays 

too rough.ò 

DePue: How tall were you back then? 

Thunman: I didnôt really grow up to be a lot taller than the average until I was about a 

freshman in high school. I was an averageéI was maybe a little bit taller. But 

that was a big day, when I got that uniform. I thought that waséI was willing 

to agree to anything. 

DePue: Youôve talked a lot about both your mother and your father. Who would you 

say, looking back at it now, had the bigger influence on you? 

Thunman: Well, itôs a hard thing to distinguish, because my mother, I think, had a bigger 

influence in developing me to deal with other people and to deal with the 

culture, and to have high standards in my character, as well as in whatever 

professional ability I had. She had learned a lot, I think, living with that lady.  

Well, in this paper Iôve got, it talks about this Mrs. Burden had kind of 

considered my mother as a daughter. They had no family, so wherever they 

went, my mother went with them. I think she learned a lot from those many 

years of experience with her. Most people here, that Iôve seen in Springfield, 

who knew her just loved her. She was such a lovely, gracious person.  

She was always worried that her handwriting wasnôt very good. She 

taught herself English and how to write English. Itôs interesting; I still have 

some of her letters. They were maybe a little difficult to read, but her English 

composition was excellent. She was always worried about that. 

  My father, though, heôs the one who imbued me with the high 

professional standards and the importance of those standards in whatever you 

did. Maybe on the negative side, my dad had a terrible temper. I had his 

temper as well. Iôm not sure I could have changed that. I tried to, but I got a 

feeling that are genes involved with that, that you cannot get rid of. My father, 

the one thing he hated more than anything else, if anybody ever lied to him. I 

was the same way, all through my career. If I found somebody who was lying 

at all, it was ñKaty bar the gateò for that poor guy. 

DePue: You mentioned Pearl Harbor before. Do you have any personal memories 

about that, other than your experience with your dad? 

Thunman: No, other than I was very interested in the military, playing soldiers, being 

soldiers, playing with toy soldiers. 
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DePue: After Pearl Harbor or even before that? 

Thunman: I think even before, but it certainly amplified. During World War II, when my 

dad started to make some money, I remember one Christmas he bought me 

three companies of West Point cadets in toy soldiers that I had. I remember 

those. I still have one of them left. 

DePue: In their dress uniforms? 

Thunman: In their dress uniforms, uh-huh. I still have one left. 

DePue: Were you one of those kids who was following what was going on in the war? 

Thunman: Yes. I remember reading Richard Tregaskisô books on Guadalcanal Diary, 

and I think he had a couple of other books about what was going on in the 

Pacific. And I had an airplane spotter book. I could tell you everything there 

was to know about everybodyôs airplanes. I mean, I could tell you how far, 

what caliber of weapons they had. I was into that, loved it. But, as far as 

following it step-by-step-by-step, I donôt recall doing that so much as picking 

out certain areas and kind of dwelling on them. 

DePue: Why did your mom get a job during that timeframe? 

Thunman: Well, I donôt think the money really started rolling in. Of course, my brother 

was at University of Illinois. I think she got a job because she could. My 

brother was gone; my sister was at William Woods, and I was there. I think it 

was to get some extra money. They were trying to buy a house, I guess. They 

were getting ready to, I guess, to reach the retirement age. They were a little 

older at that point. My dad really didnôt rake in the big dollars until the latter 

part of the early ó40s. 

DePue: Do you remember things like rationing? 

Thunman: Oh, yes. 

DePue: And bond drives and metal drives, things like that? 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, paper drives. I was in the middle of those paper drives and coat 

hanger drives. Paper drives were wonderful. I used to sit in peopleôs attics and 

read their Esquires. (both laugh) Theyôd have them stacked four or five feet 

high, with all the pretty girls in them. We thought that was a great thing to do. 

Paper drives, and we had coat hangers and rationing. My father had an ñAò 

card [gas ration card] for his car, which he drove all around the state. Then we 

had a car at home that my sister had, with a ñCò card, which you certainly 

didnôt have as much gas in.  

It was a Lincoln Zephyr. My dad had bought it in 1936, the first year 

ever manufactured. It was a sloped back car, you know. I think it was the first 
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sloped back car, a beautiful car. It had been a demonstrator, twelve cylinders, 

imagine. He bought that car, and he had it all the way up until I left for the 

Naval Academy. I donôt know how many hundreds or thousands of dollars he 

put in it, to try to keep it running. He loved it. My brother used to drive it back 

and forth from the University of Illinois and brag that he would drive a 

hundred miles an hour. It was only a two lane road between here and 

Champaign, but he could make a hundred in that car. 

DePue: There were probably a few stop signs in between too, huh? 

Thunman: I donôt know if he saw them or not. (both laugh) 

DePue: Well, your dad must have been doing a lot of traveling. The places youôve 

talked about him just moving around the state, doing a lot of construction 

jobs. 

Thunman: Yes, he did. During the war, he was really involved almost seven days a week. 

Of course it was a time, when you go back, boy itôs really fun to read, if you 

get a chance, what went on in the country to prepare for the war, to prepare 

industry to fight the war. It was incredible, some of the things that were done. 

Iôm not sure we could do them today. The government would pick a company 

and say, youôre going to build this, and youôre going to build this many, and 

youôre going to get it done by this time, and weôll pay you this, and that was 

it. 

DePue: I was thinking earlier that maybe the government might frown on a fourteen 

or fifteen year-old kid balancing a two-by-four. 

Thunman: A two-by-ten. 

DePue: A two-by-ten, on an I-beam, walking around there. They might not like that. 

Thunman: You know, one other point about my father, to prove that he was kind of 

training me, was we had this carpenter foreman; Carter Hall was his name. He 

couldnôt read, and he wasnôt a carpenter foreman; he was a labor foreman. He 

ran the laborers. He would have me around whenever they delivered concrete 

or things, and I would sign for it. He never told me he couldnôt read, but heôd 

say, ñLook at that, and see if that looks okay.ò But he was always so mean to 

me. God he was always on my back about not moving fast enough or getting 

enough done. In later years, I saw him one time, and I said, ñCarter, you were 

a tough guy to work for.ò He said, ñOh, no, no, youôve got that all wrong.ò He 

said, ñYour father made me do that.ò So thatôs why I think he had me in 

training. (laughs) 

DePue: He was grooming you all along. 

Thunman: Thatôs right. 
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DePue: Were they telling you what their aspirations were for you? 

Thunman: No, no, other than youôre going to go to college. You are going to go to 

college. That was there; that was set from the very beginning. It wasnôt until 

the Naval Academy contacted me about coming to the academy that that even 

came on the horizon. 

DePue: Well, thatôs a little bit ahead of our story. I want to ask a couple more 

questions about growing up, especially during the war itself. You were a 

teenager at that time, early teens, I think. Were you one of those kids who was 

watching the movies and paying attention to the newsreels and reading the 

papers? 

Thunman: Oh yes, oh yes. Well, really, the movies, but I can recall reading the papers. I 

didnôt follow the war in a logical process, like the Germans have now been 

moved back to here to here to here, but I was always very interested. I was 

always very interested in the military and frankly, more interested in the Army 

than I was the Navy. The Navy, of course that wasnôtéI donôt they had that 

much in the newsreels about the Navy. 

  The war years to me, if I was going to sum them up, were years of a 

great change in my family, because the family became more prosperous, 

because of what my father was doing. And, of course, I was growing into 

those years where I was doing a lot of interesting thing. Athletics came into 

my life in a big way. 

DePue: When did your interest in going to a military academy start? 

Thunman: Well, I was interested in the Naval Academy because of the wonderful Army-

Navy football games in the late ó40s. I can remember my junior year in high 

school, sitting in my coachôs car. We were traveling to a basketball game. In 

those days, they had three or four cars, and theyôd put the teams in, listening 

to those great Army-Navy football games. Navy, for some reason, sounded 

more romantic to me in those gamesˈI canôt tell you whyˈthan the Army 

did, although the Army would win. (laughs) 

DePue: I was going to say, that was the heyday of Army football, with Blanchard and 

Davis. 1 

Thunman: Blanchard and Davis, yes it was.2 But thatôs when I first got interested in it. I 

thought, Thatôs so far away; forget it. Thereôs nothing like that, that I could 

                                                 
1 Felix Anthony "Doc" Blanchard (December 11, 1924 ï April 19, 2009) is best known as the college football 

player who became the first ever junior to win the Heisman Trophy, Maxwell Award and was the first ever 

football player to win the James E. Sullivan Award, all in 1945. He played football for the U.S. Military 

Academy at West Point, where he was known as "Mr. Inside." After football, he served in the U.S. Air Force 

from 1947 until 1971 when he retired with the rank of colonel. 
2 Glenn Woodward Davis (December 26, 1924 ï March 9, 2005) was a professional football player for the Los 

Angeles Rams. He is best known for his college football career for the U.S. Military Academy at West Point, 
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ever do. My thought was, I guess Iôll go to the University of Illinois, like my 

brother. That was what was going to happen. 

DePue: So you were in high school from 1945 to 1949? 

Thunman: Thatôs right. I graduated in the summer of 1949. It was my senior year of high 

school, when a young Naval Academy midshipman came to the door one 

night, rang the doorbell. I opened it up, and there he was, in his uniform. He 

said that he would like to talk to me about going to the Naval Academy. The 

rules were, at that point, that the academy could not contact you directly, but 

they could respond to you if you wrote them a letter, if you made some 

contact with them on your own. He sat down and talked with me and said, you 

know, ñThe academy would really like for you to write them, and tell them 

that you might be interested in coming.ò 

DePue: Why was he interested in you? 

Thunman: Well, the academy, of course, had the Naval Academy Foundation, which Iôm 

a big member. Iôm now retired, semi-retired, but Iôve been on the board for 

several years. But the foundation, still spread across the country, looking for 

athletes who could make it through the Naval Academy and who would fit the 

mold; just li ke the Army. So my name had come up on the radar screen 

somehow, I donôt know, but Rip Millerˈ 

DePue: Rip Miller? 

Thunman: Rip Miller, a spectacular guy. E.E. [Edgar E. ñRipò] Miller had been one of 

the seven mules with the four horsemen at Notre Dame and had become the 

assistant athletic director at the Naval Academy, responsible for recruiting. He 

had dispatched this young midshipman to come and see me with that 

information. Of course, I just thought it was incrediblyéIt was wonderful.  

I wrote to him, and the wheels started turning. The next thing I know is 

that Rip Millerôs secretary was a good friend of Peter Mack who was the 

congressman here in town, the local congressman.3 He was a good friend of 

the secretary of Peter Mack. They started negotiating. What was required to 

get an appointment for this young man? 

                                                                                                                                                       

 
from 1943 to 1946, where he was known as "Mr. Outside." He was named a consensus All-American three 

times, and in 1946 won the Heisman Trophy and was named Sporting News Player of the Year and Associated 

Press Athlete of the Year. 
3 Born in Carlinville, IL, Peter Mack attended the public schools and Blackburn College in Carlinville and St. 

Louis (MO) University, took special courses in aviation at Springfield (Illinois) Junior College and St. Louis 

University. He engaged in the automotive sales and service business in Carlinville. A licensed commercial pilot, 

he enlisted in U.S. Navy in 1942 and served four years in naval air force as a Naval Reserve officer, with rank 

of commander. 
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  Well, Mack said, he was a Democrat, and of course my father was 

always a Republican, interestingly, considering his working background. But 

they talked, and they said well, heôs going to have to pass the exam before 

weôll even consider him. Rip Miller got me an appointment from the 

Honorable something Sasser, of Maryland, an alternate appointment. In those 

days you had a primary appointment, then several alternates̍I donôt know 

how many the congressman gotˈso that I could take the exam. 

  I can remember being notified that the exam was going to be given. It 

was in like the March timeframe. I was still a senior in high school. I hadnôt 

finished up. I went down to the post office here in town. There must have 

been twenty young men there, all taking the exams. 

DePue: For both academies? 

Thunman: I think it was only the Naval Academy. In fact, Iôm sure now, only the Naval 

Academy that day. They were very careful to tell you, ñNow look, donôt 

guess.ò It was multiple choice. ñDonôt guess. If you know the answer, then 

answer it, but if you put the wrong answer down, you pick the wrong answer, 

then you lose twice as much in the grading scheme than if you just left it 

blank.ò I went the first day. It was two days of exams, two full days. The 

Navy̍ and I think each service did̍they created their own examination; it 

wasnôt a SAT [Scholastic Aptitude Test] score4. There was no such thing in 

those days. 

  I came home the first day, and I said to my mother, I said, ñIôm not 

going back.ò I said, ñThe other people down there, many of them were one or 

two years of college, and during the breaks theyôd talk about how many they 

got done. Theyôd get 130 or 150. I did 80. Iôm just nowhere near these people. 

I can remember, ñYouôre going to go back, by God, you can do it.ò 

  So I went back and passed. I still have the grade slips upstairs. I got a 

feeling that they may have been adjusted. I donôt know, because there were a 

couple of 2.5s in there. And as you recall, from your days, our days, 2.5 in 

those days was just barely passing. 

DePue: That was a C? 

Thunman: On a 4.0 scale. So I had a couple oféIôd done 2.8s in mathematics, but the 

2.5s, one of them was in physicsˈI hadnôt finished high school physics yet̍  

and the other one, I think was inéI forget what it was in, maybe history. But I 

passed, and it turned out I was the only one who passed in the whole group. 

Mackôs appointments were open, because his principal appointees had failed. 

                                                 
4The SAT is one of two standardized college admissions tests in the U.S. (The other is the ACT.) The test was 

originally adapted from and Army IQ test and administered as a college admissions test for the first time in 

1926. 
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A composite of newspaper clippings from the November 23, 1948 Chicago 
Tribune, reporting that Ron Thunman was on the All-State team. 

There was a skirmish that, I donôt know, that went on. I got a letter from Rip 

Miller . He said he wanted me to come to Annapolis.  

So, at the end of the year, I didnôt go to my high school graduation. He 

sent me a ticket on a train to Washington, D.C., and then down to Annapolis, 

and stayed in Rip Millerôs house, a wonderful house he had, up on the hill 

there. We went to Washington to meet different congressmen, to see if they 

could get me an appointment. I met three or four, walked through the halls of 

the House buildings there at the time and talked to some congressmen. Came 

home, didnôt get the appointment. Mack had backed out of his deal that if I 

passed heôd give me one. So that was over. I thought, Well, itôs done; itôs too 

bad; itôs a good try. 

DePue: Before we get too far ahead of the story though, one of the things that caught 

their attention in the first place was your high school athletic prowess, 

apparently. 

Thunman: Yes. 

DePue: And youôd skip right 

over that. Since youôre 

a member of the 

Springfield High 

School Hall of Fame, 

we need to talk about 

that a little bit. 

Thunman: Well, in football and 

basketball, a little bit 

of track̍  

DePue: Where were you going 

to school? 

Thunman: Springfield High 

School. I went out for 

football. Of course, I 

was into athletics in 

those days, mainly 

football, the 

magazines and the 

games and all and 

started playing 

football. I had a great 

coach, Bill Roellig, 

who was well known 

throughout Illinois. 
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Ron Thunman made the All-State Football Team during his senior year at Springfield High School in 1948. 
Thunman held down the center spot on the Springfield High School team, and earned a reputation for 
diagnosing plays and intercepting passes. 

Thunman played center on the Springfield High School 
football squad in 1949, the year he was selected to the 
All-State Team 

His experience had beenéHe had run the physical training at Great Lakes 

during World War II, of all the recruits. Here again, I was a year younger than 

everybody else, contemporaries. But I started, and I had a couple funny things 

happen. 

  When I was a sophomore, I went out, stood in line to get my uniform, 

a hot August day, got the pads and the uniform. We were out, starting the 

practices, and theyôd been practicing a couple of weeks. In those days, we 

practiced most of August, in high school. Bill Roellig came up to me one day. 

He was a tough guy, and he said, ñYou guys,ò he said, ñI tell you guys to wear 

your pads, and you donôt wear them.ò He chewed on me about it, and he said, 

ñWhere are your pads, hip pads?ò I said, ñI donôt have any.ò He said, ñWhy 

not?ò I said, ñWell, they didnôt give me any. They didnôt have any left when I 

got in the line.ò That kind of brought me to his attention, because Iôd been 

playing for a couple of weeks without any pads. (both laugh) 

DePue: He said, ñThis is a tough kid.ò Is that right? 

Thunman: He is a tough kid. I played my junior year and really started to play reasonably 

well. Then my senior year, I had a great year in football. The team was 

undefeated. We had seven wins and two ties. It was a great season, and I had a 

good year. I was the center on the team. But Roellig̍ this was interesting to 

me̍ he would have the regular huddle, but before the huddle, he would have 

me and the quarterback get together and talk about the play. Then, I would go 

up to the line by myself, and Bobby 

Slack, who was the quarterback, 

would go in to call the play. Well, 

the play had already been called. 

You couldnôt change it. So I was 

kind of involved with setting the 

plays. I think Roellig did that 

purposely. It was an unusual thing 

to do. But I had a great year. I was 
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Thunman goes up for a rebound in a Springfield 
High School Senators game against rival 
Feitshans High School in the late 1940s.   

all-state, first team. Iôd made several interceptions during the different games. 

DePue: You were playing both directions then? 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, offensive. I played all but two minutes of the entire season; the 

coach never took me out. He used to take everybody else out [when] weôd get 

ahead and everything, but I would stay. I think he did that to add that into my 

resume. 

DePue: What position did you play on defense? 

Thunman: Linebacker. That was where I really madeéI got a lot of publicity at 

linebacker, mainly interceptions. Even the article there in the Chicago Daily 

News talked about skill, divining aerial plays, or words to that effect. I played 

well. But I was a big guy, and I was used to playing in a tough environment. 

So it was a great year. 

  My basketballéMy sophomore year, I was afraid to go out. I thought I 

was too clumsy. The coach, who was also a wonderful man, Herb 

ScheffleréI think the Scheffler boys, his kids, ended up as principals at 

Springfield. It was his first year as a 

coach. My junior year, he made me 

come out and really taught me how to 

play basketball. We had a great team 

my junior year. We were upset. We 

should have gone on to win the state. 

But, my senior year, we had a good 

team. We won the city championship. 

We won the regional championship, 

almost went to the state. I was All -City 

in basketball. 5 I was also All -City in 

football as well. I was on a couple of 

the honorable mention teams in the state 

for basketball. 

DePue: What position there? 

Thunman: Center. 

DePue: How tall were you? 

Thunman: At that point, Iôd gone up to about six-three [six feet, three inches]. I grew in 

my freshman and sophomore years in school. I remember, when I worked out 

at the lake, in the power plant, I was growing so fast. I would eat lunch with 

the ironworkers, the tough ironworkers, and I would eat everything in sight. 

                                                 
5 Generally news outlets or coaches in a certain sport will select the best team of players within a certain region. 

So in Springfield football, the All City team would be the best player in the city at each position. 



Nils Ronald Thunman:  Interview # VRC-A-L-2012-023.01 

 

26 

 

Theyôd feel sorry for me, although my motheréI carried a big grocery bag of 

four or five sandwiches. They would end up giving me their sandwiches too. 

(both laugh) I grew a foot in about a year. 

DePue: It sounded like they adopted you. 

Thunman: Oh, yeah. Well, I learned so much from those menˈit stood me in great stead 

all my career̍ from those laborers and from those ironworkers. I remember, I 

came home, during my plebe year at the Naval Academy, that Christmas.6 I 

came home; I was all decked out in my uniform, my big blue coat, you know, 

all of that stuff. I went down, where the company was working onéAt that 

point, they had a company called The Bootery that had burned down. I walked 

to the edge of the site, and a couple of these dirty old laborers came out, 

picked me up and hugged me. (DePue laughs) I was adopted by those guys; 

youôre right. 

DePue: You had mentioned earlier though, that one of the things you learned from 

your mother was how to deal with people, about human relations. Yet your 

father threw you into this mix, and it sounds like you learned just as much or 

more there. 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, of course I did. Youôre absolutely right. I think my motherôs was 

more of understanding people and understanding situations. Probably, her 

contribution was teaching me to be a politician. I think thatôs where that came 

from. 

DePue: Speaking of that, you mentioned your fatherôs political leanings. Was politics 

ever a part of the discussion, growing up? 

Thunman: Oh, yes. Oh, gosh, my father hated Roosevelt. I thought it was all one word, 

ñThatgoddamnedroosevelt.ò (DePue laughs) 

DePue: What was it that he didnôt like about Roosevelt? 

Thunman: I donôt know. He never really said, other than he would yell at the radio, kind 

of the way I yell at the television today. (both laugh) Itôs interesting, because 

he came up through the labor route.  

Now, my father was trying to stop a strike in the ó30s, when he was hit 

over the head with a lead pipe. He had a crease in his skull, up here. I 

remember that. When he was a foreman, and he was up on a platform, trying 

to stop the strike, and somebody hit him. So the story went was, he turned 

around and knocked the guy out, and then he fell himself. 

DePue: The old Navy boxing career kicked in. 

                                                 
6 Plebe summer is the summer training program that is required of all incoming freshmen to the U.S. Naval 

Academy. 
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Thunman: (laughs) Yes, thatôs right. 

DePue: Was he in the union himself? 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, Daddy was always in the union. As a matter of fact, when he 

retired, he got a check from the union. I was in the union. I had to join the 

union, Local Hod Carriers 477. 7 Iôm not so sure, I may still be in it. 

DePue: You may still be a union member, huh? (Thunman laughs) In high school, you 

had this thing going on with the Naval Academy, where you were hoping to 

get there. But if that didnôt go through, what did you see yourself doing as a 

career? 

Thunman: Really nothing, other than being an engineer, whatever that was. I didnôt quite 

understand what an engineer was. 

DePue: But did you like the math and sciences more than anything else? 

Thunman: Oh, yes, yes. I was good at math. 

DePue: You didnôt have any choice but to be good at math. 

Thunman: No, thatôs right. But I was good at it. You know, this is a session where you 

brag about yourself. Thereôs a doctor/dentist here in town who went to high 

school with me. He said ñGod,ò he said, ñI always hated it whenòˈwe took 

geometry together̍ñI always hated to have to follow you to the board.ò In 

those days, they would have you man the board. You would go through 

something, and then the next person would be called to come up. He said, 

ñGod, I hated when I had to follow you.ò He said, ñI always disappointed the 

teacher after youôd made your presentation.ò (laughs) 

DePue: Well, one other question about high school. Here you are, this big athlete, star 

of the football team, it sounds like, good at basketball as well, making a name 

for yourself in the school. Did you have a girlfriend to go along with that? 

Thunman: Oh, gosh, I hadéThis is an interesting part of the story, probably. Her name 

was Catherine Brown. She was the high school beauty. She was a year 

younger than I was. All through high school, she was my girlfriend. Later on, 

right after I graduated from the academy, I asked her to marry me. She said, 

ñNot now, maybe someday.ò Well, that kind of ended that.  

The interesting part of the story, though, is my wife, Owsley, is her 

little sister. When I went with Catherine, I was sixteen; Owsley was ten. 

Elizabeth Owsley is her full name. I remember sitting in the living room of 

her house. Whenever I came over to see Catherine or pick her up, Owsley 

                                                 
7 Labor organization for those employed in carrying supplies to bricklayers, stonemasons, cement 

finishers, or plasterers on the job. 
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would come downstairs, and Catherine would yell at her to, you know, 

ñMother, please make Owsley leave.ò (both laugh) 

DePue:  So, Owsley was more interested in you than you were in her at the time? 

Thunman: Well, I remember kind of saying this; I think I said it in jest, ñOwsley, one day 

Iôm going to come back and marry you.ò Owsley doesnôt remember that. She 

said, ñBut you sure took a long time to come back.ò  (both laugh) She came 

from a wonderful old family here in Springfield. There is no older family than 

her family in Springfield, I donôt think. 

DePue: So, you graduate from high school in 1949, pretty much knew that you were 

heading to the University of Illinois. Youôd already been accepted? 

Thunman: Yes. I had a scholarship. 

DePue: Athletic scholarship? 

Thunman: Athletic scholarship. Iôd had several others, good ones. One good one, which I 

almost went to, but I was afraid, I think, because it was so far away, was 

Georgia Tech, which was a big football power in those days. The coach, 

Bobby Dodd, contacted me and wanted me to come. I had some others, 

Arkansas, as I recall, Louisiana, different schools had contacted me, but I was 

Illinois. 

  The first thing that happened to me, though, was that summer, before I 

went to Illinois, I was working on the Old Jacksonville Road out here. They 

had just refurbished it, recovered it, and I was working as a laborer that 

summer. We were picking it up before they turned it over to the state. I was 

going along the road, and there was a bit of glass showing through the dirt. I 

kicked away at it to try to pick up the glass. It was dug down in the dirt. So I 

thought, Well, what Iôll do is Iôll break the glass, and then Iôll be able to get at 

it. There was a stone there, and I picked up the stone, I threw it, and it hit the 

glass. It blew up like a hand grenade. It had been a jug of beer, and of course, 

the pressure had allˈ 

DePue: Buried in the dirt? 

Thunman: Buried in the dirt. When I hit it with a rock, it blew up. I wasnôt fooling 

around, although everybody said, ñYou probably were fooling around.ò I 

really wasnôt. In my mind, I thought if I broke it, I would be able to get the 

pieces and pick up the pieces and then fill in the hole. Thatôs what went 

through my mind. Anyway, the handle came out. I got my arms like this. It 

went right into this arm. 

DePue: So, right in front of your face, to protect your face. 
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Thunman: Yeah, I was lucky. It went right in here. Thereôs still the scar from that thing. 

So, there I was. It cut the muscle, and they had to sew up the muscle. They 

kept me on the scholarship, but I was kind of limited for a while, because of 

the hand and the healing in the hand. 

DePue: This was your left hand? 

Thunman: Yeah, it was this one, my left hand. So, I started off my college football career 

in a bad way. But came the spring, I was pretty much healed up and was 

playing pretty well in spring football, getting ready for the varsity season. I 

get a call again. I guess that foundation was out there, looking around. 

DePue: But it sounds like you werenôt the great football prospect that you had been 

the year before. 

Thunman: No, no, not until somehow the academy got word that I was doing pretty well, 

there in spring football, I think. Anyway, they all of the sudden contacted me. 

I hadnôt heard from them until the spring season had started. So, they started 

this negotiation between secretaries again. 

DePue: Does this mean that you had kind of given up on the notion of going to the 

Naval Academy? 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, I thought it was over, clearly over, yeah. I was done. The 

negotiations started, and my mother got into it, God bless her. This Swedish 

community I was talking about, there was a gentleman here in town who ran 

the Hobbs Electric Company, John W. Hobbs, I think it is, a pretty powerful 

man here in Springfield. His wife was Swedish, and her mother had come 

from Sweden. She just loved my mother. As I said, most people did. She just 

loved my mother. I had said to my mother, ñGee, I wish I could have gone to 

the Naval Academy.ò 

  So, the negotiations started again. They started talking again, and Peter 

Mack would have none of it . He wasnôt interested. My mother and Mrs. 

Hobbs got together somehow, and the next thing I know, I get a telegram. 

There it is, in May, the first of May, ñCongratulations, youôve been appointed 

to West Point.ò Bang! I called home, and I called my mother. She said, ñIsnôt 

that wonderful!ò I said, ñWell it is. I was surprised though, West Point, I 

thought it was the Naval Academy.ò She goes, ñOh, well wait a minute, Iôll 

have to look at that.ò There were some more discussions, I think, between her 

and Mrs. Hobbs. The next thing I know, I get a telegram, ñCorrect that. 

Youôve been appointed to the Naval Academy.ò 

DePue: From Mackôs office? 

Thunman: Yeah. In both cases, theyôd come from Mackôs office. 

DePue: Iôm assuming he was an FDR Democrat. 
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Thunman: Oh, yeah, Iôm sure he was. So Iôve heardˈand I canôt tell you where I got that 

information̍ but apparently John Hobbs funded his trip around the world. At 

that point, during the off season, during the summer, Peter Mack took a trip 

around the world to do what congressmen do. But in those days, I guess you 

couldnôt charge like they do today. Hobbs paid for it. Thatôs how I got my 

appointment. So when they go back, and they say my mother taught me the 

politics, that I think, is where that comes from. 

DePue: So she was your person behind the scenes. 

Thunman: Yeah. 

DePue: Do you suppose she was the one who approached the Naval Academy, in that 

year that you were at Illinois? 

Thunman: No, no, it was when I cameéI told her that Iôd had the call and that Peter 

Mackôs office was talking with the Naval Academy, but Iôm not sure itôs 

going to work very well. I think she thenéThey didnôt tell me what she did, 

but I think she called, (phone rings in the background) Ellen Hobbs was her 

name, and said to her, ñHey can you help?ò 

DePue: Do we need to take a break here? 

Thunman: No, thatôs okay; go ahead. 

DePue: Well that puts us into the spring of 1950. 

Thunman: Thatôs right, spring of 1950. Off I went. It was in June of 1950. About June 15 

or 18 of 1950, off I went to the Naval Academy. It was the happiest day of my 

life, my gosh, and I was bound and determined I was going to do well. 

DePue: Did you know what to expect when you went to Annapolis? 

Thunman: No. I knew it was going to be rigorous and tough, but Iôd been in college; Iôd 

been in a fraternity. In those days, fraternity life was tougher than it is today. 

Most of the people in the fraternity were ex-World War II veterans, so they 

were tough on the young guys. 

DePue: So you knew a little bit about hazing already. 

Thunman: Oh, I knew. Hazing in the fraternities was fairly severe. Frankly, I never found 

the hazing in the Naval Academy very difficult. You just kind of did what 

they wanted. It was only if you demurred in any way, then you got it. But as 

long as you did what they wanted, everything was fine. 

  That year at the University of Illinois was really good for me, because 

now I had caught up with everybody. I was the same age as everybody else.  
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Well, my entry in the academy is quite a story, but I donôt know if you 

want to go on to that or not. 

DePue: Oh, absolutely. 

Thunman: I get there in June, and I start to take the physical. You didnôt take a physical 

beforehand. You had to take a dental exam, I recall, that you carried along 

with you. They had to hurry up and get one done for me. Initially, they were 

concerned about my teeth, because I had an overbite. I remember the dental 

captain pulling out a sheet and saw my name on his sheet. He said, ñWell, 

youôre okay, and you pass.ò 

DePue: Maybe an overbite isnôt such an issue if you can play football, huh? 

Thunman: If you can play football, right. So I take the colorblind exam, fail the 

colorblind exam. 

DePue: Did you suspect this was going to be a problem going in? 

Thunman: No, I had no idea. You were supposed to readéThere are twenty-one cards. 

These dots, different colored dots, you pick out numbers. I could read about 

fourteen or fifteen of them. I couldnôt read them all. Youôre supposed to read 

all of them. Bam, fail, thatôs it! I go back to the room, and I pack everything 

up. Itôs a hot summer day, a big bag I put it on my shoulder, and Iôm going off 

the campus, just really disappointed.  

I thought, Well, I ought to go back and thank Mr. Miller for all he did 

for me and to tell him that I was leaving. But I really went back to thank him. 

I thought, God, itôs so hot, why donôt I call him or something [rather] than 

carry this stuff across the academy. I thought, No, Iôd better go back. Mother 

will ask me, have you gone and talked with him? Thatôs kind of the politics 

from my mother. 

  So I went back to see him. I went into his office, and I said, ñMr. 

Miller, Iôve got to tell you that I failed the exam.ò ñWhat do you mean you 

failed the exam?ò He jumped up, ñWhat do you mean? What happened? Tell 

me.ò I said, ñWell, I couldnôt read the cards.ò ñDid they tell you how to do it? 

Did they tell you what they wanted you to do?ò And I said, ñWell, yeah, I 

understood.ò ñNo, I canôt imagine. Theyôve screwed up.ò He picks up the 

phone, calls the naval hospital there, says, ñThese guys haveéò He gets a 

hold of whoever, some commander. ñTheyôve screwed up, and they told this 

kid he failed, and thatôs wrong. Youôve got to give him another exam.ò 

  So, I go over to the hospital. I go in there, and I sit down with this 

commander. He takes me through the cards. I had no difference. I couldnôt 

read any more than the others. He said, ñOkay, you take the exam. Here are 

the numbers. You study the sequence.ò This is the Godôs truth. ñYou study the 

sequence, and Iôll give you a re-exam here in a couple of days. Weôll also give 



Nils Ronald Thunman:  Interview # VRC-A-L-2012-023.01 

 

32 

 

you an examination where youôll have to pick out colors. There will be a 

white light, and it will be either green, red or white, and your shoulders will 

beéò I forget; it was either red, white, green. ñIôll tap you on the shoulder.ò 

Thatôs the truth. 

  I went and memorized the sequence of how the cards were given and 

went there and took the exam that day and got through the sequence. They had 

a couple otherðI think they were commandersðthere too. They go ñGosh, he 

can read those.ò Then they sat you in what was like a dental chair, and they 

had a point of light that you were looking at. They turned out all the lights in 

the room̍ it was absolutely black̍and went through this sequence. Heôs 

smacking me on the head and the shoulders. But I could read that. I really 

didnôt need the help. I could read it. I never had any difficulty with colors, 

telling red or green. I never had any problem. So, ñWell, he passes.ò So, I 

started at the Naval Academy. 

DePue: Was this before youôd actually been issued your uniforms and started the 

training? 

Thunman: Yeah, yeah, everything. The first thing you did when you got there was you 

took the physical. It was a blessing, and it wasnôt a blessing, because it was a 

weight that I had to carry for a number of years, that I knew I was going to 

have to face the truth sooner or later, and I did. 

DePue: Well, that part of the story, I think, will come a little later. 

Thunman: Yeah, thatôs later on. But it was, you know, football was a big deal, and it still 

is a big deal. I think you can question your integrity or your character, and 

maybe it certainly was questionable. But it was something I really wanted to 

do, and I thought Iôd make my way through it. Plus, I didnôt have any trouble 

reading colors, which was later shown why. 

DePue: What was the issue, as far as the Navy was concerned, about not being 

colorblind? Were there certain things that sailors were expected to do or 

officers were expected to do? 

Thunman: Well, I know theyôve got someéIôll tell you, a real famous football player 

who was colorblind was Roger Staubach. 

DePue: (laughs) You donôt get more famous than Roger Staubach. 

Thunman: (both laugh) And Roger, strangely enough, turned up colorblind when he 

graduated. 

DePue: But he also was a Heisman Trophy winner, wasnôt he? 
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Thunman: Thatôs right. You could say this foréStaubach got commissioned as a supply 

officer, went out and served in Vietnam. But the Naval Academy knew he was 

colorblind. (both laugh) 

DePue: I suspect it would be more of an issue if youôre a pilot or something like that. 

Thunman: Oh, yeah. And certainly, as a submariner. One of the first things you do in a 

submarine, when you dive a submarine, is after you slam that hatch, you look 

over at the diving control panel. It has a line of green lights and red lights. 

You look at it and be sure the right ones were green, and the right ones were 

red, before you continued the dive. So, if you had any problems in that area, it 

would have been a disaster. 

DePue: And again, I donôt want to get too far ahead of the story, because weôll talk 

about this later, but apparently, you didnôt have a problem with identifying 

green from red. 

Thunman: No. 

DePue: So, youôve gotten through the physical. Now the training begins, huh? 

Thunman: Well, plebe summer and I was bound and determined that I was going to be 

the best midshipman that ever was. I did well. We were arranged in 

companies, and they made me the company commander. I think possiblyé 

  At the University of Illinois, I was in the ROTC [Reserve Officersô 

Training Corps].8 I liked ROTC. I li ked marching. I hate to admit that, but I 

liked marching. I learned how to left face and right face and those things. That 

summer, I did well, I think, in the group, in the company. It was a good 

experience. I found no problem with it. We did all of the thingséa lot of 

physical things involved. 

DePue: Do you remember your first day there? 

Thunman: Yes, I do. I remember going down and picking up all of the uniform stuff and 

then stenciling it. I donôt know if you remember, but how you had to stencil 

every item of clothing you had. It had to be done properly, and you had a big 

sheath of instructions of where the fifty-four went on the pocket of the white 

works [white uniform], the name across the front, a couple of inches below 

the V. Everything had to be done perfectly. 

DePue: It sounds like theyôre beginning to train you the importance of precision. 

Thunman: Yes. 

                                                 
8 A program that provides the opportunity to get military experience, while earning a college degree. Those 

enrolled in ROTC learn and develop leadership skills and prepare for careers as U.S. military officers. 
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DePue: Were you Nils? 

Thunman: Ron. Iôve always gone by Ron. 

DePue: And the Navy didnôt have an issue with that? 

Thunman: No. I was Nils on any piece of official paper, but it was Ron among my 

friends and others. We did the whole thing, the rowing, the weapon firing. It 

was a good summer of training. Of course, there were academics involved. It 

was interesting̍ I wonder if they do it today̍ at nights they would march us 

over to the movie theater. There was a theater there in the library there. They 

would show us movies, Hollywood movies, on pirates and Navy stories. 

DePue: This was during your Plebe Summer? 

Thunman: Plebe Summer. They did that at night. I donôt know if anything like that went 

on at West Point. I guess this was supposed to enthuse you. And we all 

thought that was great. 

DePue: I can state emphatically that we werenôt watching movies. (both laugh) One of 

the things that happened shortly after you got there was the start of the Korean 

War, June 25. 

Thunman: Yeah, June 25, and I was sworn in on June 22. 

DePue: Was that a topic of discussion? Were you guys aware that had happened? 

Thunman: Yeah, we knew it had happened, and it was a topic of discussion when some 

of these guys entered late during the year. Of course, everybody was supposed 

to enter byéI forget what it was; the first of July, I think it was. 

DePue: You mean the cadets were still arriving by that time? 

Thunman: Yeah. There were some who kind of looked down on those who got there in 

the August timeframe, like somebody had made a move to get those kids into 

the Naval Academy, rather than to get drafted and have to go to Korea. 

DePue: So these werenôt people who were on active duty coming late. 

Thunman: No. These were midshipmen; these were plebes. But no, no, when I entered, 

there was no Korean War. I always felt pretty clean about that. 

DePue: Was there ever a moment in your first few months there that you thought, 

Man, this is tougher than I thought? 

Thunman: Well, I hate to be overconfident, but no. I never found the Naval Academy to 

be very difficult for me. But I worked hard. The day I entered, after Iôd gone 

through these things to get there, I said to myselféAnd Iôd had a good time in 
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college. Iôd had a very good time in college. I was a ñjockstrap,ò and I had 

girlfriends. 9 I wore the red hat, which all the football players wore, and I 

drank as much beer as I think I could possibly find and just had a good time. 

So I was very serious about the Naval Academy, very serious. 

DePue: Were you also destined to be playing football when you got there? 

Thunman: I was going to play football, but that was not the biggest deal in my life. I said 

to myself, Iôm going to graduate from this school. 

DePue: Were you seeing some of the other kids that you got there withˈif I can use 

the term kids̍ that were dropping out? 

Thunman: We lost 30 percent, I guess. A lot of them there were not qualified to be there. 

DePue: Qualified in what respect? 

Thunman: Well, really didnôt have the capability or judgment to be prepared to be a 

naval officer. In those dayséNowadays itôs different. The congressional 

appointees are examined by the academy. Well, [then] it wasnôt true. You 

took the mental examinations; you took the physical examination, and 

whatever you got is what you got, as long as those examinations were passed. 

  I remember there was this one guy there whose father was some sort of 

a politician. I remember his name, Edson. We were on the pistol range, 

shooting .45s. You would fire, and if you had a problem, you were told to 

raise your hand and bring the weapon to the forty-five degree angle. Then 

somebody would come up and clear it, but you would stand there like that. 

The Marine would come up alongside you and clear it, while you held it like 

this. This one kid, this Edson, was standing there with his arm up. The Marine 

came up, and he goesélike if the Marine were you, he turned and he startsð

(laughs). 

DePue: Pointing the pistol at the Marine. 

Thunman: He pointed it right at him, after theyôd lectured us 100 times about how to do 

it. Some of them initially, maybe ten, fifteen percent of those who first came 

in, were cut immediately. The rest, by the time we graduatedð 

DePue: On their own volition, or they were booted? 

Thunman: Booted, booted out. Very few dropped out under their own volition, that I 

knew of. Then, there were a large number lost the first year in academics. 

                                                 
9 Jockstrap is colloquial for an enthusiastic athlete or sports fan, especially one with few other interests.  
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Thatôs how I ended my football career. [It] was because I did too well in 

academics. 

DePue: You did too well in academics? 

Thunman: They had put together a pretty good football team, my freshman year. We lost 

a lot in that team. As a matter of fact, I think there are only maybe two in the 

first team̍ myself and another player who ended up as Navyôs captainˈwho 

graduated in that first team of that freshman football team. 

DePue: The rest of them washed out somewhere along the line? 

Thunman: Yeah, yeah. I sprained my knee that summer, playing basketball. I didnôt want 

to tell anybody. We were playing basketball at the time, and the coach was 

watching me, the basketball coach, Ben Carnival. No, thatôs wrong. I started 

off, I sprained my ankle. But he was watching me, and I thought, Well, Iôll get 

it wrapped. Iôll be okay. We had a professional there who would wrap you. So 

I was playing basketball with a sprained ankle, and bolt out of the blue, I 

sprained my knee. I never sprained a knee before in my life. Looking back, I 

think it was because [of] the ankle, because I was favoring the ankle. 

  So I sprained the knee, and I ended up in the hospital for a couple of 

days. But the swelling went down, and I got it back up to where it was okay. I 

was put on what they called the excused squad for a couple of weeks. This is 

the end of the Plebe Summer, and football season started. I started the season. 

I probably should have stayed away from it for a while, but there wasnôt 

anybody to advise you, and I didnôt ask anybody. I would go in and get my leg 

wrapped, taped. Then it was both the ankle and the knee. 

  Hereôs where I made one of the biggest mistakes of my life. The coach 

of the crew [rowing] called me and two others aside one day. He said, ñYou 

guys,ò he says, ñIôm just new here.ò This was Rusty Callow, world famous 

crew coach. He said, ñIôm new here, and Iôm going to form a world 

championship crew team. Iôd like you boys to join. Youôve got the size and 

the build, the ability to do it. Iôd like you to come with me, and be a member 

of the crew.ò He looked at me and he said, ñLook at you.ò He pointed to my 

tape, and he said, ñYouôre already hurt playing football.ò I was not smart 

enough to realize that heôd already had a discussion, probably with the coach. 

DePue: [technical difficulties] We lost our mike here. It will take but a second. 

Thunman: You can imagine, one coach at a school would not go to another sport and 

recruit people. Callow had talked with the freshman football coach, and they 

said, ñWell, you know, these guys, big, tall, long, rangy, athletic kids, why 

donôt you let me have them? Iôm sure that kind of discussion went on. 
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  So the other two guys said, ñOkay, weôll go.ò I looked at him and said, 

ñI donôt know, crew.ò I said, ñI play football. I donôt know about crew.ò He 

said, ñWell, think about it.ò I said, ñWell, I will.ò 

  So the next day the coach comes outˈweôd started our first academic 

year̍ Vito Vittuchi, I remember, a commander, submariner. He came out and 

he called the team together. Weôd been playing for a couple of weeks. I was 

playing first team center. 

DePue: On the plebe squad? 

Thunman: Yeah, on the plebe squad. He called everybody together, and he was purple in 

rage. He said, ñYou dumb, God-damnedé All of you guys are on SAT!ò The 

first grades came out, and something like half or three quarters of everybody 

was on what we called the tree at the academy, which means you were on 

SAT in one course or another. ñYou get the hell out of here and get the extra 

instruction and get to working on that. Youôve got to become SAT or you 

canôt playéò Boy, he went on and on and on, stopped the practice. Everybody 

went in but maybe ten or fifteen of us.  

I wasnôt on SAT. My God, I had incredible grades. I remember the 

first grades I got were just incredible. I mean the highest I ever got in 

anything, across the board, because I had broken my neck studying. So I 

thought, Well, boy thatôs nice. My knee kind of hurt, and I kind of hurt. I 

think Iôll take a few laps and go in. 

  So Iôm running around the varsity practice field. They had a fenced in 

area. [The] Navy had an All-American center, who was my idol, a fellow by 

the name of Dick Scott. He was now a coach, an assistant coach, at the 

academy. The doors opened to thiséIôll always remember this. Scott comes 

out, and he looks at me. He says, ñThunman, get in here!ò So I go in, and the 

varsity is scrimmaging, the first team is scrimmaging the poolees in the fourth 

team. 10 ñWe need a center. You play center.ò ñSure.ò 

  So Iôm in there playing center, and Navy had a third team, the guy who 

ultimately ended up, I think, second or third team, All-American guard. Iôm 

trying to think of his name now. Anyway, weôre playing along, and we end up 

on the ground. He looks at me, and he says, ñKid, donôt hold me again.ò And 

I, dumb as can be, I said, ñWhy you son of a bitch, if you canôt hold your 

position, donôt blame it on me.ò Bad things. (both laugh)  

So weôre playing, and now Iôm on defense, playing linebacker. Thereôs 

a sweep. I remember the sweep. Iôm moving toward the sweep. It was like a 

bowling ball hit me from the side, and it was this guy. It was a clean tackle. It 

was a block, but it waséBoy, it just took that knee right out. I remember, I 

                                                 
10 A poolee is an individual who has already signed up to become a Marine but has not yet left for the thirteen 

weeks of recruit training at boot camp in San Diego or Parris Island. 
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kind of came around, laying there, and everybodyôs standing around going, 

ñOoh, ooh,ò looking down. Apparently, the knee was off like this. I dug holes 

in the ground. It ended up, I lost some of my fingernails, where the dirt had 

gone up under the fingernails from digging holes in the ground. They had an 

ambulance come, and away I went. That was the end of my football career. So 

I wouldnôt have been there if my grades hadnôt have been so good. 

DePue:  Was that also the end of your crew career that never got started? 

Thunman: Oh, yeah. Well, no I tried. I got myself into shape by my junior year. I tried 

crew, but my knee really wouldnôt take it. I went through the rest of the 

academy, favoring that knee in everything I did. My classmates would protect 

me in swimming. I couldnôt do the frog kick. I never got to where I could do it 

to the extent that they wanted, where you used it as your kick for a rescue, 

where you put your hands under a chin, and all you do is frog kick. Iôd gone 

from a point where I was in the top few percent in the obstacle course, to just 

barely able toéI hurt myself again on the obstacle course once, going down a 

big ramp. 

  I remember this one commander there who liked me, telling me that 

youôre just going to forget it. In those days they didnôt operate on knees. I 

forget what you would call it today, but today it was be an interior cruciate 

separation, which itôs the big deal when they do it today, the guy takes out a 

year, the operation, with everything going on. They take a piece out of your 

tail, and put in there. But it was, it was over. 

DePue: This many years removed from that event and that experience, was not being 

able to play football, was that a big downer for you? 

Thunman: Oh yeah. It was an incredible disappointment. I wanted to win a letter. Thatôs 

really all I really ever wanted to do is football there, was to win a letter 

playing football. It was a terrible disappointment. It was a real downer. I just 

wanted that. Of course, looking back on it, the crew part of it, the stupidity, 

that crew went on to win the Olympics in 1952. Those two classmates who 

went were Olympic crewmen. 

DePue: You could have been a gold medal winner. 

Thunman: Well, itôs kind of like that movie with Marlon Brando, you know, ñI could 

have been somebody.ò 

DePue: ñI could have been a contender.ò [quote from the film, On the Waterfront] 

Thunman: ñI could have been a contender.ò Who knows? So, all of a sudden another one 

is added to your back. Youôre wearing the colorblind thing, and now youôre 

trying to make your way through the bad knee problem. 
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DePue: Would you have been able to overcome the colorblind issue had you not been 

destined to be playing Navy football? 

Thunman: Oh, no. I would have been gone. I remember having Rickover ask me onceé 

Rickover was upset with me, because I had played football or tried to play 

football. These were his exact words when I was trying to get into the Navyôs 

nuclear power program. In his interview he said, ñThunman,ò he said, ñYouôre 

nothing but a big, dumb football player.ò And he said, ñYouôre nothing but a 

big punching bag.ò I remember he used that word. He said, ñYou werenôt even 

a good football player.ò That bothered me, but I didnôt react to it. He said, ñIf 

you had it to do over again, would you have played football?ò Because 

Rickover believed that everybody should do nothing but study. 

DePue: So he wasnôt just trying to goad you. This is what he actually believed. 

Thunman: Yeah. Some of the goading was there, but he actually believed it, that I 

shouldnôt have been wasting my time playing it. He looked at me, and then I 

said, ñYes, sir.ò I hesitated, and I said, ñYes, sir.ò I remember, reacting, he 

said, ñWhy! Why!ò I said, ñAdmiral, if I hadnôt played football, I would have 

never gotten into the Naval Academy.ò He says, ñThatôs all.ò (DePue laughs) 

That was the end of the interview, and he selected me. 

DePue: I wondered if you could tell us about Annapolis, the place physically, and a 

little bit about the plebe system, if there was such a thing. 

Thunman: Oh, yeah, there was. In those days it was a beautiful, little town. Today itôs a 

big resort, Mecca. 

DePue: I guess I mean the academy grounds itself. 

Thunman: The academy is beautiful. The buildings there, they all match; they all have 

history and names and statues. The chapel is, I think, probably the most 

beautiful of any of the academies by far. John Paul Jones is buried there, the 

Golden Chapel Dome. Bancroft Hall, where all the midshipmen live, it houses 

4,000 young men, now women, in rooms, two or three to a room, a huge mess 

hall underneath, which feeds this brigade of midshipmen of 4,000 within 

thirty minutes. It has the facilities and the people there to do that. In those 

days they were enlisted people who served you. They were black sailors 

mainly, and thatôs what they did. They were drafted and came into the Navy 

and served meals at the Naval Academy. Of course remember, this is back in 

the ó50s. 

DePue: But that was just shortly after Truman integrated the services too. 

Thunman: Yeah, but those, they were all those black sailors were there. They lived in a 

ship, the Reina Mercedes. 

DePue: The Reina Mercedes. 
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Thunman: R-e-i-n-a, Mercedes, which I think was one of our battleships during the 

Spanish-American War. Thatôs where the black sailors lived. Certainly, the 

segregation part of it and the racial part of it was still present. We called them 

mokes, you know; they were mokes, m-o-k-e-s. They had a specialéThey 

were really quite colorful. They had a special way of marching, their own 

marching, kind of a swinging, with the arms out. Every once in a while, we 

would for fun, go into what we called, ñmoke step march.ò (both laugh) 

DePue: Did you have any black classmates? 

Thunman: We had, I think, one or two, not very good midshipmen. Nobody was against 

them. They just werenôt well qualified for it. 

DePue: Were they there because of their athletic skills? 

Thunman: No. Neither one of them was an athlete. In those days, there werenôt many 

black athletes anywhere, black football players. Around the country, it had not 

started. So, I donôt say we were racist, but this was our feeling against these 

youngéThey were young kids, and they were all good kids. There was 

nothing mean about any of them. They served the tables with pleasure and 

would laugh, but they were very, very strict with regards to what they did and 

what they could do. 

DePue: One of the things that distinguishes West Point that first year is eating square 

meals and things like that. Did you do that? 

Thunman: Yes. Oh, yes, you had squared corners. You always went outside, up the 

ladders, stairways, and you chopped. Everywhere you went, you went at the 

run. It was called chopped, up and down the ladders, and you squared every 

corner. You ate square meals.11  

You were never out of your room without a full uniform. There were 

certain hours of the day you could be out later in the evening, in a bathrobe 

and your slippers. You had to wear your garters and your suspenders. Your 

shirts had a white collar that you buttoned on to the shirt. You were always in 

a complete uniform, generally blue uniform, except if you were going to any 

sort of athletic course you were involved with. Then you put on these white 

sailor suits, as youôve seen them.  

The uniform part of it was strict. You had very little time in the 

morning. You were up at 6:15. You had to be in formation at 6:45. In that 

thirty minutes you had to have the bed made; you had the room clean, ready 

for an inspection. You had to shower and shave, and that was done in the 

room. Each room had a shower basin. Generally, you had to get up earlier 

than that, because you had to go around, close the upper classmenôs windows 

                                                 
11 Eating square means loading a bite of food onto the fork, raising the fork perpendicularly from the plate until 

level with the mouth, then conveying the food horizontally to its destination. 
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before they got up. They had different kinds of things like that that you had to 

do. So, I mean 6:15 was crazy. 

You had to know the meals for the day, for breakfast, lunch and 

dinner, so you could recite them. You had to know the midshipmen and the 

regular officers of the day. You had to know the schedule for the week. All of 

these things you had to know. If you missed on any of them, then they would 

make you ñcome around.ò Theyôd call you at night, which would mean, come 

around to the upperclassmenôs room for hazing, between about 10:00 and 

11:00, which generally consisted of pushups and learning different things. 

I remember, I had to learn theðI still know it wellðthe French 

national anthem, one night, because the president of France was coming the 

next day, and we had to sing it at the meal table. I donôt know French. I donôt 

know a word of French, but I can give you my version of the French national 

anthem.ò 

DePue:  Well, letôs hear it. 

Thunman: (sings) ñLe jour de gloire est arrive. Contre nous de la tyrannie, Lô®tendard 

sanglant est lev®é Marchons, marchons! Quôun sang impur. Marchon! Da da 

de da.ò 

DePue: Thatôs close enough. (both laugh) 

Thunman: You had to learn that. I havenôt the slightest idea what IéBut thatôs the kind 

of stuff you had to do. 

DePue: What struck me here, when you talked about the brigade of midshipmenéThe 

thing that struck me is brigade; thatôs an 

Army term. How did that get in there? 

Thunman: I donôt know; itôs always been the 

brigade, the brigade of midshipmen, six 

companies. 

DePue: Thereôs another Army term. 

Thunman: Or six battalions, I mean. In my day, 

twenty-four companies. 

DePue: When did you first get a taste of what it 

was to be in the Navy, get a little bit of 

exposure to the water? 

Thunman: Well, that was your first summer, and it 

was good. 


