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 The date was September 29th, 2002.  It was the 21st annual John Basilone Parade.  The  
parade is held in my hometown, the small town of Raritan, New Jersey, whose population is around 
6000.  The parade is extremely popular, with thousands of spectators attending each year.  It is the 
only parade for a war hero in the country.   
  It is a tribute to the town of Raritanôs hero, John Basilone, who served in World War II.   In 
1942, he was awarded The Congressional Medal of Honor for his heroics at Guadalcanal and was 
later killed in action at Iwo Jima in 1945.  For his actions at Iwo Jima, he was posthumously award-
ed The Navy Cross, the militaryôs second highest honor.   As a resident of Raritan since 1983, I feel 
a sense of pride, as I am sure others do too. 
 I have noticed that there are several short articles about John Basilone in the local papers 
days before the parade.  After reading these articles, my curiosity moves me to ask more.  What 
house in Raritan did John Basilone live ?  I ask some of the people at the parade.  No one around 
me knows.  So to help find my answer, I move onto more official sources.  First, I ask a candidate 
who is running for the Borough Council, surely I will find my answer here.  But the  
response I get is ñthat is a good questionò.   Later, I see a member of The Raritan Chamber of  
Commerce, so I ask her the same question, but she is stumped as well.  And later, I refer my  
question to a retired police officer from our town.  He says he thinks it may be one particular house.  
However, this proved to be wrong, but he came close, as he identified the house that Johnôs sister 
Mary had lived in.  
 I soon discover that while our local hero is admired and celebrated, he ñpersonallyò seems 
far removed from his home town today.  There is a statue of him in town, and many local things are 
named after him, such as the Bridgewater/Raritan High School Football Field, an overpass bridge, a 
street, an American Legion Post, and a pool.  The New Jersey Turnpike even named a bridge after 
him that goes over the Raritan River.  But where he lived, worked, went to school, and what he was 
like, appears to have been forgotten.  The reason is that John Basilone died in 1945, 58 years from 
the time of this writing.  The number of people who knew him are now very few and ever  
dwindling each year. 
  To find out more about him, I visit the Raritan Library, which contains a room called The 
Basilone Museum.  Here I find many photos and artifacts, including his uniform.  There are many 
books about World War II here, but I do not see a biography about him (and I later discover that 
there is no biography that is more than five pages).  I find in a hidden drawer some old newspaper 
articles dated 1943-45 scattered about.  I proceed to read these and discover that John was some 
character in his youth.  As a soldier, he was truly a hero - as well as a leader who inspired others.  
And his heroics were well celebrated locally and even nationally during the challenging days of 
World War II.   
 There is a fascinating and inspiring story to tell, one that expands on the ñWar Heroò image.  
However, this story is hidden on pieces of crumbling old newspaper and magazines, and in the 
memories of senior citizens who will not be around in future years.   
 My first reaction is that ñsomeoneò should gather this information together along with  
interviews from those who knew him, then write a biography that would be available to the local 
community.  This way, John Basilone would be remembered as an individual who lived, worked, 
and went to school in this small town of Raritan.  After thinking about it, I decided that the 
ñsomeoneò to tell the story will be me.  
 Before I started my initial research, I feared that a closer look into the life of our local hero 
would shatter the heroic myth and expose some dark side to his personality as many biographies of 
famous celebrities have done.  But what I discovered was that the details only make him more  
interesting and heroic.  Here was a man who at home, was a dedicated family person, in town, he 
was described as ñeveryoneôs friendò, and in battle, a true leader.  He was a boxer, a ladies man, 
and a ñMarineôs Marineò.  
 The citation for his Congressional Medal of Honor is well known to the local community, 
but little else is. The citation is often printed.  It even appears beneath his statue.  In this book, his 
citation can be found on page 37.  
 To complete this biography, I will need some resources that I hope are available to me.  I 
wonder if his surviving family members will talk with me.  Also, can I get access to the photos in 
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Photos from 2002 & 2003 

Mayor Phil Possessky 
Recites John Basiloneôs  
Congressional Medal of  
Honor Citation 
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The Basilone Museum so they can be included. And finally, I wonder if issues of the local  
newspapers from the 1940ôs are available on microfilm.  I soon find all these resources are  
available.  
 Some research about World  War II in general will also be needed.  This includes reading 
about the war and watching videos.  I find many of these books and videos on the shelves at The 
Raritan Library and The Somerset County Library.  
  One obstacle to completing this biography is that this author has never written any kind of 
biography or book.  Only term papers in route to my M.B.A. in business.  But this should not stop 
me, since this is America - the land of the free - where people can do what they choose - and set out 
to live their dreams, whether they are an inexperienced writer or not.  
 I hope this biography brings John Basilone to life for todayôs community.   

The Basilone Family 
 John Basiloneôs mother, Dora Bengivenga, grew up in Raritan.  She was born in 1889, to 
parents Carlo and Catrina, who had recently immigrated to America from Naples, Italy.  Carlo was 
a mill-worker.  
 In 1901, Doraôs parents purchased a house in Raritan at 113 First Avenue for $500.  This 
would later be the house that John Basilone would live in.   The house was built in 1858, and in 
1901 was a single family home, but later additions would be added, making it a two-family house.   
  Johnôs father, Salvatore Basilone, had come to America from just outside Naples, Italy in 
1903 when he was 19.  He went to work in Raritan and made friends among the other Italian Amer-
icans.  He went with his friends to church parties and neighborhood gatherings. There, he met Dora, 
the girl of his dreams, someone who fitted all his ideas of what the perfect wife should be.   
  Salvatore and Dora dated for three years.  After saving some money, they got married and 
settled at Doraôs childhood home at 113 First Avenue.  
 Salvatore worked as a tailorôs assistant.  But from the beginning of his career, he was al-
ways working for the day when he could own his own tailor shop.  He often struggled with poor 
health, but he still always worked, as he had a family to support.  
  They started their family in Raritan, initially having 5 children there.  But making a living 
proved to be hard, so the family tried living outside of Raritan, moving out for a while to Buffalo.  
It was there that Salvatore became an American Citizen.  Then, on November 4th, 1916, while still 
in Buffalo, they had their 6th child, the future hero, John Francis Basilone.  Like other children in 
that era, John was born at home, not in a hospital.  Eventually Sal and Dora would have ten  
children, six boys and four girls.  Johnôs older siblings were Phyllis, Angelo, Catherine, Mary, and 
Carlo.  Johnôs younger siblings would be Alphonse, George, Dolores, and Donald.  
 The Basilone family returned to Raritan in 1918.  They first lived on Anderson Street.  But 
they soon moved back into Doraôs childhood home at 113 First Avenue in Raritan.  By this time, 
the home was a two-family house.  Doraôs parents would move out to another home in Raritan, and 
Doraôs brother John and his wife Josephine, lived in the other half.   Both sides of the house were 
small by todayôs standards. Downstairs the Basilones had a living room, kitchen, and one bedroom.  
Two bedrooms were upstairs. There was only one bathroom.  Their children would share two  
bedrooms. The boys would share one room and the girls another.  While they had ten children, the 
most children who lived at home at one time was eight, as the older children had moved out before 
the younger ones were born.  To sleep numerous kids in one room, instead of bunk beds, two or 
three kids would share a bed.  
 After a few years back in Raritan, things started to go right for the Basilone Family.  Salva-
toreôs health improved and he was soon able to open up his own tailor shop in Somerville - the next 
town over.  His initial location was at 10 East Main Street.  He would later move around the corner 
to 13 South Bridge Street.   
 For family fun, Johnôs brother Carlo recalls that the entertainment center in the house was 
the Philco radio.  The family would gather around together to listen to their favorite shows. 
 Their house initially was surrounded by a country setting, but as time went by, the local 
roads changed.  What was once two dirt roads evolved into two of the main roads in town.  Thus, 
with the house more centrally located, much neighborhood traffic passed by the house.    
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 Since Sal and Dora believed in education, they sent John to parochial school even though 
this was tough financially.  Salvatore did have his own business, but raising a family of ten during 
the depression was a difficult task.   
 Salvatore was proud of his adopted country.  He often said ñThis is the greatest country in 
the worldò.  He was described as a peaceful man.  John once stated in a letter ñI donôt know of a 
single instance where Dad hurt or offended anyoneò.  Yet Salvatore would speak out if he thought 
someone was downgrading this country. 
 

John as a Youth 
 John Basilone was the child of the family who was different than the others.  He was rest-
less and had a sense of adventure from his beginning.  While he was not a troublemaker, he could 
get himself in trouble.  He was often a challenge to both his parents and the nuns at St. Bernardôs 
Parochial School - whom he often drove crazy.   
 Many stories have been told of John as a youth.  Times were different in the 1920ôs and 
1930ôs.  Children played freely in their neighborhood, even many streets away.  John often  
wondered off, thus his parents had trouble keeping track of him.  
 Clashes with death for John began early.  One story goes that at age seven on a farm, while 
John was watching a bull through the safety of a fence, young John decided to jump the fence and 
see if he could ñtame the bullò.  Luckily the bull reacted to John as if he was just a minor  
annoyance and knocked him down.  Just hitting him hard enough to scare him, but not hurting him 
seriously.  
 At times John would take an unauthorized swim in the Raritan River, but so did many other 
kids.  The local river, which could get up to six feet high, was supposed to be off limits to  
swimming.  However, with no local community pools and air conditioning decades away, on hot 
days, the river was a popular hangout.  Kids knew the various parts of the river.  Some spots had 
ropes hanging from trees so kids could swing out into the water.  Charles Franchino recalled that 
many locations along the river were given unique names to serve as an identifier, so the kids could 
say meet letôs meet today at the New Damn area.  Many kids did not have bathing suits.  So if only 
the boys went swimming, which was the usual case, they swam in the nude.  The boys called this 
the Bare Ass Beach or B.A.B.  The townôs three policemen, who were on bicycles then,  
occasionally would chase the boys away from the river, but usually the police did not bother them.   
 On Saturdays, John and his friends would attend the local dime movie theatre.  The theatre 
was on Anderson Street, just a half mile from Johnôs house.  It was called The Empire Theatre in 
the 1920s.  Later in the late 1930s it closed, but reopened in the early 1940s, renamed The Raritan 
Playhouse.  The top shows for boys of their age were cowboy movies and serial adventures.  The 
screen names of the heroes of that era were Tom Mix, Tim McCoy, and Bud Jones - all nearly  
forgotten today.  While these movies are now referred to as ñsilentò, John Basiloneôs cousin Carl  
Bengivenga who attended with John, recalls the movie theater was far from silent.  Johnny and his 
gang would provide their own sound track of boos, hisses, and cheers.  Throwing popcorn was 
common as well.  The popcorn had to be purchased outside of the theatre, as there was, believe it or 
not, no snack bar.  The rowdy behavior led the theater to be nicknamed ñThe Madhouseò.  The  
admission was 10 cents, but many kids still could not afford the dime.   So to help out their friends, 
the kids who paid to get in would often open the side exit door for their awaiting buddies, allowing 
them to sneak in.   
 The silent movies always had a piano player.  The piano player was initially added to all 
movie theatres so that the background music would help drown out the distracting noise made by a 
room full of people.   But soon the movie makers realized it would enhance the mood and  
excitement of the film, if certain musical pieces were played at particular parts of the movie.  The 
films would arrive in the movie theatres along with sheet music and instructions for the piano play-
er.  In the theatres, the awaiting kids knew the movie was about to begin when the piano player 
walked out toward the piano.  This brought cheers from the crowd as the show was about to begin.  
The Empire Theatreôs piano player, Miss Traynor, became a local celebrity in Raritan.  
 Never one to back down, and always one to help his buddies, John got his first black eye at 
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John as a baby in 1917 - seated on the chair  
with his older brothers and sisters. 

Left to right, Mary, Phyllis, Carlo (seated), John in chair, Catherine, and Angelo. 

Salvatore Basiloneôs old Tailor Shop  
is still a Tailor Shop today !   

It is at 13 South Bridge Street in Somerville.  
(Currently itôs overhead sign is removed for 
renovations ð and it is instead displayed in 
the window.)   
 It is called Continental Tailoring.   

Salvatore  
Basilone 
(Johnôs Dad) 
At his Tailor 
Shop 1943 

Johnôs Mom, 
Dora, grew up 
in Raritan 
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age 10 when two toughies jumped a friend of his.  John did not stand by and he jumped into action 
to help his friend.  
 For one period, throwing rotten tomatoes became a favorite pastime for a young energetic 
John.  But once he pushed this trick too far, and some local girls decided to turn the tables on John 
and his pals.  In military style, they ambushed John and his friends with a ñtaste of their own medi-
cineò or should we say, a taste of their own rotten tomatoes.  
 In addition to tomatoes, apples had their own special appeal.  Johnny and his friends learned 
how to steal apples and cherries from local growers.  They perfected the art of the ñlookoutò and 
ñquick getawayò.  When they became bored with the local orchards, they hitch hiked to farther 
more promising orchards.  On one occasion, they went several miles, but struck out on a hitched 
ride home and had to walk back the entire distance.  
 Johnôs parentôs had to battle to control him, for discipline they used good old fashioned 
spankings (as opposed to todayôs politically correct ñtime outsò) to teach John and the other  
children how to behave.  The occasional spanking came from mom.  Dora even described Johnôs 
first spanking to the newspaper The New York Journal in 1943.  She stated  ñHe had been stealing 
apples and I smacked him good.ò 
 In the 1920ôs and 1930ôs, kids usually entertained themselves, as it was years before video 
games and even television.  Johnôs brother Carlo, who was just one year older, recalled that he, 
John, and many other kids played mostly outside.  There was a field across from their house on 1st 
Avenue which served as their playground. (An office and jug handle for Route 202 are there today 
where the field once was.)  Carlo said they played there many hours per day for many years.  Car-
loôs and Johnôs favorite activity was hitting golf balls.  Other sports played were baseball and foot-
ball.  Kids made their own rules and played without any formal leagues or adult supervision.  Orga-
nized youth sports like those that exist today were rare. 
   In school, the catholic school discipline of the time was too much for energetic John. 
Teacher punishments were quite different from todayôs detention or letterôs sent home to oneôs  
parents.  St. Bernardôs Parochial School graduate Angelo Bernabe remembers receiving discipline 
by having to hold out his hand and getting whacked on the knuckles with the nunôs wooden  
pointing stick.    
    One newspaper (The Sunday Daily News) described Johnôs school days,  ñConduct was 
always his lowest mark, and it was low, hovering with nice consistency around the zero mark.ò   
Classmate Vicky Melitsky, who still lives in Raritan on Gaston Avenue, remembers Johnôs antics 
well.  Often the nun would threaten misbehaving kids by saying that they were going to ñtake ten 
points offò their school grade for that week.  Johnôs favorite expression in response to the nuns 
threat was to say back ñtake them all offò .    
 But John was not really all that bad at school, he was a little wild, yet likeable.  His year-
book described him as ñthe most talkative boy in his classò, but also that ñhe had quite a winning 
way and delighted in taking part in all the classes (special) activities.ò  He was described as jolly - 
always laughing and talking.  He had many friends.  Always a little different, his hobby listed in the 
yearbook was said to be ñchewing gumò - and his ambition was ñto be an opera singerò. 
  As a young teen, John was called the townôs biggest soda drinker.  In those days, getting a 
soda was a special treat, and often required a trip out of the house to a place like Raritanôs Candy 
Kitchen which was located on the main strip of downtown Raritan, Somerset Street, in the building 
where Trend Setters, a hair salon, is today. The Candy Kitchen had a large display of ñpenny  
candiesò which could overwhelm the kids who had to make that tough decision what to get with the 
few cents their parents could afford to give them. Here the local kids were encouraged to hang out, 
even play cards, provided they purchased a soda, candy, or ice cream.  This ice cream was ñhardò 
ice cream, as ñsoftò ice cream machines were rare back then.   It was here that John, as a young 
teenager, first began to socialize with the girls.  His dark and handsome looks would always attract 
them. 
 Johnôs lust for adventure at times put him in dangerous situations.  The road in front of his 
house, First Avenue, had a large hill.  When the road was covered with snow, kids could sled for 
over a 1/4 mile by starting at the top of the hill on First Avenue and head down the hill crossing 
over Route 202 (which was then called Route 29).  One winter in his young teens, John, his cousin 
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Here is the house that John Basilone  
lived in with his parents.  
  This photo is from 1943.  Today a Mobile Gas Station sits where 

the Basilone house once stood.  

What happened to the Basilone house ? 
 The house was first built in 1858. It stood at 113 First Avenue, and was once just a  
single family home at the corner of two dirt roads.  It was purchased by Johnôs maternal  
grandparents Carlo and Catrina Bengivenga in 1901.  Over the years, this location and house 
changed dramatically.  First, the house was enlarged to become a two family home.  So in  
addition to Johnôs family, Johnôs motherôs brother John and his wife Josephine along with their 
son Carl lived in the other side of the house.  When the house owner, Johnôs maternal grand-
mother Catrina Bengivenga died, it was her will that the house be left to someone with her last 
name, so she left the house to her grandson Carl Bengivenga, John Basiloneôs cousin.  
   By 1950, the roads around the house had developed to the point that this location 
was now prime commercial real estate. While the house faced First Avenue, it was on the 
corner of First and Route 202, and there was significant property behind the house that went 
along Route 202. Thus in 1950, Carl built a gas station along Route 202.  It was called Carlôs 
Gulf Service Station.  For 12 years the house and the gas station existed together, but in 1962, 
the old house was knocked down in order to expand the gas station.  In later years, when Carl 
retired, he leased the property to Exxon and later Mobil.  Today, in 2003, Carl Bengivenga, still 
owns the property and leases it to Mobil.     

Here in 1960 the Basilone house and a 
Gas Station exists on the same property.  

John Basilone lived at 113 First Avenue in Raritan.  
 The house is no longer there.  It was at the corner of First Ave. and Route 202  



10 

Carl, and a local girl all started down the hill together for a sledding adventure.  However on this 
trip, their speeding sled was on a collision course with a car that was moving across Route 29.  The 
three kids initially froze as the sled was moving so fast they did not know how to react.  Then John, 
showing his coolness under pressure, managed to take control, digging his feet into the ground and 
flipping the three of them off the sled, avoiding a possibility deadly crash into the car.  
 John graduated (by the skin of his teeth) from St. Bernardôs Parochial School after 8th 
grade at the age of 15 in 1932.  It was said that it was the patience and prayers of the nuns,  
including Johnôs last teacher Sister Mary Cordula, who managed to get John eligible for the 8th 
grade graduation.  The nuns order was called The Sisters of Mercy.  They lived in a convent that 
was just around the corner from the school, at 8 Wall Street.    
 After his 8th grade graduation, John elected not to go to high school.  This was the 1930ôs, 
and high school was optional for teenagers - similar to what college is today.   This greatly con-
cerned Johnôs parents, who pleaded with him to go, but to no avail.  He told people he was looking 
for adventure.  However, after a few years, he had not yet found his adventure.  The depression had 
hit New Jersey just like the rest of the country and jobs were scarce.  During the summer, he was 
able to find work at The Raritan Valley Country Club as a caddy.  But in the colder months, work 
was hard to find.  John did eventually find a job, working as an assistant on a truck route for  
Gaburoôs Laundry - which was just a block from his house.  Laundry ñpick upò and delivery was 
an important service in the 1930ôs, as most people did not have a washing machine.  After a year, 
John was fired when he got caught sleeping on the laundry bags.   
 Even though the depression was a difficult time, John always had high spirits about life.  He 
was described by (future mayor) Steve Del Rocco as ña happy go lucky kid, he enjoyed everything 
he did.ò 
 Since job prospects were limited, in the summer of 1934, John decided to join the Army.  
He still was a few months short of his 18th birthday, so his enlistment required his parents permis-
sion.  His parents did not want to see their son leave home, but they agreed to sign, as they knew 
that this was a good match for John.  He reassured his parents ñIôll find my career in my Armyò.    

 John in the Army - stationed in ñManilaò 
 In 1934, John started his three year enlistment in the Army.  He first served briefly at  
Governorôs Island in New York, then he moved to the Philippines at the U.S. base located in the 
city of Manila.   
 The time of Johnôs service in the Army, which was June 1934 ï June 1937, was during 
peace time for the U.S. .  While war clouds were brewing in Europe, no shots had yet been fired.  
Germany had started talking aggressively, but the Germans would not start World War II until  
September 1st, 1939, when they invaded Poland.  In the Pacific, Japan had started war in China, but 
the U.S. had not yet sent troops to fight.  It would be after the attack on Pearl Harbor on December 
7th, 1941, that the U.S. would declare war on Japan and Germany.  
 During his enlistment in Manila, John got two tattoos, one on each upper arm.  On his right 
arm, was a Wild West Girl - shown from the waist up.  On his left arm, in bold marking there is a 
sword plunged into a heart. Around the heart there were stars and flowers with a ribbon containing 
the description that he lived by - ñDeath Before Dishonorò.  
 It was through his stint in Manila that would later earn him his nickname ñManila Johnò.  It 
was a reference to his enthusiasm for a post that others wanted to avoid.  Manila was hot and humid 
- many slept with mosquito netting to avoid the ñout of controlò pests.  But John found the local 
girls a good reason to like Manila. The dark eyed Filipino girls looked a lot like the Italian girls at 
home.  There were many bars to socialize in along Manilaôs Dewey Boulevard - the social center of  
Manila.  John enjoyed Manila, and later during his Marine days, he often spoke of Manila, which 
led to him being given the nickname ñManila Johnò .  
 It was during his tenure in the Army where John discovered a mechanical talent for guns, 
especially machine guns.  He also learned to be a leader of men -  with the ability to motivate and 
lead other soldiers.  These traits would be put to use in the battles that lie ahead. 
 John was an excellent soldier, but he was not without his playful moments that had  
characterized his youth.  On one occasion, his commanding officer stopped in front of the group 
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John Basilone worked as a helper on a  
laundry truck at Gaburoôs Laundry (shown 
here in 1943) which was located on the  
corner of Farrand Avenue and  
North Gaston Avenue in Raritan. 

Here is the same building in 2003.  
The businesses there today are  
Raritan Valley Printing  

and Sophisticated Storage Solutions.   

John Basilone was a caddy at the  
Raritan Valley Country Club 
He also played golf himself. 

The Raritan Valley Country Club, which 
opened in 1911, is still open today. 

John Basilone worked at Calco Chemical  
- a division of American Cyanamid.  

 Today Calco Chemical is no longer 
there.  On the location where their  

parking lot once was is  
The Commerce Bank Ballpark,  
home of the Somerset Patriots  
Minor League Baseball Team.   
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and saw that John was smiling.  He yelled to John ñ wipe that smile off your face.ò  But John could 
not stop smiling and was given one week of K.P. (thatôs kitchen patrol - pealing potatoes). 
 While there were no major historical events happening in Manila during Johnôs Army en-
listment, there were two historical figures that were in command of the U.S. troops.  General Doug-
las McArthur was the commander in charge.  Another general, who reported to McArthur, was 
Dwight Eisenhower - who would later be in charge of the Allied forces in Europe and after that, U. 
S. President from 1952-1960.   
 The most fighting that John Basilone did in the army was in the boxing ring.  Boxing 
matches were held before large crowds of rowdy military men, especially if a fighter from the Ar-
my and Navy were up against each other.  John excelled at boxing, becoming the inter-service light 
heavy weight boxing champion in Manila.  This brought him admiration from all ranks of the ser-
vice. 
 When Johnôs enlistment was up, he thought quite a bit about re-enlisting, but his desire to 
be back home with his family and friends was so strong that he decided not to reenlist and come 
home.  It was tough to leave, John had a girlfriend named Lolita whom he had many good times 
with.  However, he could not see himself being tied down at this time.  Also, he did not want to 
spend the rest of his life in the Philippines.  He knew he had to leave.  His girlfriend did not seem to 
understand, which troubled John.  But John had some consolation,  he wrote in a letter home that 
Lolita parentôs understood and that her father had said ñ Go in peace, son. May you find what you 
are looking for.ò  
 On his return trip home, he was so eager to get home he practically ran from the loading 
plank onto the ship.  A journey home from the Philippines was a long one.  When he came to his 
final train connection, he had to hurry and had no time to call. When John arrived home, he  
surprised his mother in the kitchen, as she was tending to one of her favorite past-times, fixing  
spaghetti and meatballs, the perfect homecoming meal for the Italian Soldier.  His mother, who 
cried when he first left, now cried at having John arrive home.  After eating his first home cooked 
meal in three years, he was so full he could barely walk.  But this did not stop him from setting off 
walking to see the rest of his family.  
 He started to walk to his Dadôs shop in Somerville.  He first stopped on the way at his  
sisterôs house which was just down the street.  After an hour there, he set out again for Dadôs shop, 
but in this small town, family was always close by.  He ran into his brothers Al and George who 
were overjoyed to see John, and he was overjoyed to see them.  They had their loud and emotional 
reunion right out on First Avenue.   
 It did not take long for his brothers to ask him about the girls in the Philippines.  John just 
glossed over the girl questions as he had trouble bringing himself to talk about Lolita, the girl he 
had to leave behind.  Even to his brothers, he could not bring himself to talk about her ð as he 
thought about the wonderful times they had together and would no longer have. 
 

John At Home 1937-1940  
 When  John arrived home from the Army he was in great shape.  John was just average 
height, 5 foot 9 inches, but he was muscular.  John went back to an old job, caddying at the Raritan 
Valley Country Club, where many of the gentlemen he had worked for before were glad to see him 
return.  Some of his customers were Japanese, his future enemy in war. There were several well 
educated Japanese Businessmen, mostly from New York City, who were members of the Raritan 
Valley Country Club.  They were very accommodating and usually big tippers.  After his  
heroics, John would recall working with them, saying they were very polite and that so many of 
them would bring their cameras to the golf course as the surrounding area had views of the factories 
and canals. 
 While John liked caddying, his dad Salvatore, who always wanted the best for his kids, one 
night said ñyou donôt want to be a caddy your whole life do you?ò  His dad had wanted John to take 
the traditional route,  a steady job, a nice girl, and settle down.  John felt there was no rush to settle 
down.    
 When the summer ended, John moved from caddying to a job at a chemical plant, The 
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Living it up as  
ñThe Townôs Biggest Soda Drinkerò 

Spaghetti with Pop 

Johnôs left arm had a tattoo that said  
ñDeath Before Dishonorò 

Johnôs right arm had a tattoo 
of a Wild West Girl 
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Calco Chemical Division of American Cyanamid in Bound Brook where he worked on the  
production line.   But that job only lasted a year.  He eventually tapped family connections to find a 
newer job.  Johnôs sister Phyllis had moved to Maryland with her husband Bill, who worked for 
The Philgas Company.   Through them, John got a job with The Philgas Company as an installa-
tion mechanic.  He was a good employee and for a time liked his work.  But after a few months, he 
found himself restless and again searching for adventure.     
 John realized that the country was headed to war and he wanted to be there.  He started 
thinking about re-enlisting.  He decided this time not to join the Army, but instead enlisted in the 
Marines.  John had tried many jobs and felt the Marines was his calling, the long sought adventure 
he had been striving for.  He would tell his family ñThe army is not tough enough for meò.  The 
Marines were glad to have a recruit like John - a military veteran in his 20ôs.  Most of their recruits 
were just eighteen and inexperienced.  
 John signed up at the Marine Recruiting Station in Baltimore, Maryland. The next step 
would be to tell his family.  John had only been home three years after his three year Army  
enrollment, so he knew his family would be disappointed.  John was at peace with his decision,  
telling his sister Phyllis that ñit brought him inner calmò. 
 John arrived home for a scheduled family dinner driving from Baltimore to Raritan.  He 
waited for the right moment.  After dinner while having a smoke with his father Salvatore in his 
backyard, John told his father that he had joined the Marines.  He explained how he had jumped 
from job to job and that he felt this country was headed for war and he wanted to help.  Salvatore 
asked ñWho would be crazy enough to try and hurt this country ?ò   Showing his vision based on 
the recent news coverage, John said ñThe Japsò.  His prediction would come true on December 7th, 
1941, just 18 months later.   Salvatore said ñIf you feel this way, then O.K.ò and he gave John a 
look of  reassurance.  A greatly relaxed John said ñThanks Pop.  Some day Iôll make you proud of 
me. There will be a day that the name Basilone will be held in high esteem.ò   
 John spent the next 10 days visiting family before leaving for the Marines.  He recalled that 
he ñhad a ball doing itò.  His family members gave him gifts and some money as send off presents.   

 
The Marines 

 On July 11th, 1940, John arrived at Quantico, Virginia to start boot camp for the Marines.  
John had machine gun experience in the Army, so the Marine commanders choose to use his  
experience and assigned John to a machine gun unit.  
 Years before, John thought that the Army training was tough, but this Marine training was 
much more intense.  He described ñwhen they train you to be a Marine, you either fall by the  
wayside or you emerge as the best damn fighting man in the service.ò  He called his sergeant a 
ñholy terrorò, but later said he thanked God for the training under this sergeant. 
 After boot camp, he was headed to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba where, to his surprise, the  
training got even tougher.  The top man in command was Brigadier General ñHowling Madò Smith, 
who took pride in making sure his men were a trim, tremendous fighting force.  Never staying in 
one camp too long, John and his outfit then moved to Culebra, Virgin Islands.  It was here that John 
went through simulated beach landing to prepare for an invasion.  They moved back to their home 
base in Quantico, Virginia in May of 1941, where they were assigned to the new Seventh Marine 
Division.  Then they shipped to Parris Island, South Carolina.  After landing and unpacking, they 
were ordered to re-pack again. They would go to New River, North Carolina. This place had 
swamps and snakes, which would help them prepare for the future jungle terrain in the South  
Pacific.  In the months of training here, they learned how to land and bring tons of equipment onto 
shore.  He learned teamwork ï and felt that his unit seemed a part of him.  The unit looked to  
Basilone for leadership.  The cohesion of the group led John to tell his family ñI knew these guys 
would never fail me when the chips came down.ò  Later events would prove him right.  
 The camp was isolated from any entertainment. Their access to the outside world was a  
local paper which came out just once a week.  Some U.S.O. shows did come to the camp, but just 
as they were about to transfer out. 
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The Basilone family went to  
St. Annôs Church. John  

Basilone wrote that St. Annôs 
was ñmy place of refuge when I 

was a confused and  

puzzled lad.ò 

Father Amedeo Russo 
 

Beloved pastor at St. Annôs.  He held the 
post for 23 years - longer than any other 
Pastor.  Parishioners described him as a 
regular guy you could easily talk with.   
He was pastor when St. Annôs did their 
renovations in 1945.  Father Russo died in 
1953, while still pastor at St. Annôs. 
 

Father Russo with  
John Basilone in  
September 1943. 

History of St. Annôs 
 It was on April 17th, 1903, that the papers 
were signed establishing ñThe Catholic Church of 
St. Annò in Raritan.  The first members consisted 
of more than 100 families who had come from 
Italy.  For the first three years, an empty building 
on Somerset Street was used as their church. 
Then, in 1906, they built a church on Anderson 
Street (see above picture).  Over the years, the 
church membership grew, and this small wooden 
church could not accommodate all its members.  
So in 1933, the brick church that still stands  
today was constructed. The church features  
Roman Renaissance Architecture.   
 By the end of World War II, 354  
members of St. Annôs had enrolled in the 
armed forces, and 15 of them had given their 
lives to preserve our freedom. 

St. Annôs Church 

Here is the old St. Annôs Church.  It was 
next to where the new church is today.  
The church was in use 1906-1933. 

St. Annôs today.  The church building 
was built in 1933. 


