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On Wednesday, January 11, 2017, FCOC moved to 

Costa Mesa Recreation Center at 1860 Anaheim Ave., 

Costa Mesa 92626. This building is 100 steps west of our 

former meeting room.  For the immediate future, you can 

use the Neighborhood Community parking lots. The recre-

ation center gym will be our home for 2017. Our next com-

munity meeting is Wednesday, February 8, 2017. 

The Freedom Committee of Orange County is an or-

ganization of veterans and current members of the USA 

Armed Forces who have served their country honorably. 

Beginning with the 50th Anniversary of the end of WWII in 

1995, a group of WWII veterans led by CWO Jack R. 

Hammett, PHS, formed an association of veterans whose 

purpose was to bring veterans personal military stories, 

“Living History,” to the next generation of students. The 

organization was known as the Freedom Committee of 

Costa Mesa which later became The Freedom Committee 

of Orange County.  The association began with a handful 

of WWII veterans meeting monthly at the Costa Mesa His-

torical Society. The membership outgrew their facilities in 

2009 and they moved into the CMNCC.  In May 2011, the 

association was incorporated as a CA nonprofit public ben-

efit corp. with a 501(c) (3) exempt status.  Today, we have 

a membership of more than 150 veterans. In addition, non 

veterans are asked to join our organization as associates. 

All of our veterans, Board of Directors, and Executive 

Committee members are volunteers. Check us out at 

www.fc-oc.org. 

FCOC’s last 2016 community meeting highlighted a 

presentation at the CMNCC on December 14, 2016, by 

Pearl Harbor Survivors Chief Yeoman Howard Bender, 

USN, and Major John Hughes, U.S. Marine Corps, Avia-

tor, who told their stories of the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor on December 7, 1941. Howard and John told their    

 

stories as young men defending their country. Each said 

they were “just doing their job.”  To the audience it was an 

inspirational story of bravery and duty. 

In the 2015-2016 school year FCOC veterans’ spoke to  

10,000 students from 30 schools, public and private, in the 

counties of Orange, Los Angeles and Riverside. 

The FCOC community activities include veterans’ 

monthly presentations which are open to the public, coordi-

nation of the local Memorial Day ceremony at Harbor Lawn 

Cemetery, Veterans Day speakers, participation in the La-

guna Niguel Holiday Parade, and the Balboa July 4th pa-

rade.  

FCOC kicked off the 2017 community meeting on Jan-

uary 11, 2017 at Costa Mesa Recreation Center with our 

veteran speaker Lt. Roderick “Rod” McChesney, WWII, 

Naval Aviator, Torpedo Bomber Squadron 31.  Rod’s 

presentation began with his grandfather’s service in the 

Civil War, early California, to his own service in the Pacific 

Theater as a torpedo bomber pilot. At the conclusion of his 

presentation, Lt. Rod McChesney received a standing ova-

tion from the 122 members, associates and guests attending 

the meeting. 

Currently 75 of our veterans are scheduled for inter-

views by the Corona del Mar High Scool’s sophomore his-

tory class.  The interviews are required for the veterans’ 

participation in the Corona del Mar HS Veterans Luncheon 

on Thursday, March 23, 2017.  Please contact FCOC – 

NMUSD liaison Denise Weiland for more details.   □ 
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William P. Schultz at 

the Field of Valor in 

Handy Park, Orange, 

on Veterans Day. 

Also present were 

Frank Pangborn and 

Fred Whitaker of the 

Freedom Committee. 

Chapman Uni-

versity on Oc-

tober 27. Jim 

Grimm, Doug 

Millikin and 

Frank Pangborn  

tell students 

about the Vi-

etnam War. 

At Brywood 

Elementary 

School, Edison 

Miller returns 

the Cub Scout 

Salute. 

Fountain Val-

ley on Veter-

ans Day. (L to 

R) Mayor 

Cheryl Broth-

ers, Speaker 

Robert Olds, 

VFW Com-

mander Rich-

ard Sun-
Abby Taylor sang the National Anthem. 

Robert Olds, 

with wife 

Marty in the 

center, greets a 

Fountain Val-

ley Police Ex-

plorer. 

Freedom Com-

mittee veterans  

Tim Richards, 

Tom Gorla and 

Buck Wall 

came to sup-

port the event. 

A mother and 

son thanking 

Capt. Olds. 

Pearl Harbor sur-

vivors John 

Hughes and How-

ard Bender (left) 

with President 

Scott Williams, 

honored at the Pa-

cific Club in New-

port Beach. 

President 

Scott Wil-

liams and 

Jim Grimm 

with display 

at a Seger-

strom Cen-

ter event. 



AL BERNSTEIN, NAVY TUNNEL RAT 

By Tom Gorla 

That’s right, a Navy Tunnel Rat!  Tunnel Rats were gener-
ally Army or Marine specialists in Vietnam and probably 
earlier wars, when a more diminutive soldier was asked to 
go down a very small hole into the ground, looking for the 
enemy in caves.  The risk was especially great with only 
a .45 pistol and a prayer…and a flashlight.  Especially odd, 
also, since Al was an AMH, an Aviation Hydraulics Me-
chanic.  More on that later. 

Born in 1935, Al’s family wasn’t so lucky with medical 
issues.  From New York City, he lost a brother and sister at 
tender ages and, prematurely, his mother (at age 49); and 
another brother died while Al was on active duty and he 
was called back home on emergency leave. The family was 
prosperous in New York until his father lost his three auto-
mobile dealerships. Then they moved to Florida. 

Al had, shall we say, a “scrappy personality” and, when 
he was just short of his 17th birthday, he and his dad fina-
gled Al’s wish, his early entry into the Navy. After recruit 
training in San Diego and Camp Elliot, his skills in the fine 
art of playing baseball got him assigned to Commander, 
Navy Air, Pacific Fleet, a nice shore duty position for him, 
where he played pitcher for a season. 

The Korean War was on and he was assigned to a num-
ber of commands en route to a sea duty job with a squad-
ron, VC-61, which was a photo unit, and they flew the ven-
erable F9F6 aircraft and he, as a hydraulics mechanic, was 
the right man at the right place.  He was deployed in CVA-
47, USS Philippine Sea. 

Enter the need for a Tunnel Rat!  Well, it came to pass 
at Miramar Naval Air Station, prior to the deployment, that 
a particular hydraulic leak developed inside an engine com-
partment on an F9, specifically a jet engine.  After numer-
ous attempts to locate the source of the leak, they had all 
failed.  Each time the engine was running, the hydraulic 
leak reappeared in the engine compartment.  Again and 
again, fixes were attempted; but always the source was una-
ble to be identified, and the result:  an aircraft was unusa-
ble.  Not good! 

Someone had the bright idea of how to find the leak.  
No one would consider such a plan now, since the danger 
was extreme.  Reflect on what we all know about jet en-
gines:  they suck high-velocity air in from the front of the 
engine; to achieve that, the turbine turns at incredibly high 
rates.  People have not infrequently been sucked into a jet 
engine if the engine was run up to high speed and the 
“victim” passed thoughtlessly close to the front of the en-
gine.  Fatal mistake. 

Now you get the picture.  They needed a smaller man…
read, Al Bernstein, the smallest guy in the squadron.  The 
idea was for Al to strip to his undershorts, tie a rope around 
his waist, and crawl down the air intake, looking for the 
leak, while the engine was running!  The engine is sucking 
in air and would be pulling on Al, whose life depended on 

the rope and its crew.  
Nice idea!  Courts mar-
tial galore if things went 
wrong.  So Al was not 
too happy about the 
“opportunity,” but was 
finally persuaded! 

Well, only he could 
explain adequately the 
fear as he carefully slid 
down the throat of the air 
intake toward the belly 
of the beast.  The rope 
was given slack enough 
to allow a controlled 
slow passage toward the 
turbine.  Imagine the 
noise, the darkness, the 
fear as he got closer and 
closer to the idling, but still hard-pulling turbine, similar to 
walking toward a rotating guillotine…and finally he spotted 
the leak!  He signaled to pull him out and they did, as they 
slowed the engine and he drew away from death.  Whew!  
Al lived to see another day!  Note:  they never gave him 
even a minor medal as a reward.  Some appreciation! 

At the end of his tour of three years, Al beat another 
threat:  he was found to have cancer, and was successfully 
treated at Veteran Hospital, Miami.   Following recupera-
tion, he continued his education at the University of Miami, 
where he played baseball, again as a skilled pitcher.  One of 
his best friends there was a footballer of great repute, Jim 
Otto, who later played for the Oakland Raiders, and they 
still maintained their friendship.   

Last interesting note:  After college, Al went back to 
New York City to visit friends and, at an event, met an at-
tractive young woman, Carol.  During just one day of 
knowing each other, they decided that both of them, who 
were engaged to be married to others, would break their 
engagements and marry each other!  They did so, and were 
married happily for 56 years!  Love at first sight!  How’s 
that for quick and successful decision-making? Lucky man, 
lucky girl, all around! 

If you look at the aircraft in the park near the Costa 
Mesa Community Center where the Freedom Committee 
has been meeting, you will see an F9F2, very similar to 
Al’s aircraft.  Al was the advisor in the painting of this 
plane.  Another Freedom Committee member, Ted Tanner 
of Shangri-La fame, was instrumental in procuring the air-
craft and installing it in the park. After an FCOC meeting, 
get up close and see if you can see yourself squeezing into 
the air intake…and you should consider skipping lunch be-
forehand! 

Epilogue: Unfortunately, On October 27, 2016, Free-
dom Committee veteran Al Bernstein suffered a stroke and 
left this world. His passing was mourned by fellow Commit-
tee members and by all who knew him.   □ 
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PRESENTATIONS MADE BY  
THE FREEDOM COMMITTEE 

 
Since the November newsletter, veterans of the Freedom 
Committee of Orange County have appeared at these 
events. Note that nine of them were on Veterans Day. 
  1. Oct 27. Chapman University, Orange. 
  2. Nov 2. Retired Teachers and Administrators  
     Association, Santa Ana  
  3. Nov 4. Don Juan Avila Middle School, Alisa Viejo. 
  4. Nov 7 and 9. Vanguard University, Costa Mesa.   
  5. Nov 10. Brywood Elementary School, Irvine. 
  6. Nov 10. Field of Valor, Handy Park, Orange. 
  7. Nov 10. Central Library, Huntington Beach. 
  8. Nov 11. City Hall, Fountain Valley. 
  9. Nov 11. El Toro Memorial Park, Lake Forest. 
10. Nov 11. City of Laguna Niguel. 
11. Nov 11. Heroes Hall, Costa Mesa. 
12. Nov 11. Vanguard University, Costa Mesa. 
13. Nov 11. Pacific Club, Newport Beach. 
14. Nov 11. Sonora Elementary School, Costa Mesa. 
15. Nov 11. The Boeing Company, Seal Beach. 
16. Nov 11. Depot Park, Orange. 
17. Nov 12. Segerstrom Center for the Arts, Costa Mesa. 
18. Nov 15-16. Costa Mesa Middle School, Costa Mesa. 
19. Nov 16. Orange County Department of Education,   
      Costa Mesa. 
20. Nov 20. Costa Mesa Historical Society, Costa Mesa. 
21. Nov 30. Early College High School, Costa Mesa. 
22. Dec 2. Shorecliffs Middle School, San Clemente. 
23. Dec 23. VA Long Beach Healthcare System. 
24. Jan 25. Back Bay High School, Costa Mesa. 
25. Feb 1. Ensign Middle School, Newport Beach. 
Here are more scenes of those events: 

On December 23, Freedom Committee veteran Frank 
Pangborn, appearing as Santa Claus, paid a visit to the Vet-
erans’ Hospital in Long Beach. Santa was welcomed by the 
VA’s Elizabeth Cordova and her daughter and granddaugh-
ter Nadia and Violet, dressed up as elves. 
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SEND YOUR STORIES, LETTERS, PHOTOS AND     
COMMENTS TO DAVE HAYWARD AT  

JeanneDave@aol.com  
FREEDOM COMMITTEE OF ORANGE COUNTY  

President…Scott Williams  
Executive Vice President…Frank Pangborn  
Chief Financial Officer…Fred Whitaker  
Secretary…Tim Richards  
Treasurer…Robert McClain  

WEBSITE:  www.fc-oc.org  
NEWSLETTER STAFF: Dave Hayward, Tim 
Richards, Bill Moynihan, Kaaron Carver,     

Beth Refakes 

On Nov 15, veteran Don Pageler of the Freedom      

Committee, seated at the right and wearing a blue shirt 

and cap, spoke to Ray Trigg’s class at Costa Mesa Mid-

dle School. 


