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The following information was provided by Sgt. McRae prior to the interview: I was born on 

November 25, 1956 in Buffalo, New York and raised in Raeford, North Carolina with three 

brothers and one sister. I graduated from Hoke Country High School in June 1975. After 

graduation, I joined the U.S. Army on June 24, 1975. I retired from the army on July 1, 1997 

after 22 years active duty service. I did my basic training at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. I 

also completed my AIT training at Fort Jackson for administration. After training, I was 

assigned to the 7th Infantry Division working in Publication at Fort Ord, California in 1975. 

After a year at Fort Ord, I was assigned to Deputy Chief of Staff, Intelligence in Heidelberg, 

Germany. I was stationed in Germany for three years. I left Germany and went to work in 

Washington, D.C. at the Pentagon. I was assigned to the Army Special Security Group. I 

worked at this assignment for three years before getting a special assignment working with 

the Assistant Chief Staff for Intelligence. I worked there for four years before being assigned 

to the 501st Military Intelligence Brigade in Yongsan, Korea. I spent one year in Korea. 

Leaving Korea, I was assigned again at the Pentagon working for Defense Intelligence 

Agency. I worked in this job for seven years before being assigned another special 

assignment in New Jersey. I left Washington, D.C. heading for McGuire Air Force Base in New 

Jersey. In this job, I traveled all over the United States and aboard. My thrilling adventure 

was traveling to Thule, Greenland every month. I was stationed here until I retired on July 1, 

1997. I was trained in administration, but all my  military assignments were very high profile 

military intelligence jobs within the military I have a degree in Business, Military Science and 

Criminal Justice. I also have a master’s degree in Business. I started working in my current 

job in July 1997. I have been an Army Junior Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (JROTC) 

Instructor for twenty years here in Camden City working at Woodrow Wilson High School I 

plan to retire in about three years. I love working with and helping our future citizens of this 

great country.  

 
Maxine and George, both students at Camden City Transitional Academy, and their teacher, 
Mrs. Megan Spoltore conducted the following interview on May 23, 2017 in Camden, New Jersey. 
Sgt. McRae is currently one of the JROTC instructors at Woodrow Wilson High School.   
 
Megan Spoltore:  This begins an interview with Sergeant First Class Eddie McRae, Jr. on May 
23, 2017, in Camden, New Jersey, with Mrs. Spoltore, Maxine, and George. Sgt. McRae, thank 
you very much for coming in today.   
 
Sgt. Eddie McRae: You’re quite welcome.   
 
MS: Can we begin our interview by asking where you were born?    
 
EM:  I was born in Buffalo, New York but raised down south in North Carolina. I was born on 
November 25, 1956. At 6 months old, my family decided it was too cold in Buffalo, New York. 
They moved back to North Carolina where my family was from.  
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Maxine: Could you tell us about your family, your parents, and siblings? 
 
EM: Yes. My mom is now deceased. My raised five of us. I’m the olders.t I have 3 brothers and 
1 sister. I have one brother that retired from the military also. I have a sister that work in a 
home with sick people. I have another brother that lives up here in New Jersey. But as a 
family down south, in the early years, which you wouldn’t all understand, we went through 
a lot of racial tension. Down south you had what you call colored and white only. You were 
only allowed to go in placed labeled colored. Even the bathrooms were like that. You had 
colored bathroom, white bathrooms. And I grew up like that for years, and here I am young 
at the time going through all this. We didn’t start mingling together until I was in the sixth 
grade in middle school. That was a rough time trying to entwine the different races together. 
Even the leadership had a hard time doing it. During that time frame, we find a lot of racial 
tension. I don’t if you all ever heard about how the south was in those days but there are still 
some things going on down south still today. The south was something else in those days. 
 
George: Did you father work? Did you mother work? 
 
EM: My mother worked in the school system.  My mother got her college degree and she was 
the cafeteria manger. My father, he was not part of my life until I was grown but he was a 
chef.   
 
M: Where was your neighborhood like?  
 
EM: It was one of the best things in the world! In our days, everybody took care of you. It 
wasn’t just your parents. It was the neighbors too. If they saw you doing something wrong, 
you were in trouble. Teachers, in those days, could paddle you. Literally, beat you when you 
do wrong.  
 
M: Wow.  
 
EM: Yea, I had a teacher he put holes in the paddle. When he swung at you the air ---. Growing 
up down south was part of the culture. Coming up north, I had to adjust. Traveling in the 
military, I had to adjust coming up here.  
 
G: Did you play sports? 
 
EM: That’s a good question. I played my fifth year of football when I was a freshman in high 
school. I got hit so hard, I quit. I quit. So I got into student government. I was the president of 
my  class when I graduated. I also became the statistician for the basketball team. I was a, 
what they call, a geek. What ya’ll call it today (all laugh), a nerd? That’s the kinda lifestyle I 
was in. Cause my mom was the valedictorian of her class when she graduated. As the oldest, 
there was pressure on me. If I brought home a C, I was in trouble. I caught a little bit of flack 
when I had a B but I’d get in trouble if I came home with a C.  
 
MS: Could you introduce yourself? 
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TH. Sergeant First Class Hall and I’m at a recruiting station in Cherry Hill. I’m just tagging 
along with Sergeant McRae. 
 
MS: Do you have any questions for Sergeant Hall too? 
 
M: Where did you go to school, both of you if it’s ok? 
 
EM: Would you like to answer first? 
 
TH: I went to school in South Carolina. I’m from a military family so we lived all over.  
 
EM: I went to school in North Carolina. I graduated in 1975. I took the military entrance exam. 
The first time I took the test, I failed it. I was failed it because I wasn’t so serious. I had a 
partial scholarship to go to college but not enough money to go and my mom take care of 
four kids. So, I took it seriously and I took it again. I joined the military in June 1975.  
 
G: How did you end up living in New Jersey?  
 
EM: Ok, that’s a good question. I was stationed in Washington D.C. at the Pentagon. My last 
seven years of my thirteen and I got an assignment. See, when you’re in the military they give 
you different assignments. You might be in a place 2 years, 3 years, 4 years but then you get 
what you call orders to transfer you to another place. So, I got orders to come to New Jersey 
to come to McGuire Air Force Base in November 1993. So, I end up in New Jersey and I work 
there until 1997, that’s when I retired from the military; I served 22 years. I ended up getting 
a job here in Camden, New Jersey in 1997. I’ve been teaching now in Camden for 20 years.  
 
M: You teach at Woodrow Wilson right? 
 
EM: Yes but the first 5 years I was in the middle school. I taught at Hatch from 1997 – 2002. 
I taught middle school. In those days, they had a leadership program in the middle school. 
Myself and we had another guy, God rest his soul that passed away, at East Camden Middle 
School, I was at Hatch Middle School and he was at East Camden Middle School. We were 
both retired military and they hired us based on our certification with JROTC. I worked there 
for five years, and I was told if I didn’t get a job in the high school, I would lose my certification 
in JROTC so I ended up at Woodrow Wilson. But getting back to coming to New Jersey, you 
come down the Jersey Turnpike, you’re riding down, you’re thinking everything is cool, you 
take exit 7 that says Fort Dix and McGuire, I’m like oh Lord, I’m in hill Billy country (all laugh), 
You know, coming out of D.C. to here was a culture shock for me.  
 
MS: I grew up near Ft. Dix, I know what you’re talking about.  
 
EM: Yea. And when I say at night time it gets dark, it would get dark around there. You had 
no bright lights or anything there. That was a culture shock for me but I had to get used to it. 
My mom, when she was living, she would say it was the best thing that ever happened to me 
to get out of Washington, D.C. and get to New Jersey because New Jersey was a slower pace 
than Washington, D.C. But I enjoyed myself in D.C. I was going to go back to Washington, D.C. 
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and get a civilian job after I retired. But I ended up meeting a friend of mine and he told me 
about JROTC. I filled out the application, went on the interview and I became a JROTC 
instructor.  
 
M: Did you have any injuries? 
 
EM: Injuries? No, I was not at war. I was never in a war while I was in the military. My job did 
not require me to go to battle. Was I in during some of the wartime, yes. But no injuries for 
me. Not military related.  
 
TH: I wasn’t injured but I was in Iraq. We saw people get hurt.   
 
G: What was it like to live in other countries or states?  
 
TH: It was nice. I think it was a great experience.  
 
MS: You mentioned Germany, what other countries have you lived in?  
 
TH:  The Philippines, so m Iraq, Germany. That’s about it. 
 
MS: There are American military bases all over the world. I think I knew people that lived in 
Japan, that might be more Navy but I know they were at Okinawa. 
 
EM: My first assignment, was Fort Ord California. I did one year at Fort Ord and then I got 
orders. Like I was telling you, you get orders, to go to Germany. I was sent to Heidelberg, 
Germany. Loved it. It was a tourist town so people all over the world could see the castles. 
They actually had castles in that area. I stayed there for three, three and a half years, 
something like that. Then I ended up at the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. and then from the 
Pentagon, I stayed there about 6 years, then I went to Korea. South Korea. I was stationed in 
Yongsan, which if you know your history, that’s close to Seoul, Korea. We used to call Seoul, 
Korea, little New York because the skylights and everything. Then after Seoul, Korea, I came 
right back to Washington, D.C., and then from there, I came to McGuire Air Force Base. I’ve 
been to other places while doing my job at McGuire. I’ve been to Greenland. I’ve been to 
Amsterdam.  
 
TH: Yea, I’ve been there too.  
 
EM: I’ve been all over. My job as a courier, my last assignment, I took secrets wherever they 
needed me to take them too. I couldn’t tell you what was in the packages because they 
wrapped them up so well. If I were taking something you, you would show me credentials, 
in order for me to give you that package. So, I had some pretty good jobs. I worked in the 
military intelligence arena. You had to have a high security clearance. What they called top 
secret SBI. So my job, I didn’t have windows to look out of. If you go in in the morning, its 
dark and you stay for a long time and then go outside, sometime you might walk out the door 
and its dark outside again. That’s the kind of jobs I had. It was a really exciting career.   
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MS: The pentagon is where all of the military decisions in the country are made. It is the 
center. 
 
EM: Yes. That’s the hub. All branches of the service work there. You work with us civilians, 
we say civilians, people that are not in the military.  
 
M: Did you guys ever experience racism or segregation? 
 
TH: I’ve experienced more of it up here in New Jersey than down south. I’ve experienced it 
but you just ignore it. 
 
EM: Me being raised up down south, of course. I went through the colored, the white only. I 
went through all of that. As you grow up you start meeting with people of difference races. 
Now what the military has done, you get to meet people from different origins. Don’t get it 
wrong though. There are bad people in the military too. They still got that mindset frame. 
They can be white, black, Hispanic; it don’t make a difference (Ms. Hall comments in the back, 
that’s right). They carry that trait with them. And like I tell people, there is racism still going 
on. It’s a little quieter now than it used to be but it still goes on, it still goes on. I personally 
now, this is my personal opinion, I find racism in Camden. Why do I say that? All the money 
is going out there to take care of those schools, but no money is being filtered to take care of 
you guys here in the school system. I’ve been here 20 years. Know why I’ve been here 20 
years? Because I love what I do for the students in Camden. And when somebody talks bad 
about Camden, I get ticked. I get ticked because I tell every student, I can give you the tools, 
its up to you how you use the tools out there in life. It’s up to you. I can say don’t do this or 
don’t do that but when you get out, there’s a fork in that road. You’re either going the good 
way or you’re going the bad way. 
 
G: You said you were in combat (asking Sgt. Hall). 
 
TH: Yes.  
 
G: Were you ever in a situation where you had to personally fire your weapon? 
 
TH: No. We drew it but I didn’t have to fire it.  
 
M: What is it like to be in the army? 
 
TH: That’s a good one. 
 
M: You didn’t have to go to war? 
 
TH: Sometimes you have to. 
 
M: Like with tanks? 
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TH: I wasn’t in a tank unit. There are specific people that do that. I did more paperwork. Make 
sure the people out there have the supplies they need. We are there to support them. We had 
individuals that went out there and physically fought.  
 
EM: I respect it. A country boy from down south, who joined the military for just three years 
and was going to get out. But I loved it. You say ok, I’ll do three more years. Then it passed 
and you say, I’m not ready yet, I’ll do three more years. So man, I’m at nine, ten years now. 
We call that the top of the ladder. You walking up the ladder. I said ten years, I can go ten 
more. Next thing I know, I got twenty-two years in the military. So, what’s the benefit of 
retiring from the military? What do you think is the benefit? 
 
M: I’m not sure. 
 
EM: For the rest of my life, as long as I live I get a check from the military. Every month. 
Because I served my country for the twenty years plus. 
 
M: Wow.  
 
TH: That’s good.  
 
EM: In other words, when I went it. I wasn’t drafted, I joined. When I went in. There was no 
draft. The Vietnam War was just coming to an end when I went in. So at that time you joined, 
volunteered. Now is the military for everybody. No. I had a gentleman say to me, “I admire 
you folks that can do the military. I admire you for doing twenty years”. It’s no different than 
you growing up let’s say down south. You learn to say yes ma’am, no ma’am. Yes sir, thank 
you, how are you doing while you were growing up. Same way in the military. It’s called what 
you make of it now. You get a choice in life what job you going to do. In the military, you take 
the ASVAB test. The recruiters get you in the military and you take the ASVAB. You score 
high, they compare the scores to see what jobs are available in the military. I was fortunate. 
I started off in the administration field then I got into the military intelligence side.  
 
MS: I think an answer to your question is they’re saying there are all types of jobs in the 
military, it’s not just fighting. The ASVAB helps place you and what you’re good at. They’re 
not going to put you in something you’re not good at. They find a place for you that you will 
excel at. 
 
TH: I’m glad you brought that up about people always think you join the military, its just war. 
It’s not just going to war. Originally, I’m from Southside Chicago. So they do statistics, they 
gather numbers. More people have died in Camden and Southside Chicago than in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. So honestly, it’s more dangerous out here than… 
 
EM: the military. 
 
TH:  I have a younger sister in the army, she’s in Iraq right now. More people have died here 
in Chicago than there. That’s not the case. 
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EM: Like I said, out here, we say out here because we’re in the military world. You have 
doctors, lawyers. You go to the store and shop for clothes. Guess what? We got the same thing 
in the military. You get sick in the military, you go to a military doctor. You need a tooth 
pulled, you go to the military dentist. You need eye glasses, you go to the military eye glass 
place. You gotta go to the hospital,  
 
TH: It’s just like any other place. 
 
EM: It’s the same world in there as it is out here.  
 
TH: Females, we can be ourselves. Stay in shape, I have two kids, a sophomore and freshman, 
it’s life, I still go to school, they go to school. Prepping her for college. This is just a job, it’s my 
9-5.  
 
MS: It’s good benefits for your kids too. 
 
TH: Yes. 
 
EM: Right. 
 
TH: I’m divorced, but I’m staying active duty so my kids are good. I have my degree; I can pay 
for their college. I mean, it’s convenient. They go through the same things any other teenager 
goes through. My daughter’s sixteen so can you imagine what I’m going through now with 
this little girl (laughs).  
 
EM: Nobody goes in the military, I think, thinking they are going to do twenty years.  
 
TH: I did. 
 
EM: You went in saying you were going to do twenty years? 
 
TH: I did but you know, my parent’s said if you don’t go to college, you’re going into the 
military.  
 
EM: That’s what it was. 
 
TH: I knew I wasn’t going to college. I wasn’t that crazy about school at that time. I have a 
younger sister; she went to college. I went into the military, now I’m at 17 years with the 
military.  
 
EM: Everything is what you make of life.  
 
TH: Yea. 
 
EM: It’s what you want to do in life. It’s all up to you as the individual.  
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TH: If you join, use it for what it is. Pay for all your college, all your medical. You don’t have 
to stay for twenty yours but use it as a way to get your foot in the door. See different paths 
in life. You know what I mean? It’s just another tool.  
 
EM: I have a saying. All folks that get out of high school and graduate should have at least two 
years in the military before they move on with life. If you do it right, it sets you up with a 
goal. Give you discipline.  
 
TH: What grade are you in? 
 
M: 10th. 
 
EM: It sets you up with a goal.  
 
TH: Yea. So you do know what I’m going through with my 10th grader because I’m already 
harassing her.  
 
EM: It helps you out in life. You know, people say when you retire from the military you still 
eat and sleep the military. In a way that’s true. You still got that aspect, you still want to get 
up early, you still want to find stuff to do. Some of my friends, we were just talking about that 
today when we were waiting to see you guys. But, it gives you a path. 
 
TH: I think when you wake up early and continue to do it, it gives you a purpose. A lot of 
people when they retire and they stop doing things they start getting sick and it might be a 
mental thing but as long as you got something to do, keep you occupied, like a goal, I just 
think it’s good for you. 
 
EM: Like I’ve said, I’ve been doing this for twenty years. I did twenty-two years in the 
military. I’ve bene teaching for twenty years and I’m now 60 years old. I must love what I’m 
doing. 
 
M: That’s a good life. 
 
EM: Yes, I love what I’m doing. I went through an illness. I’m in remission now. Cancer victim. 
But guess what. The whole time I was out what do you think I was thinking about? 
 
M: Being here? 
 
EM: Yes. My students. I was out from January to May. My goal was to come back to school to 
watch my senior class, in JROTC get their diploma. Guess what? I came back Memorial Day 
weekend. Next week will be my anniversary coming back to Woodrow Wilson. I got to see 
that class graduate. Because every class since 2002, since I came to Woodrow Wilson, I’ve 
been at their graduation watching my students go across that stage.  
 
MS: They notice that I have pictures from graduation from the past few years and some 
students recognize you. 
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EM: One of the most beautiful things, she’ll probably go through it when she retires, is when 
you working, you had those students come through your life, this morning, I had a student 
on Facebook One of my students its stationed in Germany. Thanks Serg, I couldn’t have made 
it through life without your advice. I’m getting ready to be promoted. She’s getting ready to 
be promoted to the next rank. You know what I mean. That’s a good feeling when students 
tell me, I still got you in my ear. I still remember when you chewed us out for not doing right. 
Am I tough? Yea. Am I fair? Yes. Do I try to show you the right way to do things? Most 
definitely. I’m a mother and a father to some of these kids in my school. Some of the students 
in my school don’t talk to nobody but me or my partner, the other gentleman you saw in 
uniform. Teachers are with you more than you are home sometimes. You form that trust with 
us. But one thing I love about you all, y’all know a phony when you see a phony.  
 
M: That’s true. 
 
EM: You all can pick up a phony when you see a phony. And when you see a teacher that 
cares about you, you gonna show them respect, ‘cause they know what they’re talking about.  
 
G: I have a question about some historic events. Do you remember when JFK was 
assassinated? 
 
EM: Yea, guess what? I was watching it on T.V. when it happened. I watched his funeral on 
television. 1963 if I’m not mistaken. 1963, I was seven years old. We had the T.V. set up and 
we watched his funeral right there on the T.V. None of them could tell you that. Yes, I 
remember it. I remember it when he got shot and everything.  
 
M: Was it hard to be in the service with your family being back at home? Did you think about 
them and wonder what they were doing?  
 
EM: I was a momma’s boy. I was the oldest. My mom taught me. Instead of sending me to 
kindergarten, she kept me at home and taught me herself. She was the best thing that ever 
happened to me, I’ll put it that way. I made sure every month, she got an allotment, a check. 
You can set it up where you give it to different people. Let me tell you something, 1975 when 
I joined the military, how much money do you think I was making a month? Just going into 
the military, $344.10 a month. Of that money, $125.00 went to my mom. That was, you know 
we have a saying, my mom would say, you always know someone’s praying for you when 
you’re in the military and I could feel her all the time. Everywhere I got stationed, I made 
sure I could call her. I called her every day. Even in Europe. Even in Korea. You know you 
miss them, I’m doing good for them and you have to look at it that way. Keep your family in 
your heart. Cause family’s first. Family’s first. I have one child. He’s thirty-one. That’s my 
heart and soul. But you cannot make it without family in the military, you cannot make it. 
 
TH: Yea. I talk to my mom and dad every day. I miss my kids right now. I spend more time at 
the schools than I do with them and we live together in the house. You miss them all the time. 
That’s just when you love someone, that’s what it is. 
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M: Do you have a wife? 
 
EM: I’m divorced. I was married twice but now divorced. 
 
TH: My husband and I were married for fourteen years. We have two beautiful kids. He was 
from Virginia.  
 
EM: That’s what kept me in New Jersey this time. I got married when I retired from the 
military.   
 
TH: Do you have brothers and sisters?  
 
Both: Yes.  
 
EM: How many brothers and sisters do you have? 
 
M: I have one brother and two sisters.  
 
EM: Are you the oldest? 
 
M: No. I’m the youngest. They all left, they’re older.  
 
EM: Oh ok, so you’re the spoiled one? 
 
M: (laughs) sometimes. My brother was in the military too.  
 
EM: What about you? How many brothers and sister you got? 
 
G: I have four sisters and two brothers.  
 
EM: Are you the oldest? 
 
G: I’m the youngest.  
 
EM: So is everyone still at home. 
 
G: No. Just me and my mom at the house. Everyone else has their own house. 
 
EM: They’re all grown, huh? 
 
G: Yea.  
 
EM: Do you look up to anyone? 
 
G: I’ve always wanted to do my own thing. 
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TH: That’s good, that’s good. 
 
EM: That’s good, but I’ll tell you what. God gifted me to have a gentleman in my life. When I 
was in the ninth grade, W. K. Morgan, was my physical education teacher. I idolized him. He 
gave me a vehicle to drive and he gave me a job. The vehicle got me to work every day. He’s 
still living today. He was my teacher; I became a teacher. He referred softball and baseball. I 
referee softball and baseball. He referred basketball. I referee basketball. He’s my idol and 
guess what? He’s a white man. Yep, from down south now. But he treated me like I was one 
of his sons. This very day I call him, he says, “Aw Eddie, what the hell took you so long to call”. 
But that’s what you call somebody that you’ve gone through life together. What I went 
through this here, my mom had passed away. I called my uncle to talk to and W. K. Morgan. 
They keep your faith and they keep you going strong. That’s why I asked if y’all have a role 
model in your life. Someone to keep you strong. 
 
M: I think my role models would be my teachers. They go through a lot.  
 
EM: Yes, we do! I’m glad you…give me five on that! (both student high five Sgt. McRae) God 
knows you’re telling the truth. Like it goes back to what I said to you. You know when a 
teacher cares for what you’re doing.   
 
M: Every teacher here cares.  
 
EM: and you love them don’t you? 
M: Yea. 
 
EM: That’s what I’m saying! That’s what I’m saying. You love them. You love coming to school 
because you know you’re going to see that teacher.  
 
M: Yep. 
 
EM: and if they out for some reason, you’re mad because “why aren’t they here today, right?” 
 
M: Yes! I do that all the time.  
 
MS: (laughs). Yep, we have a teacher on maternity leave and she’s always asking when is she 
coming back.  
 
M: I do.  
 
EM: This morning…this morning, I had to tell my students Sergeant and I gotta come over 
here. You gonna miss our period Serg? Yep, I’m gonna be gone but I’ll be back later today. 
You know, that’s a beautiful thing. If you were out, where were you yesterday Serg? Well, 
wait a minute, wait a minute. Don’t be asking me all these questions. But these are high school 
students, like you guys are. I don’t know how many teachers are in this building, but you have 
a certain number you deal with every day. My program has 100 something students. Now, 
do a hundred something students show up every day? No. Do I have all perfect one hundred? 
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Nooo. But those that show up, the ones I work with. That’s why I asked you if you have a role 
model and see how when I told you mine, you came back and said you have role models. Do 
you understand what I’m saying now?  
 
MS: It’s funny you asked that because he’s actually in my class, I’m his English teacher. We’re 
doing an essay about that right now about who your role model is. He gave the same answer. 
Maybe he’ll be able to come back in a little bit and think of somebody. 
 
EM: Yep. 
 
G: What other careers have you had beside the military? 
 
EM: I’ve been referring basketball for twenty-two years. I came here in 1995. I was still active 
duty military. Do you remember the young man named Wagner, the basketball star from 
Camden? I remember referring his games when he was in middle school. He went on to play 
in high school and became and NBA basketball player. To this very day, if I see him he says 
hello to me and we talk. I’ve done that for twenty-two years. I’ve umpired softball for about 
fifteen years. Baseball 15 years too. A career for me has been this. I joined the military at 18 
and I started teaching after I retired. If you put twenty years and twenty years together, I’ve 
been wearing this uniform for forty-two years. I went in the military at eighteen and came 
out at forty. Now, I’m sixty. I’ll be sixty-one in November. 
 
TH: When I retire in three years, I’m at seventeen years and then I got my bachelors, I want 
to be a police officer but in South Carolina. My daughter wants to go to school there and I 
want to be in the area. My parents are also in South Carolina. I want to be back home. 
 
EM: The military has been my career. The military has made me what I am. The military made 
me who I am. So my career is the military.  
 
M: What made you want to become a JRTOC instructor? 
 
EM: To be honest with you, I never thought I would become one. Like I told you earlier, I was 
heading back to the Pentagon when I retired to get a civilian job. They were waiting on me. 
One day I was at Ft. Dix and I kept seeing these gentlemen coming out of my building. Some 
days in uniform, some days not. I was going to work and one day I asked him what do you 
do? He said, I’m retired military but I teach JROTC at Woodrow Wilson High School. He knew 
the colonel I knew and I said tell him you ran into Sgt. McRae and give him this phone 
number. He called me up and said what you doing. I said, man, when I retire, I’m getting out 
of this hillbilly state. I’m going back to D.C. He said I might have another opportunity for you. 
I filled out the paperwork, went through the interviews for JROTC. I did not come here to do 
twenty years in JRTOC. I thought maybe a few years and I would find something else. It’s the 
best job I ever had in my whole life. I mean that. Have I been awarded? Yes, I’ve won a few 
awards teaching at the school. I’ve won Teacher of the Year too. But that’s not what I was 
doing it for. Like I told you earlier, you have to love what you are doing, to do it. I know some 
people wake up and say, aw, it’s raining, I’m not going to work. Me I wake up earlier to get to 
work. I love what I’m doing and I’ve done it for twenty years. I’ve been wearing this suit for 
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forty-two years and I love it. I love being a JROTC instructor and I couldn’t have picked a 
better city to do it in, right here in Camden City, New Jersey.  
 
M: How long have you lived in New Jersey? 
 
EM: Since 1993. I came here in November 1993. 
 
G: This question is for Sgt. Hall? Are you still active in the military? 
 
TH: Yes, I am Army active duty? 
 
M: Sgt. Hall, could you tell us about your time in Iraq?  
 
TH: One time, some people were attacked in their vehicles. I saw stuff like that.  
 
M: Do you think being in the military was dangerous? 
 
EM: No.  
 
TH: It’s like any other job.  
 
EM: It’s like she said earlier, more people get killed outside the military than they do in the 
military. Now, do I feel secure in the military, most definitely. Did I to many things outside 
the military, no? You know why? Because I felt protected. When you’re on a military base, 
you can’t come by unless you pass the Military Police, the MPs. You can rest peacefully at 
home. You cant do that out there in the real world. You never know what’s going to knock on 
our door. We don’t worry about people stealing, hurting you on the military base. Out here, 
you have to be really careful and I approach it that way. On the base, I feel relaxed and calm. 
When I step outside that gate, I got my antennas up. Get ready, yes. My answer is the military 
is safer than the outside world. 
 
M: Was it hard to get used to military life? 
 
TH: Everyone has their supervisors, someone is running the show. 
 
EM: You have those folks that you be like, what? For real? But you do the job. 
 
TH: That’s in any job.   
 
EM: Exactly. That like if you don’t do your job in school, you fail the grade. If you don’t do 
your job in the military, you can get kicked out. If you don’t do your job in the real world, you 
get fired. The higher rank, the more responsibility you have. It’s less pressure down below 
and it eases up because you delegate authority. 
 
G: This question is for both of you. If you weren’t in the military, where do you  think you 
would be in life? 
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TH: I’d in South Carolina. I’d probably be a police officer by now.  
 
EM: I’ve thought about that many times. I really don’t know I’d be doing today if I didn’t join. 
I know I would have gone to college but I don’t know what I what have went for and I don’t 
know what I would’ve done. It’s hard to look at it that way.  
 
M: Did you think you were prepared to go into the military? Were you worried about 
training? 
 
EM: When I joined the military, I weighed 128 pounds. I wasn’t athletic at all.  I had to learn 
how to do the monkey bars. I had to learn how to do push-ups. I tell students when I talk to 
them, the army might not be what you want. You might want to join the Air Force, navy, or 
Marines. But its your choice and you make the decision. Do good at whatever decision you 
make. That’s the key. Whatever decision you make, make it your best decision.  
 
M: Do you know people that were in combat? 
 
EM: Yes, some were in battle situation. two of my friends here today talking to the other 
students and my partner at Wilson. 
 
TH: Yes, I know a lot of people that have PTSD. I have many friends and they are now getting 
the help they need. Now that more people are aware of it, there is more help available. Do 
they have anxiety? I’m pretty sure they do but they address it and seek medical help. They 
are going on with life. They don’t dwell and they stay positive.  
 
G: What is it like? 
 
TH: We are paid every two weeks, we have medical, we get to travel for free and they pay for 
college.  
 
EM: Even myself. I’m retired and I can still go places.  
 
MS: I knew a young man that went off to Afghanistan right after high school. I graduated in 
2002 so it was right after 9/11. He was hit by an IED and has burns on much of his body. I 
saw him afterwards and he is getting help and has a lot of support.  
 
TH: Yes, support is so important. 
 
EM: You have support and you say to yourself, I have to live the rest of my life. 
 
MS: Can I ask you guys a question (asking students)? Do you know someone that has been 
shot? 
 
M: Yea. 
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TH: What are they doing now? Hopefully, they are alive I don’t want them to be dead, but you 
do move on right? You heal. You try not to do what got you in that situation to begin with.  
 
MS: You have people in the school that have been shot, but they’re still here.  
 
TH: You don’t have to go to war to suffer from post-traumatic stress.  
 
EM: Exactly. 
 
TH: I have friends that had a bad childhood. It might have been abuse, it can be anything. It’s 
not always a result of combat. 
 
EM: The stress is out there in the real world just like it might be in the military. We all are 
human. That’s the factor. We are all human and we all experience stress. It’s how you deal 
with it.  
 
M: How do you manage both the military and school? (Asking Sgt. Hall). 
 
TH: I am full time active duty, 9-5 army and I do my college online. Some people do the 
reserved. You work two weeks in the summer and one weekend a month and they are 
focused on college full time. It depends on what your goal is. Some reservists have families 
to take care of.  
 
G: How do students become part of JROTC?  
 
EM: There are only two schools in Camden that have JROTC. Woodrow Wilson High School 
and Camden High School. We say we won’t take a student that is a discipline student because 
we are not a discipline program but do we take them. Do we? Yes, we do because if we don’t 
help them, they might not get any help and that student needs a chance. I’ve had students in 
my class, they got that band on their leg, the monitor.  
 
G/M: House arrest.  
 
EM: Yea, house arrest and stuff. They’ll sit down and talk with me about what they did and 
everything… 
 
TH: Wait, but you said that nonchalantly, like that’s the norm?  
 
M: What, house arrest?  
 
TH: Yea. Like it’s not, y’all know that right. Y’all just say it like its… 
 
EM: You know what it is, you have to understand their culture and what their lifestyle is. 
 
TH: Yea, I know but I don’t see how it’s just… I don’t... but there is so much more to life than 
that lifestyle.  
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EM: I tell my students, what you do in your teenage years, can’t follow you to your adult life. 
One day you might say I want to be a police officer; One day, I want to join the military. One 
day, I want to be a doctor. Guess what? It all starts in your teenage years. Today, you can’t 
join the military if you have felony charges. Back in the early 70s, if you got in trouble and 
you went before a judge, the judge gave you a choice. Military or jail. Vietnam era, they 
needed people. There was a draft in those days. You got in trouble, that was the choice. Now 
it wasn’t like that in my days. In ‘75 it was volunteer military. I still had to register at 18 but 
I was already in the military when I was 18 so it didn’t matter.  
 
G: When you traveled, where was your favorite place? 
 
TH: Hawaii, it was beautiful and my daughter was born there. I was stationed there twice. 
Then I got orders to come to New Jersey.  
 
(All laugh) 
 
MS: What a step down! (all laugh again). 
 
TH. “Sgt. Hall, you’re going to New Jersey.” I was like what? I didn’t even know there was a 
base here. 
 
EM: I told you, it is a culture shock.  
 
M: What was the hardest part about being in combat? 
 
TH: The hardest part I thought was missing my kids. Well, at that time, it was just my 
daughter. That was the hardest part but it kept me focused. I said I gotta get thought this so 
I can get back home.  
 
M: Did the USO do anything special when you were deployed? 
 
TH: They do everything. We had a hip-hop night, all free food, you can play X-box and other 
games in huge game rooms. They do so much.  
 
EM: The USO has shows they take overseas. The big stars, in my days were The Temptations, 
Kool & the Gang, Earth Wind and Fire. I saw them all through the military. Nowadays, they 
have different artists that travel through the USO and play for the military station all over 
the world.  
 
M: Where did you complete basic? 
 
EM: I completed basic training at Fort Jackson in South Carolina. 
 
TH: Same. 
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EM: I completed it in 1975. 
 
TH: I completed it in 2000. I went in, in 1999. I was about 19, ready to turn 20.   
 
MS: Do you go to basic training where you live or can you go anywhere? 
 
EM: It was convenient for me because I’m from North Carolina.  
 
TH: Same here. I was already living in South Carolina but they can send you to any basic 
training location.  
 
G: Did you complete advanced training? What is like? 
 
EM:  You got through basic training. Then after you complete basic training, you go through 
what we call, AIT. It’s where you learn the job you are going to do in the military. Some people 
have weeks, like 8 weeks, some jobs require 6 months, some jobs require a year or more. It’s 
all based on your job. My job at the time required 8 weeks but I finished it sooner. 
 
TH: Ours was so fun. It was six weeks, we went to class from 9-5 and had the weekends off 
to hang out. I was in Virginia. 
 
EM: I finished in one week but they found something more for me to do while I waited on my 
assignment.  
 
TH: How did you complete yours in a week? 
 
EM: I knew what I was doing. I business classes in high school so it was easier for me. You 
have computers in high school. My job when I first went in was considered a clerk typist. I 
already knew how to type. We had to type using a paper and a piece of carbon paper behind 
it and you type it together manually. Then you take the original copy and keep a copy for 
your file. Today, you just save it on your hard drive and you always have what you did. I have 
been through so many stages in my life. You have running water. I didn’t have running water. 
You have a bathroom. I didn’t have a bathroom in my house. I had what we call an outhouse. 
We walked down a path with a flashlight at night. 
 
H: They used to take us on field trips to go see outhouses. 
 
EM: My mom did not get running water in our house until I was graduating from high school.  
 
TH: That’s really humbling. 
 
EM: That’s why I appreciate everything I have today. 
 
G: This is our last question. It’s about a historic event. How old were you when Robert 
Kennedy was assassinated? 
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Let’s get this right then. That was in 1968. I was 12 years old.  
 
MS: Is there anything either of you would like to add? 
 
EM: I will say what I emphasized earlier. Live a good life. Enjoy your teenage years because 
you don’t have this life again. Enjoy it but do the right thing. Once you decided your career 
do the best at it. Only you can make that happen. It doesn’t take a four-year degree to be 
successful, remember that. It doesn’t hurt, but you can be successful with a trade. You can be 
great at a trade. Mechanics, computer repair, barber.  Just be the best at what you decide. I’ve 
enjoyed this.  
 
MS: Thank you both for your time and sharing your stories. Thank you for your service.  
 
This ends the interview with Sgt. McRae and Sgt. Hall on May 23, 2017. 
 


