The Lawrence Ledger

Thursday, June 15, 1995

An ‘enemy alien’ who was really a patriot

EDITOR'S NOTE: In recognition of
the 50th anniversary of the end of
World War I, The Lawrence Town-
ship Memorial Committee, in cooper-
ation with The Ledger, will feature a
column each week during the anni-
versary vear profiling a Lawrence
resident.

If anyone were to identify a resi-
dent of Lawrence Township as an en-
emy alien in our midst, in all proba-
bility the last person to consider
would be Colonel Joe File, a man
who has dedicated his life serving his
country, his community, his employ-
er and his family.

Joe File is one of our better known
and respected citizens, and a classic
example of the heights that a poor but
ambitious son of immigrants can
achieve in this great country of ours.

And yet. after living in the U.S. for
over 12 years, when Joe attempted to
enlist in the Marine Corps in Febru-
ary, 1942, his papers revealed that he
was not a legal resident of the United
States, but of Italy, a country with
which we were at war. He was com-
pelled to register as an ‘“enemy
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alien,” given an identification card
with that classification, and warned
that he could not travel outside a
50-mile radius without government
permission.

Joseph File was born in May. 1923
in Lecce, a city situated in the ex-
treme southern part of Italy in the
heel of-the boot-shaped country. His
father, Carlo. had been a government
railroad engineer. As a young man,
Carlo came to the U.S. in 1909, but
returned in 1914 at the insistence of
his mother to fulfill his military obli-
gation. He returned again in 1926,
but Joe was not to learn the circum-
stances until his alien status came to
light in 1942 and Carlo's past was re-
vealed.

"Following World War 1, Joe be-

Joseph File visited an orphanage in 1951 during his servvce durlng
the Korean War.



gan, “the Mussolini regime came into
power, and my father was an outspo-
ken opponent of the Fascist govern-
ment. and refused to salute the Fas-
cist flag. In 1923, he joined a strike
against the regime and was convicted
of treason. He appealed the court's
decision and won the appeal. but lost
his job with the government in the
meantime. When he learned of trum-
ped-up charges planned against him,
he dressed in the guise of a priest and
entered the United States with a
forged passport in 1926. The secret
police terrorized our family continu-
ally when they would come looking
for him. I was only a toddler at the
time. but that memory still haunts

1)

me.

"In 1929, my father was able to
send for my mother, my sister and 1.
and we entered the country through
Ellis Island, and then settled down to
live in the Bronx. Over the years we
never gave a thought to the fact we
were still citizens of Italy.”

Joe attended New York public
schools where he quickly learned
English, graduating from Stuyvestant
High School in 1940. In September
of that year, he was accepted at Cor-
nell University in Ithaca. When the
war erupted on Dec. 7, 1941, Joe's
first thoughts were to offer his serv-
ices to his country. Over the Christ-
mas holidays, he obtained parental
consent to enlist in the Marine Corps,
and early in January, 1942 went to
Syracuse to enlist. It was here that
Joe was stunned to learn that not only
could he not enlist, but he was con-
sidered an enemy of the country he

loved. The Marine recruiters recog-
nized his plight and his sincerity, and
within months he became a U.S. citi-
zen. In the meantime, his father was
exonerated and allowed to make a le-
gal entry into the U.S. through Cuba.

"On June 19, 1942.” Joe continues,
“I was sworn in as a citizen of the
U.S.A. and the next morning was
sworn in as a private in the Marine
Corps in its platoon leader program.
Those were the two most memorable
consecutive days of my life. In Octo-
ber, 1943, just three weeks prior to
graduation from Cornell, 1 was called
to active duty. The trustees at Cornell
University bestowed on me the de-
gree of bachelor of mechanical engi-
neering even though I missed the fi-
nal three weeks of of the semester
and final exams.”

Joe's college background qualified
him for officer candidate school, and
on completion of that training, he
was commissioned a second lieuten-
ant in the Marines. After several oth-
er training schools, he was assigned
as engineering officer to a squadron
of PBJ bombers in the fall of 1944.
That program was phased out and re-
placed with a jeep carrier program
with a Marine Air Support Group,
along with small aircraft carriers de-
signed to support troops in landings
in enemy territory. These carriers
were to be used in “Operation Olym-
pic.” the code name for the pending
invasion of Kyushu in the Japanese
homeland, and would have been, had
not the atomic bombing of Hiroshima
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invasion of Kyushu in the Japanese
homeland, and would have been, had
not the atomic bombing of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki forced the Japanese
surrender on Sept. 2, 1945,

In December, Joe, now a first lieu-
tenant, was released from active duty
and reassigned to the reserve forces,
where he remained until his recall to
active duty in September, 1950, fol-
lowing the outbreak of the war in Ko-
rean The Marines wasted no time in
sending Joe to Pohang, Korea, where
he served as engineering and supply
officer in Marine Air Group 33. The
Group's FAU Corsairs and FOF Jets
| were flying daily missions over
| North Korea in support of the U.N.
forces. Joe recalls that John Glenn,
who was later to become an astronaut
and U.S. Senator, was a member of
the group at the time he was there. In
December, 1951, Joe's tour of duty
was completed in Korea and he re-
turned to the U.S., and in April,
1952, was released to reserve status
once again. As a captain he continued
to participate in the reserve program
| in both air and ground units, and by

:‘ June, 1970, attained the rank of co-
| lonel, assigned to the Marine Corps
' Command and Staff College. He

‘ served in that capacity until his re-

tiremeni on June 30, 1974, after over
32 years of service.

During the years after WWII, Joe
continued his education, receiving
master of science and doctor of phi-
losophy degrees from Columbia Uni-
versity, while he worked full-time.
For his doctoral dissertation. he
chose to study the behavior of a spe-
cific type of magnet, a sixth-order
magnet, which up to that time had
neither been fabricated nor operated.
His research later led to magnetic

resonance imaging (MRI), a remarka-

ble advancement in modern med-
icine. Joe's lifetime work as a scien-
tist has made him a renowned
authority on energy and research. He
was awarded the rank of commander
in the Order of Merit of the Republic
of Italy in recognition of his
achievements, and in 1978 as a Ful-
bright Scholar for cultural exchange,
awarded an honorary doctorate from
the University of Lecce, Italy. He is
also the recipient of many other civil-
ian and military awards. In 1963 he
became a charter member of the Ma-
rine Corps Scholarship Foundation,
and became chairman of the board in
1979, a position he held for 15 years.
His work over the years has taken
him throughout Europe, including
two trips to Russia, and to his birth-
place in Lecce many times.

Joe and the former Dorothy Rich-
ards. of New York City, were mar-
ried on Sept. 2, 1944 and moved to
Princeton in 1956. In 1959 they
moved to 10 Millbrook Lane in Law-
rence where they have since made
their home. In September. 1994 they
celebrated their 50th wedding anni-
versary surrounded by their children,
Joseph C. and Karen File, of Fair-
field, Conn., Laurel and Carl Kreger
Jr., of Hamilton, and Jeannette and
Craig Lamb, of Lawrence, in addition
to six grandchildren. Although re-
cently retired from the Plasma Phys-
ics Laboratory of Princeton Universi-
ty, where he served for many years,
Joe is far from being idle. He contin-
ues a hectic schedule, dividing his
time between family, friends, con-
sulting requirements, golf and volun-
teer work with the Marine Corps
Scholarship Foundation. He is also
active on the local scene, having
served two terms on the Lawrence
Board of Education.

From his humble beginnings, Doc-
tor and Colonel File has led his life
with patriotism, loyalty, love, honor
and integrity. He has tried to give
back to this country a little of what it
has given to him, and it is his hope to
make the United States of America as
proud of him as he is of the United
States. It is difficult to believe that
anyone so dedicated could ever have
been considered an enemy alien!

The Veterans Memorial Committee is
asking veterans from World War 11
and other conflicts to provide a pho-
tograph in uniform, along with their
name, present address, branch of

service and unit, where and when
they served, their principal assign-
ment and summary of their service.
Their individual experiences or un-
usual stories are also welcomed. All
photographs will be returned. Fami-
lies of deceased veterans are also en-
couraged to submit articles. All ma-
terials should be sent to The
Lawrence Township Veterans Memo-
rial Committee, P.Q. Box 55966,
Trenton, N.J. 08638. Inquires may be
made by,calling 882-9108.

WEEKLY ROLE OF .
MEMORIAL DONORS

The Harle Family
and Stephanie Caplan
Drs. Vera and Jerry Goodkin
Claire T. Kutch
Michael J. McCreedy
Debbie and Zack Venello
William G. Kishler
Agnes Bojsza
Betty Okeson
Josephine and Raymond Pinelli
Mae and John C. Harley, Sr.
Eleanor A. Smith
Memory of Charles R. Smith
Joan and William Turner
Bernadette and Joseph Bonanno

The Harle family contributed $300

for one of the six flagpoles, and flag,

to be erected at the memorial. Three
are still available and they include a
plate for the contributor.
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Joseph and Dorothy File at a Marine Scholarship Foundation Ball
in 1989. i !



