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Chapt er I  
 

FAMILY HISTORY AND CHILDHOOD YEARS  

 .ÏÔÈÉÎÇ ÁÂÏÕÔ *ÁÍÅÓ ×ÁÓ ÏÒÄÉÎÁÒÙ ÏÒ ÕÓÕÁÌȢ  0ÅÒÈÁÐÓ Á ÌÏÏË ÁÔ *ÁÍÅÓȭ ÌÉÆÅ ×ÉÌÌ 
help us understand him.  He was born at Shawnee, Oklahoma, November 9, 1929, 
to Carl and Artie Riley Fowler, who had recently come from Mississippi and 
Alabama.* 

 
 
  
  

 Jimmie at nine  
    months with his  
    mother, Artie  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Shawnee was, in 1929, part of the 1920's Oklahoma oil boom, a railroad hub for 

Santa Fe Depot, and an important agriculture center.  Due to the economic 
slowdown brought on by the Great Depression, Carl was laid off by the railroad 
shop where he worked.  Carl decided to go to Fresno, California, where he found 
work and a home for his family.  Farming and the land was in the heart of Carl 
Fowler.  #ÁÒÌ ÁÎÄ !ÒÔÉÅȭÓ family consisted of James, 6, and three sisters, Nora 4, 
Edith 2, and baby Betty.* 

 
The Rileys had a background of scholarship: it is apocryphally said there was 

attendance at Trinity College in Dublin.  William Maurice Riley indeed had a bent 
toward learning; he became a teacher there on the frontier and was an 
accomplished linguist, with Latin, Greek, French, German and Italian to his credit. 
(James Lee Fowler was also gifted in languages, like his great-grandfather, fluent in  
Spanish, French, German, Italian, and Portuguese and studying Japanese, Latin 
and Greek before he died.)  William Maurice Riley, it has been humorously noted, 
was an accomplished ventriloquist. He and his grown son fought in the 
Confederate Army during the Civil War. During the war period he lost both his 
son and wife.  When he returned from the war, he married Ann Steele and their 
offspring, William B.G.G. Riley (the initials were for a strange set of given names: 
Benendez, Gortez, Garfield) was *ÁÍÅÓȭ grandfather; his wife Lula Estes, was of the 
same Border Country background as were *ÁÍÅÓȭ paternal grandparents, the 
Fowlers and the Chisholms.* 
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"ÏÔÈ *ÁÍÅÓȭ ÍÏÔÈÅÒ Artie  Riley and father Carl Fowler were from large families, 
not uncommon on the frontier at that time.  His father was the second child, with 
an elder brother, two younger brothers, and four sisters.  His mother was the 
eldest in her family, with four brothers and two sisters.* 

 
*ÁÍÅÓȭ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÁÎÄ Ô×Ï ÏÆ ÈÉÓ uncles returned from California after a summer of 

work, and a decision was reached that the family would move to Fresno, 
California. The excitement increased when a giant step was taken toward the goal: 
their Chevrolet car was traded for a 1930 Chevrolet truck.   The big trip began early 
in December 1936 and lasted 17 days.*  

 
They settled in a home on Muscat Avenue in Fresno.  James Lee was called 

Jimmie by his family, and he was enrolled in first grade at De Wolf School, a two 
room school with 1st through 8 th grades.  This school was a citadel of learning for 
Jimmie.  His first teacher, Mrs. Kennedy, taught the first four grades in the Ȱlittle 
room.ȱ $Å 7ÏÌÆȭÓ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÆÏÕÒ ÇÒÁÄÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÁÕÇÈÔ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ Ȱbig room,ȱ which was 
actually the same size as the little room. Four grades to a room allowed Jimmie to 
do his own work first and listen and learn from the advanced grades.* 

 
He was soon recognized as an outstanding student.  Learning for Jimmie was 

not the monkey on his back, but the hobby horse he rode.  His most precious 
possession was his library card. Mrs. Kennedy was a DeWolf school legend who 
taught at the school for many years; possibly she might have been there close to 
ÔÈÅ ÄÁÔÅ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÆÒÉÅÚÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÔÒÁÎÃÅ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÒÅÁÄȟ Ȱ1911Ȣȱ 4ÈÅ ÂÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ ×ÁÓ 
symmetrical with two large garage-sized doors between the two rooms that could 
be raised to make one large room.  This expanded mode was used for events like 
Public School week and the evening citizenship classes for the several Armenian 
and Japanese emigrants in the district.* 

   
Jimmie ÊÏÉÎÅÄ -ÒÓȢ +ÅÎÎÅÄÙȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÇÒÁÄÅ ÃÌÁÓÓ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÁÆÔÅÒ .Å× 9ÅÁÒȭÓ ÉÎ ΫγέαȢ  !Ô 

that time she was just a powerful presence for Jimmie, telling everyone what to do 
and correcting those who went astray.  At a DeWolf reunion 50 years later, Jimmie 
recalled these times and incidents.  At that same reunion, he recounted for those 
present how his friend Frankie Stepovich and he had pulled the bell rope up to 
prevent its being rung while they were in the belfry (climbing up to the bell was an 
outrageously illegal act). It is my understanding that, by some miracle, no one ever 
discovered who had pulled up the bell rope.* 

 
In 1943, the family, which now included Barbara, age 5, and Raymond, age 2, 

moved to a 10 acre parcel to raise vegetables for market.  Jimmie was enrolled in 
the seventh grade at Fresno Colony.  Fresno Colony was full of memories--Mr. 
Brodersen and the poetry he introduced: Invictusȟ *ÏÈÎ -ÁÎÓÆÉÅÌÄȭÓ Sea Fever, etc. 
and the project books created with their  hand printed words and the illustrations 
cut from magazines.* 



9 
 

 
The summer after the class of 1943 

graduated, Jimmie and his father and their 
new 1941 Chevrolet truck started a new 
enterprise: hauling and peddling 
watermelons to the shipyard town of 
Richmond.  Their first load of dark green 
Klondikes to Richmond was a great success 
and they continued to take watermelons to 
Richmond until after World War II was over. 
The family moved that winter. They 
purchased a home and twenty acres, a place 
they always called Blackstone.* 

 
 
Jimmie in 8 th  Grade 

 
 
 

 
HIGH SCHOOL AND COLLEGE 

 
Jimmie looked forward to Clovis High School and he enrolled in the fall of 

1944.  He remembered his first contact, registration day, and making his own 
choices to take Spanish, Agriculture , Math or History.  Jimmie chose a college prep 
course in the Science field, more specifically in Physics and Mathematics.  James 
graduated from Clovis High School in June 1948, with a graduation class of 92, and 
he enjoyed, in later years, attending his high school reunions to visit with his 
friends and to reflect on his own path in life. 

 
After high school graduation James attended Fresno State University, where he 

decided to pursue his fascination and passion for Science, Physics and 
Mathematics and to earn a degree in Physics.  The young James entered college, 
and found himself not properly prepared for an upper level Trigonometry class and 
instead of giving up, he found a second hand book and felt it was a challenge to 
conquer.  He carried his book around and poured himself into it at every spare 
moment.  This type of determination set the pattern for his learning throughout 
his life.  Later in life he started German II without German I and used the same 
technique.  He was a student of Science for the rest of his life, and remained in 
contact with some of his fellow Physics classmates.  There was always a special 
connection when he encountered a fellow scientist on his life journey. 
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 He was in his senior year in college, 1952-1953, during the Korean War when 
he decided to go into the navy and applied for Officers Candidate School.  After a 
series of tests and interviews he was accepted to attend Officers Candidate School 
at Newport, Rhode Island.  James graduated from Fresno State University with a 
B.S. degree in Physics and Mathematics on June 10 1952. 
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Chapter II  
 

NAVY 

 
James entered the US Navy on October 23, 1952 and four months later, after 

ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÉÎÇ /ÆÆÉÃÅÒȭÓ #ÁÎÄÉÄÁÔÅ 3ÃÈÏÏÌ ÉÎ 1953, James was assigned for duty to 
serve aboard the USS Wiltsie, a destroyer in the Korean conflict. He was ordered to 
fly to Japan and travel to Midway to report aboard the Wiltsie, as the electronics 
officer. 

 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 

Ensign  Fowler, 1953 

 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At that time the Wiltsie was engaged in patrolling the Formosa Strait and 

operating off the North Korean coast and would shift to Wonsan interdicting the 
ÅÎÅÍÙȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÌÙ ÌÉÎÅÓ ÂÙ ÇÕÎ ÆÉÒÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÌÏÃËÁÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÅÎÅÍÙȭÓ ÃÏÁÓÔÓȢ 

 
On June 3, 1953, the Wiltsie and sister ship, Chandler DD717, had destroyed a 

train near Tanchon and communist shore batteries took the Wiltsie under fire off 
7ÏÎÓÁÎ ÓÃÏÒÉÎÇ Á ÈÉÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÓÔÒÏÙÅÒȭÓ ÆÁÎÔÁÉÌȢ  &ÏÒÔÕÎÁÔÅÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÈÉÐ ÓÕÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÎÏ 
casualties.  On June 15

th, the Wiltsie evacuated 13 Korean civilians from Yo-Do 
Island and James was part of the evacuation group on Yo-do Island.  This was a 
very exciting time and experience for the young ensign. 

 
Eventually, a cease fire in Korea was negotiated, but hostilities continued up to 

the minute the truce was to take effect, July 27, 1953.  The Wiltsie remained in 
Wonsan until August 6, 1953. 
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Following the armistice the Wiltsie operated off Japan, Korea and Okinawa and 
they visited such ports as Yokosuka, Kobe and Sasebo in Japan, Hong Kong and 
Manila in the Philippines.  The Wiltsie was also part of the carrier task force 
patrolling the Taiwan Straits to prevent the communist Chinese incursions against 
Taiwan.  James had the experience of going ashore as a courier in Taiwan. The 
Wiltsie returned to Long Beach, California, for a regular overhaul and repairs with 
a 30 day stop at Pearl Harbor, which was a wonderful place to spend 30 days. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                USS Wiltsie, Midway, 1953 ɀ Watercolor by Jeanne Fowler  

 
 
Later James would delight our children with his sea stories and a particular 

ÆÁÖÏÒÉÔÅ ×ÁÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ 7ÉÌÔÓÉÅȭÓ #ÁÐÔÁÉÎ "arry, a very brilliant naval officer who 
seemed to make instant and correct decisions in any set of circumstances and who 
was held in great esteem by his officers and crew.  

 
ȰCaptain Barry and the Matsue Lodgeȱ -- Captain Barry invited his officers to 

accompany him to an evening out and have dinner at the Matsue Lodge located in 
the mountains of Japan.  Included in the party was Myron McCallum, the 
electronics ÏÆÆÉÃÅÒ ÁÂÏÁÒÄ ÔÈÅ #ÈÁÎÄÌÅÒ ÁÎÄ Á ÆÒÉÅÎÄ ÏÆ *ÁÍÅÓȭ from Fresno.  The 
two missed transport with the rest of the party and found themselves at the 
Officers Club trying to arrange transport.  They ran into a British Colonel at the 
bar and he heard about their situation and told them he had access to the motor 
pool.  He would arrange their transport.  It was pointed out  that James and Myron 
were ensigns and not entitled to the motor pool.  The British Officer said, 
Ȱ.ÏÎÓÅÎÓÅ, youȭre Commanders!ȱ  *ÁÍÅÓ ÁÌ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏÌÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÏÒÙ ×ÉÔÈ a proper British 
accent.  The young ensigns were waiting at the Matsue Lodge when Captain Barry 
and his party arrived. 




