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A SON’S WORLD WAR Il DISCOVERY

)

By David Venditta
Of The Morning Call

From his bedroom at
night, little Rick would
hear his father in the
kitchen directly below,
shouting in Japanese,
barking sharp com-
mands. He'd been out
drinking again.

It was the early
1960s, and Joe Szczepans-
ki was collecting a mili-
tary pension and working
at a shoe factory. After
his shift, he’d stop at a
bar just a block from the
house. He'd get home
late, sit by himself and
rant for an hour or more.

Rick, who was about
7, would have to get up
for school the next morn-
ing, and the racket kept
him awake. He knew it
had something to do
with POW camps during
World War II. His father
had told him about be-
headings.

“My dad was a little
bit screwed up,” Rick
Szczepanski now says.
“He was suffering from
post-traumatic stress,
but nobody knew what
that was at the time.
...You never knew when
he was going to fly off
the handle. He didn’t
physically take it out on
us; mentally, though, he
did. It was hard for the
whole family.”

A one-time amateur
boxer from the coal coun-
try around Wilkes-Barre,
Joe had stayed in the
service after the war and
would go on to another
career, teaching Spanish
at Bethlehem Catholic
High School. But he had

B k t | Fast Allen man tracks down the
aC O war horrors that haunted his father

Photo courtesy Rick Szczepanski
FORMER POW JOE SZCZEPANSKI holds his son Rick while relaxing with his parents,
Michael and Anastasia, and his other son Thomas, at his parents’ home in 1955. Below,
Rick Szczepanski shows a photo taken on his parents’ wedding day in June 1946.
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a drinking problem and a
hair-trigger temper that
made life difficult for his
wife and three sons.

As Rick got older, he
found it easier to spend
less time with his father
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