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ABSTRACT 
 
Biography 
 
Robert “Bob” Patterson McCullagh was born in 1915 in Monrovia, California. After high school, 
he was drafted and subsequently enlisted as a conscientious objector during World War II based 
on his religion. Robert was sent to Three Rivers Camp, a Mennonite-run Civilian Public Service 
camp in California under the direction of the National Forest Service. After later serving in the 
print shop at the Ohio State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, Robert volunteered to participate 
in the Semi-starvation Experiment conducted at the University of Minnesota. At the conclusion 
of the experiment, Robert returned to Three Rivers Camp, where he was discharged.  
 
After the war, he attended seminary and became ordained in the United Methodist Church, 
working for thirty-one years in their ministries at the University of California, Los Angeles, the 
University of South Dakota, the University of Hawaii, California Polytechnic State University at 
San Luis Obispo, and Morro Bay. Robert later retired to San Diego, California.  
 
Summary 
 
In this interview, Robert recalls being denied conscientious objector status by his draft board and 
appealing the decision. He recounts working at Three Rivers Camp and wanting to serve his 
country by participating in a semi-starvation experiment. He further discusses undergoing the 
phases of the experiment and the feeling of starvation. Robert also describes the attitude of 
conscientious objectors who were kept in camps after the war had ended.  
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1:57:02 – Looking back on the war from today’s perspective; decision to become a CO 

1:58:17 – War is not a lasting solution to preventing basic world problems 

1:59:12 – Conclusion 
 
 
STORY TRANSCRIPTS 
 
Story 1: Opposing Conscription 
[04:56 – 05:59] 
 
I can recall in 1940, I was at Wynona Lake, Indiana, for a National Conference of Methodist 
Youth, I think it was, around Labor Day. Conscription was before Congress, as I recall. But 
during that conference we decided—somebody decided—that they would print up handbills, I 
think it was something like “Let Freedom Ring,” urging people to contact Congress to oppose 
conscription.  
 
They gave us these handbills that we dispersed around Labor Day. And on our way home, we 
were supposed to stop and hand these out in parks where people were meeting. So we did that on 
Labor Day in 1940, and that was an outgrowth of where the national Methodist Youth had a 
strong emphasis in opposition to war.  
 
 
Story 2: Trouble with the Draft Board 
[07:50 – 09:05] 
 
The board really did not want to classify me as a conscientious objector, and they didn’t. They 
told me that I wouldn’t be able to find a Methodist minister who would support me in my 
position. I was somewhat surprised at that statement because I thought that the pastor of the 
church would. And I was quite sure that I could have gotten at least a hundred ministers in the 
conference who knew me when I was president of the Conference Youth Organization, who 
would have at least said a good word for me. 
 
But the local board did turn me down, and I had to appeal it. I went through an appeal process, 
ultimately going before, I think it was a Department of Justice hearing agent. And I had about an 
hour, hour-and-a-half conversation with him, and subsequently he apparently recommended that 
I be granted the 4-E classification.  
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Story 3: Meeting an Amish Man 
[18:25 – 19:42] 
 
I started out in a base camp at Three Rivers at Ash Mountain where the Park Service had its 
headquarters. But it was the summertime and they wanted men up on top in Giant Forest Village. 
So, I was sent to a side camp at Marble Fork. There, as I recall, as I went in the building—it was 
an old barracks-type building left over from the CCC [Civilian Conservation Corps] days—one 
of the fellows got up off his bunk and came walking down to me with a full beard. And I figured 
he was probably Amish.  
 
He came up to me and he said, “Hello, I’m Enos Hershberger.” So, I told him that I was Bob 
McCullagh. And he went on to say he was Amish, and what was I? And I said, “I’m a 
Methodist.” I’ll always remember that Enos’ response was, “Well, I’ve heard of them,” which 
took me back. I thought everybody had heard of Methodists. But here was this Amish, and his 
way of sort of identifying and trying to make me feel at home was at least he’d heard of 
Methodists.  
 
 
Story 4: Becoming a “Guinea Pig” 
[29:33 – 31:57] 
 
I was in Lima [Ohio] for, it was about eight months at Lima through that summer. By that time, 
I’d done all the printing that they needed done. The print shop had been run by a patient prior to 
my coming there, and he apparently did not work too hard. And I didn’t have any trouble doing 
all the work they needed.  
 
That was after D-Day in Europe. I had friends who were in the invasion and were going through 
Europe at that time, and I really didn’t feel I was doing much in the hospital in Lima. So I 
walked into the office of the CPS administrator—and we were a small unit, only about twelve 
men—and went in to him to tell him that I was at about the point where I would give up my 4-E 
classification, and that I would go as a noncombatant into military service, probably as a medical 
corpsman.  
 
And before I could say anything to him about what I was thinking, he said, “We’ve got a letter 
from the [Mennonite] Central Committee. They want to know if you would be interested in being 
a guinea pig in an experiment?” So, I didn’t say anything about what was on my mind. I said, 
“Well, what’s the experiment?” And he said, “It’s going to be done at the University of 
Minnesota, and they want to study semi-starvation.” And so, I said, “Yeah, go ahead, send the 
papers through and see if they want me.” So, in that sense, it was very fortunate that I was in a 
Mennonite camp because the Mennonites, really, actually volunteered me for the experiment. 
Whereas men in Quaker camps, there were all sorts of men who wanted to get into the units. 
There was real competition to get into the starvation.   
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Story 5: The Feeling of Starvation 
[49:31 – 51:13] 
 
Well, in starvation, I guess there was the awareness that—well, you knew you were losing 
weight, ‘cause you had to weigh every day on scales. You did not have as much energy. 
Apparently, we noticed the cold more, although fortunately we were starving in the summer.  
 
And you didn’t concentrate as much. I recall that they had us working; they wanted us to work 
and do different things. And I worked in the lab as a statistician. I finally got to the point that I 
told them I said, “I have absolutely no confidence in what I’m doing. I don’t know whether these 
figures are right or not. If you want to take them, okay!” And that really was not like me, but it 
just was at the point where I had just lost confidence in that I was concentrating on what I was 
doing.  
 
Other individuals would express it in different ways. Some individuals collected cookbooks. 
They got obsessed with food. They couldn’t eat it, so they would read about it.   
 
 
Story 6: A Fight Over Gingerbread 
[59:55 – 1:00:37] 
 
One night, we were eating; I vaguely remember it. And one of the things we had was 
gingerbread. Just one of the fellas bumped into the fella next to him, his gingerbread, and they 
really about got in a fight over it, of touching his gingerbread. Which really indicated the 
possessiveness of your food, and somebody else couldn’t mess with it. And they nearly came to 
blows over that, just a piece of gingerbread.  
 
 
Story 7: Finally Discharged 
[1:44:14 – 1:45:25] 
 
As I recall, I was working in the nursery in Placerville, picking weeds out of where they were 
growing pine trees to reforest areas. At noon, somebody from the camp came over and said, 
“Your discharge has come through.” And I left at that spot at noon. I finished eating lunch, I 
walked down from that to the highway, put up my thumb to ride back to the camp, walked into 
the camp, and told them here I was ready to leave. And by that evening I had packed my stuff 
and I was out of the camp.  
 
Now that seems crazy, but it was important that you were antsy. And it was time to get out and 
that you weren’t giving them any more time than they’d asked, although you’d done all of the 
rest of this. And I think, if you talked to many of the men, that they did have trouble in camps of 
men refusing to work towards the end because they felt that it was punishment that they were 
being kept in and there wasn’t any valid reason for them. 
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Story 8: War and Forest Fires 
[1:58:17 – 1:59:15] 
 
I think that somebody has to make a statement that we’ve gotta find out other ways to solve these 
difficulties than going to war. War may stop things, but it doesn’t solve the basic problems. And 
we just have to keep working at that, to see if we can’t discover ways to solve these basic 
problems. And we do that in the—well, even in the Park Service, you work out ways of trying to 
prevent fires. You’d rather not fight the fires; it’s better to work out something to prevent the 
fires. I think the same thing holds in the world situation, that we need to work out ways to 
prevent this from happening. 
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(Courtesy of Bob McCullagh) 
 
 
 



   
 

 
 9 

Artifact 15 
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Semi-starvation Experiment participants looking at food they cannot eat (Courtesy of Bob 
McCullagh) 
 
Artifact 23 – 25 
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