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I DEDICATE THIS STORY TO MY WIFE OF  
52 YEARS, VERDA MARIE, WHO GAVE ME  

HER LOVE AND ENCOURAGEMENT TO  
“NEVER GIVE UP”, NO MATTER HOW BAD  

THINGS SEEMED TO BE.  
ALSO, FOR ALL HER PRAYERS  
DURING THE MANY MONTHS  

I WAS AWAY SERVING MY COUNTRY. 
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FORWARD 

 

As you read through this account of my journeys in the Navy for 
four years, you are going to wonder about the precise time and dates 
as they related to the war. I should tell you I had to refer to some 
books, maps, my diary, etc. To find the information.  I tried to make 
it as accurate as possible. Especially from January 1, 1945 up to and 
including the time I was discharged from the Navy on October 29 of 
that year. You must realize that no one could have remembered the 
precise dates as they took place.  I tried to blot out some of the 
memories because I did not want to dwell on them, as some of the 
things that happened were too unpleasant, depressing and downright 
terrible to think about.  Some of the things that happened just did not 
make sense as to why they were taking place.  But “time as a way of 
healing”, and that is a good thing when it comes to war. 

You should refer to the “world map” enclosed herein to gain a 
good perspective of the part of the world where the Japanese (Pacific) 
war took place.  
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NORMAN J PLUME 
US NAVY 1941-1945 

  
“MY FOUR YEARS IN THE NAVY DURING WORLD WAR II” by NORMAN J. PLUME 

In about three months I will celebrate my 80th birthday. I thought it was about time for me to 
give my children and grandchildren the story of the time I spent in the service of my country during the 
years 1941-1945. It was a period that seemed to go by very fast at times. In fact, it all seems like a dream 
now. However, there were times when I thought it would never end for me. Many times I wondered if I 
would ever get back home alive or in one piece. I have thanked the good Lord over and over again for 
letting me survive all the battles. 

From your history books you know that our country decided to declare war on the Germans to help the 
Allies against the Axis countries, namely Germany and Italy. My memories of that time in our history was 
a time when we were losing a lot of supply ships to the German submarines in the Atlantic Ocean. At 
about the same time, our lawmakers passed a bill in Congress which was called the Selective Service Act. 
The law called for all men 18 years old or older to register for the “draft” by a method similar to a lottery. 
My name came out as number 156, which meant I would be the 156th man to go into the service from 
St. Charles County. Rather than go into the Army, I talked my situation over with Father Arthur 
Behrmann, the assistant Pastor of St. Peters Church. He suggested that I enlist in the Navy. I talked to 
other friends and relatives and they all seemed to agree that the Navy might be my best choice, even 
though I had to commit for four years in the Navy. So that is what I did. I was sworn in at the Federal 
Building in St. Louis on October 22, 1941, exactly three months to the day that our Mother died. 

The only time I was out of the State of Missouri up until this time was when I played softball over in 
Alton, Illinois. This was a big step out into the world for a 22 year-old young man who knew practically 
nothing about the many changes he was about to go through for the next four years. 

I took my “boot” training at the Great Lakes Training Center up in Illinois, along with several thousand 
other “land-lubbers”, as we were called. For the six long weeks of training, I was exposed to more 
different kinds of people, some of whom I never thought made up a part of our society. Most of them 
were good guys, and most were in the same situation I was in. They were young and most were away 
from home for the first time, too. 

My “boot” leave from Great Lakes started on December 5, 
1941, a Friday. I hitched a ride to St. Louis with the parents 
of another sailor going home to Missouri. They dropped 
me off in St. Louis County, so I had to hitchhike a ride to 
St. Charles. I had to walk three miles at 3:00 AM because 
no one would give me a ride. Only three or four cars 
passed me on the road, and at that time of the morning, I 
didn't blame them for not stopping to pick me up. I finally 
got a ride the last two miles with a bread truck driver, and 
he brought me to St. Charles. I arrived at 815 Lewis Street 

 

Brothers Gene, Norman, Harry 
“We all ended up in the South Pacific” 
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in St. Charles about 6:00 am on Saturday, December 6th. 

My Dad was getting off from work about the time I arrived home. His job was as a night watchman for 
the Main Street business places in downtown St. Charles. Needless to say, I didn't arise very early 
Saturday morning as I had not had any sleep all night. 

My leave lasted for 10 days and then I was to report to Great Lakes for further assignment. While in 
“boot” training, we had the opportunity to request training at one of the many Naval Schools that we 
thought we would be qualified for. One of the schools I picked was for Radio Operators. 

The whole equation changed in a dramatic way on Sunday, December 7th, when word came over our 
old Philco radio that the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor. The first “directive” sent out told all military 
personnel to report back to their assigned stations, such as ships, or wherever their permanent 
headquarters might be. So, I called the Federal Building in St. Louis on that Sunday afternoon and was 
told to stay at home, and if I was to report back to Great Lakes, someone would get in touch with me. 
President Roosevelt came on the radio to tell the country that we had declared war on the Japanese. At 
the end of my leave, I went back to Great Lakes for my assignment. I was told to go back home, and I 
should recruit as many of my friends as possible, and then report to the Naval Armory at Indianapolis, 
Indiana for Radio Operator's School around the first of January. 

The Radio Operator's School lasted 16 weeks, with 90 sailors in a class. 
There were four classes, each one starting a month apart. Most of the 
instructors were “Ole Salts”, people with many years in the Navy and very 
good at what they taught. My class started the first part of January and 
ended the latter part of  April. I left there with a Third-Class Petty Officer 
rating, and a big pay raise from $21.00 a month to $56.00 a month after 
graduation. On graduation day we were told what assignment we would 
have with the Navy. To this day I have a hard time comprehending what 
happened to me the day of our assignments. I was the only sailor in my 
graduating class to get assigned directly to a Navy ship, the USS 
Massachusetts, “Big Mamie” as she was nicknamed. Looking back, it was 
a “blessing in disguise”. 

The USS Massachusetts was not commissioned yet, so I had to report to 
the Naval Receiving Station in South Boston until commissioning day.  
Commissioning day was May 12, 1942 in Boston Harbor. I can still 

remember that day very clearly, because the Governor of the State was there, and over two thousand 
officers and enlisted men assigned to the ship were on “Big Mamie's” topside. I was very proud to be 
one of the enlisted men, a Radio Operator on a 35,000 ton battleship! 

What an adjustment I had to make, along with most of the other sailors and officers that made up the 
ship’s complement. I don't know if the other sailors were as awed as I was, but I wondered as I stood at 
attention, just how does so much iron stay afloat? One of the amazing things that I remember was the 
fact that only about four hundred of the men assigned to the ship had ever been to sea on a warship 
before. That had some advantages for me because nearly everyone else was as “green” as I was. 

All ships must go on what is called a “shake-down” cruise and that includes many different things, such 
as gunnery practice, testing of all the equipment aboard, learning battle stations for everyone onboard, 

Aboard USS Massachusetts 1943 
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and even how to get from one place on the ship to the other. I can't tell you how many sailors got lost 
going from point to point on the ship, and that included me, but we learned real fast! 

Most of the next six months were spent going from Boston Harbor to Portland, Maine and Norfolk, 
Virginia for various types of training with other ships of the fleet. One reason our ship patrolled the East 
Coast was because of the threat of some battleships and other ships that the German Navy had poised 
to disrupt our convoys of supply ships going to various placed in Europe, where the Germans were 
overrunning one small country after another. 

One of the turning points of the War in Europe was the American invasion of North Africa. My ship, the 
USS Massachusetts, was part of a large invasion force that went to North Africa in November of 1942. 
Over 800 ships of all kinds took part in the invasion. “Big Mamie” fired over 600 rounds of 16-inch shells 
at our targets which were the ships in the harbor at Casablanca and enemy shore batteries. My job was 
to get the reports from our spotting planes over the targets and report them to the Gunnery Officer on 
our ship. There was a Post-Dispatch reporter on our ship from St. Louis who interviewed me and took 
my story. The story appeared in the Post on November 29th, the Sunday edition, although the invasion 
took place on November 8th. (NOTE: A copy of the interview is enclosed herein.) 

My ship returned from the North African invasion to our home port of Boston and everyone was issued 
a four day leave. What did I do on my four-day leave, you may ask? I caught a train at South Station in 
Boston and came home to St. Charles, Missouri. It took about 16 hours on the train to get to St. Louis 
Union Station, so I had just 2 days left at home, and another 16-hour ride back to Boston and the U.S.S. 
Mass. This would be my last leave until September of 1944. . . this figures out to approximately 22 
months, and all of it at sea! (I'm getting ahead of my timeline in my story, however). 

When I returned to my ship in Boston in November 1942, we made a couple more trips up and down the 
East Coast, and then in January of 1943 we sailed through the Panama Canal. By this time the war in the 
South Pacific was not going well for us. When I say us, I mean all of the forces who were fighting the 
Japanese.  Japanese forces had already taken the Philippine Islands, and most of the smaller islands, such 
as the Gilbert Islands, Marshall Islands, Marianas Islands, and were driving toward Australia by way of 
the Solomon Islands. The worst fighting was taking place at that time on Guadalcanal and in the Coral 
Sea. (Again, I'm getting ahead of myself). 

As my ship was going from Boston down the Atlantic to the Panama Canal, the worst storm I have ever 
seen at sea hit us off the East Coast, at Cape Hatteras, near Norfolk. The U.S.S. Mass took solid water 
over the main batteries (16-inch guns) on the forward deck because of the large swells we went through. 
The sea was so rough that it tossed the 35,000 ton ship around like a fishing cork. It was the only time in 
my four years in the Navy that I felt like I was going to be seasick. The sea water had gotten into the 
wiring of the main batteries, so when we had gotten through the Panama Canal, there were 
approximately 400 shipyard workers waiting at the Pacific end of the Canal to replace all the wiring on 
the main batteries. It only took them three days, which I think was the most remarkable thing I had ever 
seen! 

“Big Mamie” was as good as new as we left the Panama Canal heading for the Hawaiian Islands (Pearl 
Harbor). On the way to Pearl Harbor I kept thinking about my two brothers, Gene and Harry. Gene was 
in the Navy somewhere on the main Island of Hawaii. Harry was in the Army somewhere. It turned out 
that Harry ended up on the South Pacific, too. That meant that the three Plume brothers were in the 
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Pacific theater of operation at the same time. I found out sometime later that Gene was doing 
intelligence work for the Navy, and I was not too anxious about his safety since he was in Hawaii. After 
the war was over, I found out that Harry was on the front lines, building air fields for the Army on New 
Guinea. In fact, he and I were just a few miles away from each other a couple of times. He was on Leyte 
in the Philippines when I was in the harbor there and he was on Okinawa at the time I was in the harbor 
there, too. That was near the end of the war when I was aboard an attack transport ship. 

The U.S.S. Massachusetts continued her voyage across the Pacific and we ended up in Noumea, New 
Caledonia, a French-held island. There we joined a large group of ships supposedly to head off the 
Japanese trying to get to Australia by way of the Coral Sea. In looking back, I suppose we did our part, 
because combined with the victories on Guadalcanal and many other places, we were able to stop the 
enemy from going further. Also, it bought some time for the other ships to make their way to the South 
Pacific arena, and some English and Australian ships were joining up with us as well. 

I remember seeing a group of New Zealand troops on shore at Noumea, New Caledonia one day and I 
was very impressed with them. Every one of them seemed to be the same height and very “spit and 
polished”, with a look of complete professionalism. To me they looked like they were all “hand-picked”, 
and ready for whatever they had to do. 

From Noumea, some of the ships moved up north to the New Hebrides Islands along with the U.S.S. 
Mass. By this time the war was going along much better, and the Japanese were being driven from more 
and more places that they had captured. However, any successes came at a great cost of lives, ships and 
aircraft, and there was a great deal more to happen before things were anywhere near what one could 
call a victory. Little did we know how long it would take to finish the job we had ahead of us. There were 
a great many setbacks to come for all the forces in the Pacific theater of operations. I don't think even 
the Generals and Admirals knew what would be needed to push the enemy back to the shore of Japan. 

General Douglas MacArthur was in command of the forces in the area from the Coral Sea westward with 
his headquarters in Australia. Admiral Chester W. Nimitz was in command of the forces east of the Coral 
Sea and northward. The Equator was the dividing line east to west and the 159th Meridian north and 
south. The reason for splitting the commands this way was because there was some dispute as to who 
was to have complete authority in the Pacific. As it turned out, this may have been a blessing for all 
parties concerned with winning the war in the Pacific. 

Without a map of the entire area, it would be very difficult to try to visualize the vast expanses of the 
territory mentioned, therefore, I am enclosing a map of the regions written about. I have marked the map 
with dots showing the places I went to. 

The U.S.S. Massachusetts was part of the large fleet of ships assigned to Admiral Nimitz's forces.  When 
I try to put a time, that is the dates and time of year when and where we were, it all seems to run 
together. It seems to me now that about half of our time was spent at sea going from one invasion to 
the other. 

The first big operation was the invasion of the Gilbert Islands. The Japanese troops were so entrenched 
in caves and other types of shelters even our 16-inch shells could not dislodge them, and that accounted 
for many American casualties. About 5,000 Marines, Sailors and Soldiers lost their lives trying to capture 
the little island of Tarawa during this invasion. 



7 
 

I took the test for Radioman 2/C, a step up in pay and rate. Shortly thereafter I was assigned to the 
Admiral’s staff, along with several others who had been members of the original “Radio Gang” on the 
Big Mamie. Rear Admiral Davis was my boss now, so wherever he went, I would have to go, too. Rear 
Admiral Davis was the Division Commander of Combat Division Six which consisted of the battleships 
Massachusetts and Indiana. I really respected all the members of the Admiral's staff. 

Some time later, I'm not sure how long, the U.S.S. Mass was sent back to the United States and I, along 
with the other members of the Admiral's staff, transferred to the U.S.S. Indiana. There always seemed 
to be a rather long timespan between the major combat operations, and perhaps at this point in time I 
may have started to get a little “Asiatic”. “Asiatic” is the word used to describe someone who had been 
out in the Pacific too long. You see, nearly nine months had passed since my ship came through the 
Panama Canal. Little did I know, it would be another 13 months before I returned to the good ole USA, 
and a great many days and nights going from one combat operation to another. 

The next big invasion my ship the Indiana would take part in was the invasion of the Marshall Islands. 
Here again, the enemy was dug in the rocks and caves and it was hard to blast them out with our big 
guns and bombs from our carrier planes. Our forces sustained many, many casualties. The fleet of ships 
assigned to the “island jumping” operations had grown and now included many large carriers, 
destroyers, cruisers and battleships. Eventually it would be called Task Force 58, and was under the 
command of Rear Admiral Marc A. Mitscher. 

Task Force 58 was made up of the fastest ships in the fleet and were hitting the Japanese on most of the 
islands. The Japanese had taken these islands when the war in the Pacific had first started with the 
bombing of Pearl Harbor. The U.S.S. Indiana operated with the other ships of Task Force 58 which was 
my ship (home) now. It took part in bombarding the islands before our troops landed. 

The next group of islands that were invaded was the Marianas Islands, which consisted of Guam, Saipan 
and Tinian. The Marianas Islands played a very important part during the war at a later date. (From the 
Marianas Islands, B-52's flew their missions to hit the main islands of Japan and also where they started 
from when the Atomic bombs where dropped on Japan later in the war.) 

Another thing I must mention is the ability of refueling the ships at sea so they did not have to go into 
port somewhere for fuel. The Oil Tankers would refuel the battleships and carriers at sea, and then the 
destroyers and small ships could refuel from the large ships. Because it was possible to refuel the 
destroyers from the extra fuel carried by the battleships, this played a VERY important part in my life as 
a sailor in the United States Navy. It all happened after the battle of the Eastern Philippines during the 
invasion of the Marianas Islands. 

The battle of the Eastern Philippines took place between the Marianas Islands and the Philippines as the 
Japanese tried to launch their aircraft from their carriers. They were trying to launch their aircraft, fly 
over our task force, and then continue over to the Marianas Islands to refuel their planes and hit the task 
force on the way back to their carriers that were off the Philippines. It did not work, however, because 
our fighter planes were waiting for them, along with the anti-aircraft gunners on all the ships of Task 
Force 58. This was called “The Marianas Turkey Shoot”. Before it was all over, the Japanese Navy had 
lost nearly all of their Naval aircraft. After that, the Japanese Navy was never the fighting force it had 
been. Our submarines and Task Force 58 aircraft took care of the surface ships, carriers, etc. a couple of 
days later. All of this took place during the Summer of 1944. I could go into more details on how the war 
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progressed, but suffice it to say, we were winning the war in a BIG way. The Gilbert Islands, the Marshall 
Islands, the Marianas Islands and many more island chains were now pretty much securely in our grip. 
General MacArthur was moving up to take the Philippines and by October 1944, he was back on the 
island of Leyte in the Philippines. 

Now I must tell you how the refueling operations by the battleships played such an important part in 
life. I was still on the U.S.S. Indiana with Admiral Davis's staff and we were still operating as part of fast 
Task Force 58. At 4:00 AM one morning, the Indiana was supposed to leave the formation of ships and 
refuel two destroyers, one on each side. For some reason, no one knows why, as the Indiana the 
formation to refuel the destroyers, the U.S.S. Washington rammed the Indiana. The two 35,000 ton 
battleships came together as the Washington hit the Indiana on the starboard side aft, taking off the 
spatting aircraft, the aircraft catapult and forty millimeter gun mounts on the starboard side of the ship. 
It also ruptured the Indiana below the waterline which caused the Indiana to take on water. The Indiana 
was listing badly before she could be righted. The Battleship Washington had lost about half of her bow 
and was only able to go about ten knots. 

I was asleep on the top of a three-tier bunk when the two ships came together. I was sure our ship, the 
Indiana had been hit by a torpedo. It was the most terrible feeling and all I could think of was grab your 
clothes, hit the deck and run like HELL to my general quarters station, battle station. That's what I did, 
and fast. The “abandon ship” order came over the loudspeakers on the ship and we all gathered on 
topside with our life jackets, except me. I had changed my general quarters station a day or so before so 
didn’t have a life jacket on. The Officer in charge on deck asked me where my life jacket was and I told 
him why I didn't have mine. He also asked me what I was going to do if we had to go over the side into 
the sea and my only reply was “I don't know, Sir”. Thank God we didn't have to abandon ship. 

The Indiana was in need of repairs, obviously, because of the amount of damage. The Indiana headed 
for the United States for the repairs with “yours truly” on board. We got the San Francisco around the 
latter part of August, and all the crew were given a THIRTY DAY leave and I was able to come home after 
nearly two years at sea. This was the real turning point in my life! Verda Marie Honerkamp had been my 
true love from our high school days and we became engaged while I was home on my 30 day leave. What 
a smart decision that was on my part! 
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At the end of my 30-day leave, I had to report back to the ship, but when I arrived 
I was told to report to Treasure Island, the large Naval Receiving Station for 
further assignment. I was sent to Miami, Florida for “small craft” training. The 
training I was to receive was for landing craft training, invasion ships. I took the 
train leaving Frisco, via Chicago, which took nearly five days to arrive in Miami. 
In Miami, the Navy had taken over all the big hotels right on the beach for 
housing the sailors while in training there. I was only in Miami for about a week, 
because during my time in Boston, over two years before, I had put in for Navy 
flight training, therefore, I was called back to Frisco to take the written exam 
before I could get into flight school. I was told after the exam that I had not 
passed the written exam, therefore I had to report to the Treasure Island 
Receiving Station for a new assignment. I hardly had time to get all my gear 
together and was assigned to the U.S.S. Tazewell, an attack transport. I left 
Treasure island and went to San Pedro, California to go aboard my new ship only 

to find out that the Tazewell was in San Diego, California. I went to San Diego to catch my ship only to 
find that it had returned to San Pedro, and was loading troops for the South Pacific. I don't think that is 
what was meant by the old saying of joining the Navy to see the world. The days I spent riding trains 
added up to nearly a month from the time I left Frisco to go to Miami until I finally got aboard the 
Tazewell in San Pedro. 

The troops boarding the ship were reinforcements for the operation to secure the island of Saipan in the 
Marianas group. Most of the fighting on Saipan was over by the time we got there and when we 
anchored in the harbor, all we could see were Japanese bodies floating in the water. It was a very sad 
scene. Rather than be captured by the American troops, these Japanese troops had committed 
“Harikari”, (suicide), by jumping off a high cliff at the end of the island into the ocean. Their belief was, 
by committing “Harikari” they were doing it for the Emperor and would go straight to Heaven. 

While in Saipan harbor, every evening around dusk we saw the B-29's taking off on their way to drop 
their bombs, and every morning around breakfast time, they were coming back from their missions. It 
was now near the end of 1944, and all the talk was about the invasion of Japan itself. Such as when it 
would take place and how many casualties would there be if and when the invasion took place. The B-
29 pilots would bet anyone a hundred to one that the war would be over before the end of 1945.  At this 
stage of the war, no one could see that happening because there was still a great deal of fighting going 
on in the Philippines and in many other places in the Pacific. 

Sometime around Christmas 1944, the U.S.S. Tazewell sailed from Saipan back to San Francisco.  At that 
time, the duty on the attack transport did not seem so bad, however this would change very drastically 
as time went by. 

The U.S.S. Tazewell only stayed in Frisco for about two days and then we sailed up to Seattle, 
Washington.  However, I did get to talk to my future “bride” while in California by phone, and again while 
in Seattle. I even had time to do some Christmas shopping in San Francisco and send some presents 
home. 

Taking the Wabash to West 
Coast 1944 



10 
 

We loaded troops in Seattle the day after New Years, January 2, 1945, and we were told that we were 
heading for Pearl Harbor. We reached Pearl Harbor on January 10, 1945 and the next day my brother 
Gene came aboard my ship for a visit. On Sunday, January 14, Gene and I spent nearly all day together 
in Honolulu going to church and taking pictures on the beach. This was the first time in nearly three years 
that we had seen each other. 

My ship only stayed at Pearl Harbor for a few more days taking on supplies and more troops, so Gene 
and I didn't get together against before we pulled out to sea, heading farther toward the war zones. The 
first stop was at Eniwetok, in the Marshall Islands, a place I had been before on the battleship just four 
months before. Little did I know then that I would be back there so soon. We only stayed at Eniwetok a 
few days and sailed farther west to the island of Palau where we dropped off our troops. There were still 
a great number of enemy troops on Palau and surrounding islands who had to be dealt with. 

From the island of Palau, the ship sailed across the Ocean to Leyte Gulf in the Philippines. The time of 
year now is February, 1945, the month that our troops finally captured the city of Manila. I remember 
how beautiful the harbor at Leyte looked with all the low mountains surrounding it, and when we pulled 
into the harbor it was all lit up, even though a war was not too far away. In fact, there were still many 
Japanese troops up in the mountains. I knew my brother Harry was close by but I had no way of 
contacting him. I could see the city of Dulag with a little church that had been bombed and all the trees 
looked like telephone poles because all of their branches had been ripped off by the shelling that had 
taken place during the American invasion. After being in port about six days, I went ashore. I think the 
surprising part was the horrible conditions that were left for the Natives. They were very friendly people, 
and I'm sure they were glad to be out from under the Japanese “yoke”. The little four- and five-year-old 
boys would dive into the harbor for nickels or dimes and those little guys would go down real deep, ten 
or twelve feet, get those coins before they hit the bottom of the harbor. 

On March 6 our First Lieutenant committed suicide using his own gun. Perhaps he had a letter from back 
home that caused him to do such a thing. 

I referred to my diary that I kept since January 1, 1945 and it said that we spent from February 9 until 
March 20 in Leyte before going to the Ryukyu Islands, just 
350 miles from Japan. We were part of a task force of 
about 20 ships which was made up of small carriers, attack 
transports and escort ships. The Ryukyu Islands were the 
only group that really belonged to the Japanese Empire, 
so when we invaded them, was the first time our forces 
had landed on Japanese territory. 

Okinawa Island was the real target, however, the U.S.S. 
Tazewell had landed troops on the island south of 
Okinawa. This island was a sea plane base the Japanese 
were holding and very important for our scouting planes, 
such as the big PBY's. 

The next island where we landed troops was an island called Ie Shima. This was where Ernie Pyle was 
killed. Ernie Pyle was the American Gl's friend. He reported back home on the many hardships that all 
the soldiers, sailors and marines had to go through during the war in the Pacific, and he was right on 

Norman and Gene in Honolulu, January 1945 
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front lines with the men. 

I remember during the invasion of these islands how the Japanese suicide pilots would crash-land their 
planes on any ship, at any time and any place they could find a target. I don’t remember how many ships 
they hit but there were many, many of our ships that were hit during the 35 days that we took part in 
the operation off Okinawa. 

I found out after the war ended that my brother Harry was just a short distance from me on the island 
of Okinawa, however I didn't know it at the time. 

The 35 days I spent during the invasion of the Ryukyu's had to be the worst days I spent anywhere during 
my four years in the Navy. Every day and every night we were constantly under attack by the Japanese 
suicide planes. I thanked God many, many times for sparing my ship. My battle station was the auxiliary 
radio station on the top deck of the ship, and I was the only one in there. I could hear the Japanese 
planes and gun fire from the ships and shore batteries, but I couldn't see anything because I had to keep 
all the hatches closed. I have to confess. though, I did open the hatches a few times just to have a look. 
One day when things were quiet, I looked down into the harbor where we were anchored and there I 
saw part of a Japanese plane float with a dead pilot hanging on the wreckage. Some of the sailors on the 
ship were trying to fish parts of the wreckage and the Japanese pilot's body out of the water for 
souvenirs. NOT ME! 

President Roosevelt died in April of 1945 while we were fighting at Okinawa. Vice President Truman took 
over and later that year in August, made the decision to drop the Atomic bombs on Japan. Thus, savings 
the lives of many Americans, it was estimated that there would have been 500,000 casualties if we had 
invaded Japan, and I always thought I would have been one of those 500,000.Another time as my ship 
was anchored in the harbor at Okinawa, the Japanese shore batteries started shelling the ship, so we 
had to move farther out into the harbor to get out of range. We had just anchored when the Japanese 
suicide plane hit a merchant ship just a mile away from our ship. It blew up and sank in about ten 
minutes. We sent our landing boats over to pick up survivors but there were none to be found. 

Finally, word came that the U.S.S. Tazewell and some of the other ships were heading back to Saipan. 
The talk was that we were headed to Pearl Harbor from Saipan. Some said we were going back to the 
good ole USA - as it turned out we did both. 

While the ship was in Saipan, word came on May 8. 1945 that the war in Europe was officially over. On 
May 21 we got orders to return to San Francisco. It was hard to believe, but we were going back home. 
I said a lot of prayers of thanksgiving. 

We arrived in San Francisco on June 9, 1945 and that was the best feeling, not only for me but for every 
sailor on our ship. Everyone went on liberty the next day, and I made a phone call to my future wife, 
Verda Marie. It was the first time I heard her voice since I left Seattle in January. That was just over six 
months. 

As the Tazewell needed some repairs, we only stayed in San Francisco for two days and the sailed up the 
coast to Seattle. Everyone was given a 10 day leave and I decided to try my luck at hitching a ride on 
some Army planes with pilots who were returning from Alaska after ferrying aircraft up to Alaska. I got 
a flight from Seattle but got bumped off the plane up in Great Falls, Montana. I nearly froze to death that 
night in an unheated barracks. The next day I got another plane to Kansas City and I couldn't get a plane 
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out of there so instead I took the Old Wabash train to St. Charles. Mo. Since I only had a 10 day leave, I 
only had five days left at home. However, they were very happy days because I got to spend most of my 
time with my future bride. 

My trip back to Seattle went like this. . . I hitched a plane ride on a private 
plane which was owned by a defense contractor at Lambert field. The plane 
was going to St. Paul, and I figured I could always take there if I couldn't get a 
plane. It so happened I couldn't get a plane from St. Paul to Seattle so I settled 
for the train. It was the most beautiful train ride I have ever taken. The train 
went through Northern Rockies and the Cascade Mountains into Washington 
State. I arrived in Seattle in plenty of time, depressed to be back there but 
thankful for the time I had at home. 

On June 27 we loaded troops and sailed that evening with our first stop at 
Eniwetok in the Marshall Islands again. This would be about four or five times 
that I had been on this island, so it was nothing new to see. We only stayed 
there one night and then it was off to Saipan again. From Saipan we went to 
Tinian, right next to Saipan, to unload troops, and then it was back to Saipan. Two days later we received 
orders to go back to the United States. It was hard to realize that there were many, many soldiers, sailors 
and marines still dying not too far from where we were. The sailors on my ship, the ones who had been 
through battles before, were thankful that we were returning to the States. 

The “Big Three” meeting was taking place as we were returning 
to the States. The United States had put out peace-feelers to the 
Japanese about this time, too. The Japanese refused them. The 
“Big Three” mentioned were President Truman, Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill (England) and Joseph Stalin (Russia).  During 
our trip back to the States on July 28. orders came that we were 
to go to San Pedro California instead of San Francisco. We arrived 
on July 30 and we all got liberty so sent a telegram to my wife to 
be.  On August 5, 1945, on the telephone, I proposed to Verda 
Marie the idea of getting married if I was lucky enough to get 
leave from the ship. I got my leave and Verda said yes to the idea of getting married on August 14. On 

August 8, I boarded a plane to St. Louis and arrived at 7:30 am on August 9.  
As usual, my sister Helen and my brother-in-law, Art, met me at the airport to 
take me to St. Charles.  Verda and her mom and dad made all the wedding 
arrangements and they had to rush to put everything together. Verda and I 
were married at St. Peters Catholic Church at 10:00 on August 14, 1945, and 
the Japanese surrendered at the same time we were having our wedding 
reception at the American Legion Hall on Third Street in St. Charles. 

With only a 10-day leave, it wasn't possible to go very far, so we spent our 
honeymoon at Cobblestone Lodge in Cuba, Missouri. I wired for an extension 
of my leave but I didn't hear anything back my ship. The rule was, if you didn't 
hear anything that meant there would be no leave extension. (I must mention 
that Essie and Print, my sister and brother-in-law, lent us their car for our 
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honeymoon.) 

One of the hardest times of my life was when I had to return to my ship after our honeymoon.  Knowing 
the war was over and the time was at hand when I could get out of the Navy made me very unhappy. 
However, having to go back aboard my ship it was uncertain how things were going to work out for me.  
I had more than enough time and “points” to get out, I was sure of that. As it turned out, I another two 
months in the Navy, and make one more trip to the Philippines. 

The ship was loaded with troops and we left San Pedro for Manila on August 26. The U.S.S. Tazewell was 
about half way to Manila when the Navy gave the order to discharge more sailors with enough “points”. 
That meant I could get out of the Navy, however since I couldn't walk on water, I had to ride the rest of 
the way to Manila. 

On September 1, we heard the Japanese surrender in a ceremony over the radio aboard the ship, and 
that didn't help my morale. I was counting down the days until I could return to the States. The ship 
stopped at Eniwetok again to refuel and take on supplies and then continue on to Manila. A couple of 
days after leaving Eniwetok, we ran into some rough seas. The edge of a typhoon to be exact. That was 
another experience I could have done without. We arrived in Manila Bay on September 18, and got to 
see the mast of the sunken ships sticking up out of the water in the Bay. These were ships that had sunk 
during the invasion. Three days after arriving in Manila, I was told I could no longer stay on the U.S.S. 
Tazewell. Instead, I had to go to the Receiving Station at Cavite on the Island of Corrigidor and wait for a 
ship to go home.  What a mess I found there. There were several thousand sailors just like me, waiting 
for transportation back to the States. The “chow” lines were three and four blocks long and it rained 
nearly every day! 

On September 29 I finally boarded a ship called the Sea Perch which was to carry me back to the United 
States for good. The ship had to stop at Eniwetok because one of the sailors got sick and had to be 
hospitalized. We left there the next morning, hoping that would be our last stop before we got to the 
United States. 

The Sea Perch entered the San Francisco Bay at night on October 18. 1 was asleep so I didn't get to see 
the lights of San Francisco at night. We left the ship the next day for Treasure Island Naval Station. 
Everyone was given liberty so I sent my wife a telegram just to let her know I was back in the U.S.A. The 
next day I called again to let her know approximately when to expect me in St. Louis. 

I waited for a train to take me to St. Louis and the Naval Air Station at Lambert Field to be discharged 
from the Navy. I boarded the train at 1:00 am on Tuesday, October 22 and arrived at Union Station on 
Friday, October 28 where I boarded a bus for Lambert Field. My sweetheart and her parents were there 
to meet me. I was a little embarrassed to let them see me because I hadn't had a shave or a shower for 
four days, and I wondered what they would think of me when they saw me. True love prevailed and 
everyone still loved me just the way I looked. 

 

I WAS DISCHARGED ON OCTOBER 29, 1945 . . . FOUR YEARS, SEVEN DAYS AND SO MANY HOURS FROM 
THE DAY I ENLISTED ON OCTOBER 22, 1941. 

 

“THAT MY CHILDREN IS THE STORY OF MY FOUR YEARS IN THE UNITED STATES NAVY” 
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The USS Tazewell. I made several trips 
across the Pacific ocean on this attack 
transport, landing troops and trying to stay 
away from the Japanese airplanes. None 
ever hit, but came real close. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Battleship USS Massachusetts is 
permanently berthed at Battleship Cove in 
Fall River, Massachusetts, where is serves 
as the Commonwealth’s Memorial to the 
valiant men of the Armed Forces who gave 
their lives in World War Two. USS 
Massachusetts received eleven battle stars 
for World War II service and earned a 
reputation as a "Work Horse of the Fleet". 
During World War II, no United States Navy 
personnel were killed in action while 
aboard Massachusetts. It is said that "Big 
Mamie" fired both the first US Navy 16-inch 
shells of World War II (at the Vichy French battleship Jean Bart in the Naval Battle of Casablanca during 
Operation Torch); and the last (at a Japanese steel works at Hamamatsu), hours before the war ended. 
During her 39 months of wartime service, she steamed 225,000 miles and participated in 35 major 
engagements. The 35,000-ton ship had a crew of 2400 officers and men and officially joined the US Navy 
on May 12, 1942, the day of her commissioning. (Editor’s note: Norman Plume was present at the 
commissioning ceremony.) 
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