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In 2019 the St. Charles County Veterans Museum had the honor 
of conducting a video interview with Alfred Grossmann, US Navy 
Veteran.  The following is a transcript of over two hours of video 
footage: 

Alfred Grossmann, In His Own Words 

My father was August Grossmann (1888-1974).   My mother was 
Petra Grossmann (1898-1983). I was born in Mexico and raised 
in St. Louis in a neighborhood where everyone went to church or 
Sunday School or both.  I met Wanda Mae Shearholdt, a student 
Navy Nurse at a USO dance in Springfield, MO and eventually 

married her after the War.  I graduated from a vocational high school in St. Louis in 1942.  
In December 1941, my last year of high school, the War broke out.   

The government needed all the war production they could get.  They made a deal with 
the machine shop at our school.  We had about 40-50 students in the class.  I’m not 
bragging, but I was the top student in the class.  So, they gave me special permission to 
not attend class anymore because my grades were way up there.  They asked me to go to 
work at a company, in a machine shop, making supplies for the war effort.  I thought I’d 
do this for a while, but I wanted to go into the Navy. I went to work for Defiance Machine 
Company making metal parts for the government.  I had experience with machinery.  My 
Dad was a powerplant engineer.  I used to go with him to work from time to time, so I 
knew virtually everything about machinery, steam turbines and internal combustion 
equipment. 

Navy Bound 

I was always interested in the Navy.  My Dad had served 
in the British Merchant Marine and German Imperial 
Navy prior to World War I.  When the war broke out, he 
was in the Merchant Marine on a British ship.  When 
the ship entered South Hampton England, all the 
German sailors were taken prisoners and sent to a prison camp in Australia.  Because he 
told so many sea stories, it influenced me to join the Navy.  In October 1942, I enlisted in 
the Navy and was off to boot camp at Great Lakes Naval Training Station in Northern 
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Illinois.  My Dad was not a very emotional man.  He was born in Germany and just didn’t 
show much emotion.  When he and my mother and two sisters dropped me off at Union 
Station for the trip to the boot camp, it was the only time in my life I ever saw a tear in 
his eye.  I was so joyful to be going in the Navy, I never had time for 
tears. 

It was in November 1942.  It was so cold that year!  The temperature 
got down to twenty below zero!  We couldn’t train outside, so we 
had to do something to meet the training requirements.  And they 
ran out of peacoats.  Everybody was freezing to death.  So, we would 
run outside and do our exercises for 15-20 minutes and get back 
inside again.  We didn’t get our peacoats until two weeks later.  So 
that was my first experience in the Navy.  We would wash our 
clothes and hang them up to dry.  They didn’t dry, that just FROZE! 

My First Ship 

By this time, I had gotten two promotions already.  I was a Fireman Second Class and they 
skipped Fireman First Class and moved me to Machinist Mate Second Class.  I was 
transferred to New York to my first ship.  All of my time in the Navy was spent on four 
different ships and on loan to one more.  The first ship was PC 1232 which was a 
submarine chaser.  The U-boats were sinking so many of the ships.  It takes a long time to 
build a destroyer and it required a crew of about three-hundred men.  Destroyers had 
steam turbines that could cut through the water at 25-30 knots which was great.  But a 
sub under water only goes about 8 or 9 knots below the surface.  So, the subchasers and 
destroyer escorts were designed at a much lesser cost than destroyers.  They built PC sub 
chasers powered by diesel engines and that is what I was assigned to.  I was in the engine 
room of course. 

Our Ship Broke 

When we were out of New York harbor 2-3 days, we detected a submarine on SONAR.  
The Captain, I guess, was pretty new, or he was nervous, made a terrible mistake.  He 
ordered the gunners mate to set the depth charges as shallow as possible.  We called 
depth charges “ash cans”.  Let me tell you something about these ash cans because this 
is important.  On the end they had this brass knob that you would turn to set the explosion 
depth.  The captain ordered they be set on shallow.  So, they were set on shallow.  They 
were set on racks on the stern of the ship.  There were about twelve on the rack.  They’d 
roll off the stern and they were supposed to go down and blow up the sub.  Well, 
somebody didn’t read the rules right or got their instructions fouled up.  

Boot Camp, Great Lakes, 1942 
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So, I’m down in the engine room.  (I’m in charge of the engine room).  They begin to drop 
the depth charges one by one.  I thought, “Boy, this submarine is fighting back because 
we’re getting hit.”  The whole ship was just shaking, it was falling apart.  “Wham, Wham, 
Wham!” The welded plates are breaking, and the ocean is coming in.  I can swim, but not 
that well.  The one thing we got on the ships below are wooden plugs, which are about 
eight inches round.  But our wooden plugs couldn’t work because the welded plates were 
splitting apart.   I thought, “Wait a minute, these aren’t torpedoes.  What’s going on?”  
Pretty soon the word comes down what was going on.  We were blowing ourselves up 
with these ashcans.  We were moving along, and they were getting sucked under the ship 
and WHAM!  They were going off.  One good thing that did happen or rather didn’t 
happen when they went off, was that they were forward of the propellers.  If they had 
been further back, I would now be talking to Davey Jones. So, we took all the mattresses 
we could find and laid them over the split sections and  propped the wood planks against 
them tight, against the damaged, leaking plates and that pretty much slowed down the 
flow of water.  It didn’t stop it completely.  We turned on the bilge pumps but that was 
not taking out the water fast enough.  So, we took out the handy billy.  A handy billy is 
used by damage control parties and has about a three-horsepower motor and pump.  We 
connected the hose and threw it over the side.  This got us about even.  We were pumping 
out, about as fast as it was coming in.  We steamed back to New York as fast as we could.  
On the way in, the Queen Mary passed us going into the harbor.  It was so fast it didn’t 
even need an escort.  We made it to New York and the next day went in to the drydock.  
The whole crew got transferred off that ship.  Whether the captain got court-martialed 
or not, I don’t know.  But he should have been.  I always wondered what the U-boat 
captain told his German Admiralty in Berlin.  Did he tell the truth or say they sunk us? That 
was my first ship, the PC 1232. 

New Sub Chaser 

Eventually I got out to California and was assigned to PC 787.  Now this ship was a little 
different than the previous ship.  It had more modern equipment on it.  This ship carried 
newer depth charges. These depth charges were shaped like teardrops and when you 
dropped these depth charges, they went straight down, unlike the old ash cans that were 
at the mercy of the current and the ocean.  On this ship we also had K-guns.  They were 
shaped like the letter “K”.  The K-guns have an explosive charge that shoots the depth 
charge out to wherever the target is.  So that was nice.  It got them out away from the 
ship.  So, we went on patrol in the North and East Pacific, not too far from the United 
States coastline.  
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Officer Training School 

At the time the Navy was building ships faster than they had officers coming into the 
ranks.  So, they did some testing, and they took the brightest and the best and sent them 
to Officer’s Training School (OTS).  That is what happened to me.  I was picked as one of 
the brightest and best, I guess.  I was sent to OTS in Asbury Park, New Jersey.  This was in 
about late 1942.  I was there about two weeks, and everybody had to take a physical 
exam.  I went into this doctor’s office.  I’m standing there bare-butt naked like they do 
and he’s checking me out and he says open your mouth.  He said, “You got a missing 
tooth.  You are missing one back there.”  I said, “Yes, I had one pulled back there.”  He 
said, “Have all of your wisdom teeth come in?  I’m not supposed to accept you with a 
missing tooth”.  He says, “Here you are standing here like a Greek God.  I can’t turn you 
down, but I can’t accept you either.  I got to have special permission.”  So, he calls the 
Admiral in charge of the area.  He talks to him about this “Greek God” standing in front of 
him.  The Admiral says, “Greek God or not, he doesn’t meet the requirements with a 
missing tooth so send him back.”  And that’s what happened! 

Diesel Specialist 

So, I was sent back to New York.  I was assigned to the USS Sapelo, a World War I Navy 
tanker that was a monstrous ship.  It carried a five-inch gun forward and carried 40 mm 
antiaircraft guns as well.  I thought, why am I assigned to this ship, since it is powered by 
a large steam engine.  The reason they put me aboard was that I was a specialist on diesel 
engines.  But they didn’t have a single diesel engine aboard this ship.  But it turned out 
we were in a convoy going to North Africa to supply General Patton’s Army with fuel.  
There were eight merchant ships, seven of which were powered by diesel engines.  They 
were merchant ships, but they really belonged to the Army.  Each ship had a sailor 
signalman and an Army radioman on board.  Apparently, the Navy didn’t trust the Army.  
I really didn’t have anything to do except wander around on this ship. 

Cherry Pie Thief 

I got into a little trouble.  You probably don’t want to hear about that.  Okay, I’ll tell you.  
I was walking through the galley.  The baker had just finished baking a beautiful pie and 
set it on an open porthole to let it cool off.  I said, “Oh my, that cherry pie looks good.”  
This was of course baked for the officers.  I don’t get any cherry pie.  My cunning mind 
starts to work.  They say an idle mind is the devil’s workshop.  I was very idle.  So, the devil 
put it to work.  Go steal that pie.  I told two other sailors and they said, “Al, you’re going 
to get in trouble.”  And I said, “Only if I’m caught.”  They said, “You might get caught.”  I 
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said, “I’m not going to get caught.”  They said, “If you go through that galley to get that 
pie, they are going to catch you.”  I said, “I’m not going through that galley.  I’m going to 
go outside of the ship to get to the galley.”  They said, “How are you going to get outside 
the ship?” I said, “Watch.” 

There was an empty compartment next to the galley and it had a porthole.  There was 
really nothing in the empty compartment.  I said, “You watch, guys.”  Now remember this 
was a World War I ship.  Those plates were not welded together.  They were riveted.  So, 
where the plates overlap, they have little ridges that go all around the ship.  And there 
were hand holds, I guess, from when they were manufactured.  I’m not sure, but they 
were there.  So, I climbed out this porthole very carefully and inched along on the outside 
of the ship.  We’re out in the Atlantic Ocean, by the way, and going so fast on this ship it 
took your breath away.  I think it was nine miles an hour.  So, I got to the porthole and 
see this pie sticking out and I thought I got to get it before they get it.  “They” meaning 
the bakers.  So, as I start to grab ahold of the pie, I look in and there’s the baker looking 
straight at me.  What do I do now?  I grabbed the pie anyhow.  He looked at me with his 
mouth wide open.  Here I am juggling this pie while inching my way back to the other 
porthole.  I handed it to the guys and said, “Take it before I fall into the ocean.”  They said, 
“No way.”  So, they either take the pie, or I fall in the ocean.  So, they took the pie.  I 
crawled back inside.  Ya know (sic) we enjoyed that pie so much.  We couldn’t eat any 
supper if they served it, we were so full of cherry pie.  That was naughty, naughty! 

Wolf Pack 

We were going across the ocean in this convoy.  I don’t know how many subs tracked us, 
but we detected them all around us.  Whoa!  We had four ships protecting us.  Two were 
destroyer escorts and two were destroyers.  One was the John Paul Jones.  (Editor’s note: 
John Paul Jones DD-230 was a Clemson-class destroyer in the United States Navy during 
World War I).  So they are circling around looking for the U-boats. We were out to sea 
two days when we get a message.  A ship is broken down.  Stopped dead in the ocean.  
That is not a good thing at all.  The convoy, fleet commander said, “Well, this is why we 
got Grossmann here.  Send him over to the ship and see what he can do.”  So, they put 
me on a rubber raft and are lowering me down, and I look at the water and it’s not very 
friendly.  It was angry.  It was the North Atlantic.  It was pretty rough.  I’m getting lower 
and lower, and I unhook the cables and what do I have for propulsion?  A paddle.  The 
waves go way up, way down and I say, this is time for strong prayer.  So, there was strong 
prayer being issued by me.  I started paddling.   
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Many ships have bumper rails.  The reason they have these bumper rails is for when they 
dock.  I noticed the other ship didn’t go up and down the same time I did.  We were not 
synchronized.  The ocean was not very cooperative, just acted with its own mind.  If I 
didn’t time it right, if I went down and the bumper rail was coming up, it would flip me 
out.  The sailors on the stricken ship watching me with life preservers saw the same thing.  
I got close and paddled really fast and the guys threw down some lines and pulled me up.  
So that was quite an experience. 

Gunked Up Oil Filters 

On board, I met with the Chief Engineer and the Captain.  He kind of looked at me first.  
He was expecting a 35-year-old man, not a nineteen-year-old kid standing there.  He said, 
you are the specialist.  I said, “Yes.”  So, he looked at the Chief and said, “You do 
everything he tells you to do.”  So, this Chief Engineer said, “Yes Sir.”  They took me down 
to the engine room right away.  Of course, everything is dead, nothing is running.  I knew 
what the problem was then.  I had brought my ditty bag.  A ditty bag is just a small bag 
that every sailor carries his personal things in, his toothbrush, toothpaste, shaving cream.  
You got to have a ditty bag, or you are out of uniform.  We’re in the engine room and I 
said to the Chief Engineer, “Have somebody take one of the pumps out of the engine.  I 
want to look at it.”  He turned around and told this guy, “You do everything he tells you.”  
I think he was embarrassed because he was about forty years old.  He was mad.  They 
took the pump off.  I looked at it and sure enough it was all jammed up with gunk.  What 
had happened is whomever the Navy had bought the fuel from sold the Navy gunk, the 
bottom of the barrel and charged them plenty for it.  The ship can’t run on gunk.  I told 
the guys in charge to go over and take the covers off the filter.  These are great big filters 
not like filters on your car.  They do the same thing but great big filters.  They took the 
cover off and sure enough everything was loaded with gunk.  I said, “Get those filters out 
of there, put new ones in and flush everything out.  Take all the nozzles off the engine and 
bring them to me and put new ones on.  They had two eight-cylinder engines with sixteen 
nozzles, but they only had six replacements.  We were short ten.  I said, “Where are you 
reserve nozzles?” and they said, “We don’t have any.”  I said, “Bring them all over to the 
wash shop.”  They did have a nice wash shop.  So, I cleaned them.  While we were stopped 
dead, the Germans were all around us.  Fortunately, the John Paul Jones and the other 
destroyers were circling around us.  I cleaned the inside which was scarred.  I thought, 
these things are usually like highly polished glass to work right.  I asked the man in charge, 
“Where is your lapping (polishing) compound?”  He said, “We ain’t got any.”  I thought, 
“Hah, my ditty bag to the rescue.”  I used tooth powder and you know it worked.  I got 
them looking like glass.  I put everything on, the injectors and said, “Signal to the Captain 
that everything is ready to run.  First, he gave the order to start up the engines.  They 
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started right away.  He notified the Commander of the convoy we are ready to go.  Off we 
go. 

I was onboard that ship for 24 hours.  But the Commander wanted me back aboard the 
USS Sapelo in case another ship broke down.  So, they put me back on my life raft and I 
go paddling back along the Sapelo.  It’s thirty feet up; It’s a big ship, but they pulled me 
up.  And I guess they realized they had risked the whole convoy and my life and maybe 
they could do something different in case this happened again.  So, we moved along and 
sure enough, two days later, another one breaks down.  So, they decided I would be 
transferred to the John Paul Jones first, via a Boatswains chair.  You do this with a little 
cannon.  You put the powder in it and shoot a ball with a line attached to it and direct it 
to the other ship.  So, they got the line to the John Paul Jones and were going to transfer 
me to that ship.  But now the ocean is worse than it was before.  The two ships are going 
whoop, whoop.  They got me in the Boatswain chair which is nothing more than a small 
wooden frame with canvas.  My legs were hanging out. 

On Alert on the John Paul Jones 

It was decided I’d be stationed on the John Paul Jones (JPJ) to keep the convoy moving.  
Another merchant ship became disabled.  I went immediately to the merchant ship from 
the JPJ and it was the same story.  The Captain and the Chief Engineer were a little more 
appreciative, but they didn’t like it either having this 19-year-old snot nose kid telling 
them what to do.  But this snot nose kid knew exactly what to do so they had better listen 
to me, which they did.  After I got them back going again, the Captain said, “I’m not letting 
you go back to your ship in case mine breaks down again.”  I said, “I’m not sure you have 
much choice.”  He said, “I’m not going to let you go.”  He signaled the JPJ saying he wanted 
to keep me in case something else breaks down.  The Captain of the JPJ didn’t like it but 
he agreed to it.  While I was on this merchant ship, somebody ordered the convoy to 
separate.  One half going to North Africa and the other half going to Europe because at 
this time the Germans were pulling out of North Africa and it looked like Patton would be 
moving to Italy. 

Al Leads the Invasion of Portugal 

So, we continued on to North Africa in the Mediterranean Sea and we got to the Azores.  
Portugal is not at war with anyone, nor did they want to be at war.  The crew of the 
merchant ship decided to go into town in the Azores.  But they didn’t have any local 
money.  They had to get some local money called “scooters.”  I got ashore and the bank 
was closed.  I looked down the street and saw the American Consulate.  I went inside and 
there was an attractive secretary sitting behind the desk smiling.  I’m not sure if she was 
smiling at me or laughing inside at me thinking what are you doing here?  She said, “Can 
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I help you, Sir?”  I said, “I am an American sailor.  She said, “Yes, I can see that.  I said, “I’d 
like to see the American Consulate.”  She said, “What about?”  I said, “I need some 
scooters.”  Her smile broke into a laugh.  She said, “They are not scooters, they are 
“escudos.”   

I waited about ten minutes and went in to see the Consulate.  He was a youngish guy 
about 35.  He said, “What are you doing here?”  I explained, “I want to trade some of my 
American Money for escudos.”  He said, “You’re not supposed to be here?”  He was angry 
with me.  He said, “How did you get here?”  I said, “I was assigned to the JPS.”  He said, 
“You are an American sailor on a merchant ship.  A merchant ship is not military! What 
are you doing on a merchant ship?”  So, I explained to him.  He said, “Do you realize you 
have just broken the neutrality of this country!  You have invaded this country by force?  
You are part of a military organization!  This could start a war.”  I said, “I’m not carrying a 
gun.”  He noticed, “You are carrying a weapon.”  Sure enough, I was carrying my big Navy 
knife.  Then he kind of softened up a bit.  He said, “Look, I’ll give you a few escudos for 
your money.  If you’re going to walk around, you are still in Portuguese territory.  Get that 
knife out of sight.”  So, I stuck it down inside of my pants where you couldn’t see it and I 
walked around trying to find a place to buy a souvenir, but all the shops were closing up, 
so I went back to the ship.  I won’t forget that experience.  I was a one-man invasion of 
Portugal. 

American Picnic 

Now I’m back aboard the JPJ.  I’m topside looking out at the Straits of Gibraltar.  The ocean 
was a beautiful blue.  We went on to the Port of Oran, Algeria which is a dry desolate part 
of North Africa, now under the control of the American Army.  We were low on supplies 
since we were at sea for twenty-two days.  We were eating from the bottom of the barrel.  
We had permission to go ashore for a few hours.  I went ashore with a friend of mine.  We 
went looking for a coke.  We saw two soldiers walking together and asked one of them if 
there was any place, we could get a coke.  One of the soldiers was apparently an officer 
and called over to his Sargent and said to him, “Open the canteen and give these two men 
each a coke.”  The Sergeant said, “Yes, Sir!” and led us to a temporary building, unlocked 
the door and ushered us inside.  After the door was closed the Sargent turned to us and 
said, “You don’t know how privileged you are to have this canteen opened for you during 
off hours!”  He took us to a coke machine which required a nickel from each of us.  Those 
cokes were so refreshing because they were ice cold.  We thanked the Sergeant profusely. 

Later more sailors from JPJ came ashore.  We played ball for a while and then we had a 
picnic.  The food was spread out on a giant rock that had a 4 by 8-foot flat top on it. We 
had a big loaf of freshly baked bread.  It was so good.  We also had a big block of cheese 
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and spam.  I know people laugh at Spam, but I think Spam is good.  You either eat Spam 
or you starve, take your pick.  So, we made these big sandwiches.  We were eating and 
my friend says, “Hey Al, somebody is watching us.”  I looked over and saw these two pairs 
of eyes behind a wall watching us.  They were two Arab boys about twelve years old.  They 
were probably starving so we waved them over.  They were so emaciated.  Now I speak 
fluent Spanish.  These boys were walking over and the tall one in Spanish says to the 
shorter one, “These Americans are sons of bitches.”  I didn’t say anything.  I had this great 
big knife I was cutting with.  My buddy whose name is also Al says, “Al, what did they 
say?”  I picked up my knife and they are about twelve feet away and in Spanish I said, “So 
we’re a bunch of sons of bitches, are we?”  They turned and scampered quickly away and 
out of the fort.  They disappeared.  I finished making the sandwich when Al says, “Hey Al, 
they’re back again.”  We waved to them to come over.  They are now walking in unison 
and speaking in English, repeating, “Americans good, Germans bad, Americans good, 
Germans bad.”  We gave them a big sandwich and they were gone.  That was our 
experience in North Africa. 

The Pacific 

We went back to New York and I was then sent to, Texas.  The last ship I was on was a 
Landing Ship Medium (LSM) which were amphibious assault ships of the United States 
Navy in World War II.  We could carry three big tanks or five medium tanks and the 
Marines that went along with them.  There were about fifty-five crew members and 
officers onboard.  Before the ship sailed, the Captain gathered everybody on deck, lined 
them up on the outside and announced, “This ship will honor God.  There will be Sunday 
service every Sunday morning aboard this ship.”  That was an order.  That was great!  Later 
on, we’d see this was a good thing.  We were off into the Gulf of Mexico, the Panama 
Canal and to Pearl Harbor.  At Pearl Harbor, we picked up Marines, tanks and all their 
equipment and sailed for Saipan.  The trip took a long time.  We got to Saipan and 
unloaded the tanks and equipment and then we docked there for a while. 

One of the men in the engine room was named 
John Luettner from Pennsylvania.  John wore 
size thirteen shoes which were special order.  
Everyone called John by the nickname, “Feet”.  
So, one evening I said to Feet, “Let’s go out and 
take a walk along the shore.  So, we walked 
along on the shore, and the water was so clear; 
it was like looking through glass.  We looked 
down and there were these great big starfish LSM-478 Off the Coast of Japan 1945 
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moving along slowly.  I had never seen such great big starfish.  I said, “I’m going to get me 
one of those starfish.”  He said, “What are you going to do with it?  You can’t have it 
onboard, and you can’t eat it!”  I said, “No, I’m going to dry this thing out and send it to 
my mother.  It will be like a souvenir for her.”  I was going to take it down in the engine 
room and wire it in front of one of these great big ventilators where the air is sucked in 
and it will dry out this starfish.  I got back on board and I got my wire out and wired it onto 
the register to dry it out. 

USS Stinky Ship 

The next morning the Marines came back onboard with a few Japanese prisoners they 
had captured.  These guys (Japanese) were so skinny.  They looked like they hadn’t eaten 
in a week.  They were in bad, bad shape.  So, we used these prisoners to bring supplies 
aboard our ship.  The Marines are big, bulked up and the Japanese are skinny and 
undernourished, but they are carrying the barrels and supplies doubled down up the 
gangplank.  Well, their personal habits are different than ours.  When they urinate, they 
urinate wherever they are even aboard our ship.  “I can’t believe it.  They are urinating on 
our ship that we work so hard to keep clean!  So, the Captain went to the Marine Major 
and gave them buckets and mops to clean the ship. 

These Japanese prisoners were so hungry.  When we are finished eating, we have three 
trash cans.  In the first one, you dump your leftovers, the second one is soap and water 
and the third a rinse.  Then the galley cleans them up.  As I walked towards these trash 
cans with my tray, there’s quite a bit of food left on it.  One of these prisoners breaks 
rank.  He looked at my tray, bows down and I think, the guy’s the enemy but so what!  
He’s not going to kill me.  I handed him my tray.  I didn’t have time to hand him utensils.  
He took the tray and brought it up to his face and mouth and just lapped everything up.  
He was so starved.  He handed back the tray absolutely clean and bows down.  I nod back 
to him and take the tray back to the trash cans. 

They cleaned the ship and built their own latrine on the shore.  So that night, I’m back in 
my compartment and I’m thinking, those guys didn’t do a good job cleaning up the ship 
because I can still smell some of it.  I’ll wait until tomorrow morning.  When I get out of 
my bunk in the morning, the smell is even worse.  What did these guys do?”  I told 
Luettner, “Let’s look at all the empty compartments.  Maybe they used an empty 
compartment for a toilet, and we didn’t know it.”  We looked at the empty compartments 
and they are clean as a whistle.  I said, “Man alive, this ship stinks!” I went down to the 
engine room and Luettner is right next to me and there is the starfish.  It was blue; now it 
is pink.  Luettner looked at me and I looked at him and because I was in charge, I said 
“Don’t you ever tell anybody about this starfish.  There are only going to be two people 
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in this world who know what this stink was about, you and me and nobody else!”  He 
looked at me and said timidly, “Okay Al, okay!”  I got that starfish down and chucked it 
over the side. 

Okinawa 

There were several things that happened in Okinawa in one of the bloodiest battles in the 
south Pacific.  The oldest battleship in the Navy at the time was the USS Pennsylvania.  It 
was a big ship and had been in a lot of action.  The ship was going to be docked in Buchner 
Bay in Okinawa.  No other ship was allowed in Buchner Bay to make sure the Pennsylvania 
could go into the Bay without any problem and dock.  All of a sudden, and I don’t know 
where they came from to this day, but here came these Japanese fighter planes.  I said, 
“Holy Smoke, these are Japanese.   They’re not American.”  We began to generate smoke 
but by the time we started these guys are already past us.  They were after the 
Pennsylvania and they got it.  They hit it.  They didn’t sink it, but they destroyed the stern 
of the ship.  So, the ship was crippled.  There were four men killed.  This is why the Jap 
planes didn’t attack us because we were small fries compared to the USS Pennsylvania.  
This was two days before the end of the war.  I’m not sure whether it was bombs or a 
torpedo.   

Editor’s note: Pennsylvania departed for Okinawa, Japan on 24 JUL 1945.  En route she 
bombarded Wake Island on 1 August.  On 12 Aug. while at anchor in Buckner Bay in 
Okinawa, a Japanese torpedo bomber struck her flooding many compartments and 
causing her to settle at the stern.  On 18 Aug. she was towed out of Buckner Bay for Apra 
Harbor, Guam for repairs.  Arriving on 6 Sep. she had a large steel sheet welded to cover 
the torpedo hole so that she could return to the United States on her own power.  She 
departed Guam on 4 Oct. arriving at the Puget Sound Navy Yard under the escort of 
destroyer Walke and light cruiser Atlanta on 24 OCT.  Shaft problems en route caused her 
to enter Puget Sound with only one screw turning, but she completed the journey, 
nevertheless.  Okinawa was to be her final campaign in the war. 

Aborted Invasion 

This invasion fleet was so big as far as you could see, and you could see twenty miles.  You 
didn’t have to be up in the crow’s nest.  All of these ships were assembled to invade Japan.  
We had Marines on board and were ready to attack Japan and they dropped the bomb.  
We were on the way back to Pearly Harbor and taking some of the troops back with us.  
In the meantime, the War ended.  I had quite a few experiences in the South Pacific.  I 
can’t say we were in any battles where we fired at them or they fired at us.  We stayed 
away from some of the atolls which we knew the Japanese controlled. 



12 
 

Typhoon Louise 

We went back to Okinawa.  It’s about the last day of August or the first day of September 
1945.  We pulled into Okinawa.  We’re not in there very long when an emergency call 
comes in.  They say a typhoon is racing across the ocean and it’s the worst typhoon on 
record.  It was Typhoon Louise.  All capital ships need to leave the harbor and out to sea 
where they can escape the typhoon.  It turns out, a lot of them didn’t make it. The landing 
crafts, the LSMs stayed in the harbor.  They are different from most ships.  They have a 
forward anchor and an aft anchor.  With two anchors you could be landing at high tide.  
When the tide goes out and you need to pull out, the propellers are not going to move 
that ship.  That’s why you have an aft anchor.  You drop it and it hits the ground and pulls 
the ship back. 

Typhoon Louise hit us so hard.  I never had an experience like this.  It was like a 
sledgehammer hitting us.  WHAM!  Pounding on our ship.  The ship was bouncing up and 
down.  It was beyond description- the force of this wind.  They clocked it at 200 miles per 
hour, with 220 mile per hour gusts!  Nothing can withstand that, not even the destroyers.  
Three destroyers were sunk!  The following morning, I went out on the deck to see what 
was what.  Here’s what was what.  We looked at the Bay and the Bay was wiped clean.  
There was not a single ship on the water except one.  We were the only ship in the Bay.  
And I felt the Lord had watched over us.  The Captain had said this ship will honor God.  
He prayed.  I prayed.  So, prayer changes things.  We survived. Our anchors had held.   

Editor’s note: On 4-OCT 1945 a typhoon was spotted developing in the Caroline Islands 
and tracked as it moved on a predictable course to the northwest.  Although expected to 
pass into the East China Sea north of Formosa on 8 October, the storm unexpectedly 
veered north toward Okinawa. That evening the storm slowed down and just as it 
approached Okinawa, began to greatly increase in intensity.  The sudden shift of the storm 
caught many ships and small craft in the constricted waters of Buckner Bay (Nakagusuku 
Wan), and they were unable to escape to sea.  On 9 October, when the storm passed over 
the island, winds of 80 knots (92 miles per hour and 30-35 foot waves battered the ships 
and craft in the Bay and tore into the Quonset huts and buildings ashore.  A total of 12 
ships and craft were sunk, 222 grounded and 32 severely damaged.  Personnel casualties 
were 36 killed, 47 missing and 100 seriously injured.  Almost all the food, medical supplies 
and other stores were destroyed, over 80% of all housing and buildings knocked down, 
and all the military installations on the island were temporarily out of action.  Over 60 
planes were damaged as well, though most were repairable.  Although new supplies had 
been brought to the island by this time, and emergency mess halls and sleeping quarters 
built for all hands, the scale of the damage was still very large.  If the war had not ended 
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on 2 September, this damage, especially the grounding and damage to 107 amphibious 
craft (including the wrecking of four tank landing ships, two medium landing ships, a 
gunboat, and two infantry landing craft) would likely have seriously impacted the planned 
invasion of Japan (Operation Olympic). 

Occupying Japan/Hiroshima 

I was part of the occupation force that occupied Japan.  In the process we landed by 
Hiroshima.  We knew that Hiroshima had been bombed.  This was about two weeks later.  
I said to Luettner, “Let’s take a walk and see what Hiroshima looks like.”  We got off the 
ship and were walking down a cobblestone street and we heard in back of us, click, click, 
click, click.  We turned around and there was a bunch of little kids about 30-40 of them 
and they wanted to be friendly to us.  The Japanese cannot say “Hello”.  They cannot 
pronounce the letter “L”.  There are certain words they cannot say.  On Okinawa, the 
password for the Marines was “lollipop.”  If Japanese were coming toward American 
soldiers and they said “rorripop” it was the last word they ever spoke. 

We felt kind of sorry for these little kids following us.  We have our uniforms full of candy 
bars to make trades with them.  This one little boy approached me and was crying.  He 
was starving.  He was with his father.  I tried to talk to him in English and sign language 
and handed the boy a candy bar.  He took it and the father pushed the boy’s head down 
three times bowing to me to show his appreciation. I gave a candy bar to his brother and 
the father also bowed to me, thanking me for it.   

We got to Hiroshima and whatever pictures you see of Hiroshima, that is exactly what it 
looked like.  TOTAL devastation!  Except for one building.  It was a two or three- story 
building.  It was pure white.  It looked like a bank.  I‘m not sure what it was, but it looked 
like a bank.  I looked at it and wondered what preserved it.  Was it the white color?  
Everything around it was demolished. 

I am going to fast forward to modern times right now because it is going to refer to what 
I just said.  One time one of my doctors sent me to a physical therapist to work on my leg.  
I had to go to him several times.  While I was at this physical therapist, he had a Japanese 
lady who was a physical therapist.  While she was working on my leg, we got to talking.  
She was from Japan. When she graduated and came to the US on her own after high 
school with the money she had saved, she could not speak one word of English.  Let me 
tell you something about the Japanese.  They are very industrious people.  When we got 
to Hiroshima, Japan, after all the destruction, the streets were absolutely clean.  The 
streetcars were running.  The newspapers were being published.  It was amazing. 
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I didn’t want to offend the Japanese therapist, but as we were talking, I finally told her I 
was at Hiroshima.  I told her the only building I saw that was not destroyed was a white 
building.  She said, “I have a picture of that building.”  I said, “You do?”  She said, “Next 
time you’re in I’m going to show it to you.  I’ll bring the book here.”  I had to go back in a 
couple or three days and sure enough she was there.  And she had the book.  It was all 
Japanese and had the exact picture of Hiroshima.  I could have taken it.  She said, “Is this 
it?” I said, “That is it” She said, “Well, when I was a little girl, my parents took me to this 
building because it is now considered a shrine by the Japanese. “  

Editor’s note: The Genbaku Dome, often referred to as the Hiroshima Peace Memorial, is 
the only structure left standing near the epicenter of the first atomic bomb which exploded 
on 6 August 1945.  The steel frame of the dome and parts of the walls survived and became 
a lasting memorial to the destruction and death caused by the bomb.  The Japanese are 
preserving it by building a big dome over it. 

Souvenirs 

On the way we’re looking for souvenirs.  We saw a man walking down the street.  He’s 
got two daughters with him. I don’t know what he said to them, but they ran like scared 
rabbits into one of these houses, closed the door, the windows and hid inside. They had 
been told Americans would grind people up like hamburger and eat them.  I knocked on 
the door of one of these houses.  The door cracked and there was a lady looking at me.  I 
smiled a bit and said I’m looking for something (souvenirs) and I wave my hand like a fan.  
She said, “Ah, sensu, sensu!”  I still have the fan today.  Seventy-five years later in 2020 I 
still have the fan. 

Home 

We came home, pulled into San Diego.  We didn’t know how much our Captain liked to 
race motorcycles.  He had smuggled a Japanese military motorcycle aboard.  So, the 
Captain gets this motorcycle going.  He takes a spark plug out of one of my handy billys 
and said, “I’ll take responsibility.”  When we pulled onto the shore in San Diego, he had 
us build a ramp with these two by twelves aboard because the ground was kind of soft all 
the way up to the highway.  He goes up on the highway racing back and forth.  He was 
showing off, of course.  It was quite an experience to see him do that. 
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Al Grossmann served from 1942 to 1946.  He was discharged, came back on the train and 
returned to St. Louis, later settling in St. Peters and Dardenne Prairie.  After the war he 
married Wanda, having met her in Springfield, Missouri and had six sons: Richard, Daniel, 
Roger, David, Randall and Mark and one daughter; Linda.  Wanda Mae Grossmann died 
in 1999. 

Love came around again for Al.  He said, “I met my wife 
Virginia (Ginny), and she was so beautiful in this blue dress, 
I was just shell shocked.  I couldn’t speak.  So, I had to sing 
to her.  I sang, “You’re just too good to be true.”  And that 
began the relationship.  They were married November 11, 
2000.  Al and Ginny loved to dance and waltzed on stage in 
their Church Christmas program.  This time Al was wearing a 
Tux and Ginny a long blue gown.  Their grandson captured 
this romantic moment  with an oil painting which hangs in 
their living room today. 

Al Grossman earned: 

 European-African-Middle East Campaign Medal 
 American Campaign Medal 
 Asiatic Pacific Campaign 
 The Pacific Campaign Medal 
 The World War II Victory Medal 
 A Good Conduct Medal (In spite of stealing a cherry pie and invading Portugal)  
 Occupation Medal 

 


