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“The 20 best years of my life Navy were in the Navy.” 
 
 

At sea during WWII, he was manning his 
gun turret during an attack. His friend on the next 
gun was having trouble with his gun so they 
switched…and his friend was killed instantly.  
He survived the 1944 Typhoon in Western Pacific, 
just off the Luzon Strait, which 3 sunk destroyers 
and caused the loss of over 500 men. (eyewitness 
accounts of the great typhoon follow). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After the war he trained other recruits and 
worked on an air crew. He loved to work on 
planes. 
  



HOW YANK SAILORS AND SHIPS DIED IN WEST PACIFIC TYPHOON 
This is the first detailed account of the capsizing of three American destroyers during a recent 

typhoon in the Western Pacific, loss of which was announced by the Navy on Wednesday. 
By Al Binder (Staff Correspondent of The News) 

 
With U.S. Third Fleet at Sea (Delayed).  Mountainous waves and howling, 115-knot wind during a 

terrific typhoon in recent combat operations in the Western Pacific dealt a heavy blow to our fleet, 
capsizing three destroyers and damaging several small warships with a loss of more than 500 lives. 

Officials believe that this was one of the most severe typhoons encountered in American naval 
history, yet they stress that the losses did not effect the continued operation of the fleet. 

 
BATTERED VESSELS GET SAFELY TO THEIR HAVEN 
Capsized and sunk were the 1,500-ton destroyers HULL and MONAGHAN of the Farragut class 

and the 2,100-ton destroyer SPENCE of the Fletcher class. Several other escort craft were damaged but 
were able to proceed to port after hours of grueling and heroic efforts amid the towering waves. 

The vessels that capsized had had their steering controls torn away and were helpless in the 
raging seas. 

The commander of the destroyer squadron reported, "A weather disturbance, hard to determine 
at first, built up to serious proportions and followed the movements of the fleet during an attempted 
refueling operation at sea. Refueling had to be discontinued about noon due to the sudden increase in 
swells which caused fueling hoses to be carried away." 

 
WIND FROM NORTHEAST IS HARBINGER OF HELL 
It was established that a wind of about 25 knots was blowing from the northeast and there were 

meager indications that a typhoon was forming in the general area. All ships were ordered to proceed 
southwest to a newly selected refueling rendezvous for the following morning and avoid the now rapidly 
increasing storm. 

By morning, however, a typhoon had built up which recurved to the northwest, hitting the 
formation with all its fury. The barometer had dropped rapidly to 27.30. inches, according to the captain 
of our ship. Some circles believed this to be close to a world's record for barometer recording sea level. 
Readings below 28.00 inches are not commonly observed. 

The smaller vessels of the fleet had reduced speed to conserve fuel because their tanks were 
low. Some vessels were saved from capsizing when their ballast was shifted to port to give them a list to 
the windward side. 

This was tried on those destroyers that weathered the typhoon, suffering only minor damage. 
Henry John Deters, 25, of Boston, Chief Machinist's Mate of the SPENCE, was fished from the sea 

after 50 hours in the water. He said that the SPENCE had been rolling about 75 degrees continuously and 
that her crew had started to take on water ballast, filling two of the ship's tanks. Suddenly, he related, 
the vessel listed to port and balanced there for about 10 seconds. All lights were out and the pumps had 
stopped working. Then, with a lurch, the SPENCE rolled over on her side. 

Deters, standing in a starboard passageway, dived through a gush of water and escaped. The ship 
remained on her side for about a minute before sinking, he said. Many of the crew managed to board 
life rafts in that time, but the waves were so mountainous that most of the survivors had to abandon 
their efforts to cling to those smaller craft. 



 
MEN BELOW DECKS CAUGHT IN DELUGE 
The rafts kept somersaulting in the water, Deters said, and the SPENCE herself, just before 

sinking, bobbed about like a cork. The fire room had been taking water through the vents faster than the 
pumps could expel it and many of the casualties were caught below deck. As in all storms of this type 
the hatches were dogged down to prevent water from seeping into the compartments below. 

ONE SMALL SHIP IN THE EXACT CENTER OF THE TYPHOON CAME THROUGH UNDAMAGED BY 
SOME QUIRK OF FATE.  One destroyer sighted another vessel off the starboard bow and swerved to 
avoid a collision. This caused her to lose her steering apparatus, a stack and a whaleboat. Windows were 
blown, from the bridge housing and water was entering the vessel's vents by gushes of 500 to 1,000 
gallons. 

Visibility was zero and the spray coming over the ship was like needles, the captain said. Men in 
the engine room worked feverishly at manning the pumps. 

The HULL capsized about 12:10 P.M. and the MONAGHAN about 12:30. The SPENCE went down 
the same day. 

Many acts of heroism at extreme personal risk were performed by men attached to other ships 
of the fleet during the height of the typhoon. Typical of the almost impossible feats were those by the 
officers and men of one battered destroyer escort. The crew rescued 55 survivors from the HULL and 
SPENCE at about 10 o'clock that night while the wind was still of gale intensity and the seas were high. 

 
ONE RESCUER SAVES ANOTHER IN TUMULT 
The damaged vessel rolled to such an extent that her main deck was under water at times. A 

lieutenant and a boatswain's mate dived into the sea on two occasions to rescue exhausted and helpless 
men from the other ships. 

The following morning, the same two, wearing life jackets with lines attached, repeated their 
dives in an attempt to make other rescues. While they were pulling one man alongside the ship the 
vessel rolled, fouled the line of the boatswain’s mate and pulled him under the hull three times. Each 
time the lieutenant went after him, helped him to divest himself of his life jacket and pulled him to 
safety. The third time the boatswain's mate was taken aboard his ship exhausted. 

The next afternoon another survivor was spotted in the water off the starboard bow, with a large 
shark swimming close by. The crow attempted to drive the shark away with rifle and machine gun fire, 
but without success. 

The ship was maneuvered to bring it close to the survivor and then the vessel's executive officer 
dived overboard when the shark was less Jinn 20 feet away from the man in the water. 

The executive officer pulled his man alongside the vessel when another heavy roll sucked the 
survivor under the hull. A torpedoman, standing by a rescue net, dived into the water and helped the 
officer to complete the rescue of the unconscious sailor. 

THIS TOOK PLACE DECEMBER 18, 1944 JUST NORTH OF LUZON STRAIT. 
 
THEIR WEIGHT FOILED DEATH (Human ballast kept escort carrier afloat.) 
ABOARD ADMIRAL HALSEY' S THIRD FLEET FLAGSHIP IN WESTERN PACIFIC  (Delayed) (AP) 
Hundreds of men, using the weight of their bodies as ballast, tipped the scales of fortune to save 

a sturdy little escort carrier from capsizing when it was caught by the worst typhoon of 1944 in the 
Western Pacific. 



Two civilians who were on the carrier told about it yesterday during a visit aboard this flagship. 
They were Associated Press War Photographer Charles P. Gorry of Hollis, N.Y.  and War Correspondent 
Philip Heislor of the Baltimore Sun. 

Gorry laid down his camera down--something a photographer rarely can persuade himself to 
do—to join Heislor and 300 sailors on the hangar deck during the height of the storm to provide 45,000 
pounds of shifting human ballast against the roll of the ship. 

Slipping and skidding through sea water and gasoline inside the half-dark hangar deck, the man 
ran back and forth for hours to place their weight where it would do the most good. Some of the men 
prayed. Some of them swore. But all of them sweat as they fought the storm with the weight of their 
bodies. 

"I was one who prayed-- and plenty hard," War Correspondent Heislor said. Photographer Gorry 
said he couldn't remember about the prayers. He was wondering if his camera and the pictures he 
already had taken were dry and safe where he left them. 

Gorry and Heisler were on their way to join the Third Fleet when they boarded the escort carrier, 
which was ferrying planes to the fleet. Then out over hundreds of miles of the Western Pacific had come 
the great typhoon. 

The first day of the storm was bad. The second was the kind of sailing weather even old hands 
had rarely seen. Not one of than would have chosen to face it on the little carrier, sturdy though she 
seemed. Certainly not with its top-heavy load of planes. 

"During the morning of that day," said Gorry, “I took a lot of pictures. It was so rough you 
couldn't walk without holding on to something. Down in my room the water was six inches deep on the 
deck. My bunk had been torn loose from the wall. For a while I stuck it out on the navigation bridge but 
waves started pouring over it and I moved up to the captain's bridge." 

 
ROLL OF 40 DEGREES 
But the roll was getting too great - 40 degrees, almost halfway between the horizon and the 

zenith. He already had decided to order planes on the flight deck pushed overboard when the seas saved 
him that task by washing them away. 

He looked at the anemometer. It showed a wind averaging 70 miles an hour. The captain ordered 
all hands not on watch to the hanger deck - the great garage-like repair shop and storage place for 
planes just beneath the flight deck. 

Under his direction they took up positions weighting down that side from which the wind was 
coming. As the ship rolled, they rushed across the other side. 

This was where Gorry and Heisler had their chance to help out. 
DECEMBER 18, 1944 

 
 


