14April 09
Update #14
Aloha Family and Friends,


Today is a very important day in the life of USS CHUNG-HOON.  In fact, it is the most important day from an honors and ceremonies prospective.  Today we honor our shipmates, the Sailors who have gone before us aboard USS SIGSBEE (DD 502) during WWII.  They are a proud group of warriors who represented the United States and our Navy very well.  We conducted the ceremony this morning at 0755, which is time adjusted to 1355 off the coast of Okinawa 14 April 1945.  The entire crew was mustered on the fantail and as you can see, our honor guard and all key players were in Summer Whites while the crew was in coveralls.  You might wonder why we were not all in whites – well – we are honoring ordinary men who did extraordinary things – while they were doing their job.  Had we been in Pearl Harbor, I believe we would have all be in Whites.  As we are on the tip of the spear, I felt it far more appropriate for the crew to dress as they did on that day.  When you see the wreath, you may notice it does not contain real flowers.  We had to improvise a little out here and our Culinary Specialists (primarily CS2 Tsui and NC1 Corey) made the flowers out of fruit and vegetables – quite impressive.  

This news letter will be a bit longer than normal because I will attach my short speech as well as a poem which one of our crew members (GMC Wilson) wrote for the ceremony.  We did video tape the ceremony and plan to send out DVDs of it to our SIGSBEE shipmates back home.
My speech:  

Today we gather to honor the crew of USS SIGSBEE (DD 502) and RADM Gordan P. Chung-hoon.  We all know the story.  On April 14th while on Picket Duty in front of Task Force 58, SIGSBEE was hit by a kamikaze which caused significant damage to the aft end of the ship.  The crew continued to fight kamikazes’ while battling internal damage.  Commander Chung-hoon led the fight and the damage control efforts and was awarded the Navy Cross and Silver Star for his performance in Combat.  


The short version does not do justice to the events of that day.  I want you to imagine for just a moment that we are the crew of the USS SIGSBEE in 1945.  We were in the center of a tight formation.  Every day for at least the last week, one ship on picket duty was sunk by a kamikaze.  We know that, yet we are confident.  We have been battle tested and have been successful.  14 April came like many others, we set GQ at 0423 and secured after sunrise at 0503.  We went to GQ again at 0807 for a bogey at 15 nm and secured again at 0939.  SIGSBEE’s General Quarters alarms sounded for a third time that day at 1339 and this time the enemy numbers were higher and the bogeys were able to penetrate the CAP and attack the Picket formation.  


Close your eyes and picture yourself on our main deck midships and you are a 40 mm gunner – you are the train man or pointer and the person standing next to you is the elevation man.  Together, the two of you work together to point your 40 mm gun at targets.  In this case, fast moving aircraft – kamikazes are closing in on the formation and you are firing when you are within range.  The gun and ship shakes and the smell of gun powder is everywhere.  You fire at the first plane to get close enough – that plane grazes the nearby USS HUNT and hits the water with a tremendous explosion.  You feel the heat on your cheek.  At 1353, a kamikaze lined up for a run on SIGSBEE’s starboard bow.  You see it off to your left.  You feel the ship increase speed and come hard left, the ship rolls outboard as she turns and you are rapidly adjusting your train to point your gun directly at the kamikaze, now heading directly for your gun mount and the center of the ship.  The aircraft closes and you fire with everything you’ve got.  You are confident you will win this personal dual, yet the aircraft continued to close.  With only 75 yards to go, the aircraft suddenly pitched left and hits the fantail, and again, a terrific explosion, the ship shakes and you feel the heat.  The fantail is nearly gone and with it, 23 shipmates.  The time is now 0755 – exactly the time of the attack.

75 yards – that’s 225 feet!  Think about it - the next time we are alongside completing an UNREP, we are anywhere from 150 out to 200 ft. away so from ½ way across the oiler, the Kamikaze was headed directly towards the ship and then suddenly veered sharply to the left and slammed into the fantail.  Billy Roberts, the pointer in 40 mm gun mount 43, stayed there and fired until kamikaze could no longer maintain course.


Last summer I was in Newport Rhode Island and I had the opportunity to talk with retired Vice Admiral Weschler who was LT Weschler, Gunnery Officer aboard USS SIGSBEE until he was transferred on March 9, 1945.  I asked him – how do I explain what it is like to be in combat – and he said, well, when the torpedoes, planes or shells are inbound, the Captain can only do one of 4 things, he can either speed up, slow down, turn right, or turn left and 90% of the time, it won’t make a bit of difference.  The ship is going to survive or not based on the performance of the crew – if they are well trained and confident in their abilities, they will meet the challenge successfully.  Admiral Weschler believes SIGSBEE was not hit amidships as a direct result of Commander Chung-hoon’s near continuous training regiment.  Billy Roberts and his gun turret companion knew what to do and did not give up, even at 75 yards and as a result, 302 shipmates survived to fight another day.  Billy was 19 years old.


This morning we honor the entire SIGSBEE Crew, their courage under fire and coolness as they battled the damage.  We pay special tribute to the 23 shipmates who lost their lives that day and as we listen to the 21 gun salute and taps, please think about our brave shipmates, many who survived and some who did not and all of whom we now represent as the crew of the mighty warship CHUNG-HOON.


I can think of no better way – CHUNG-HOON, Are you ready?
(Crew - Always ready!)
CHUNG-HOON  (Crew - Sea Warriors)
CHUNG-HOON  (Crew - Sea Warriors)
CHUNG-HOON  (Crew - Sea Warriors)
Attention to the Sailors Creed:

(Crew – together) I am a United States Sailor.

I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States of America and I will obey the orders of those appointed over me.

I represent the fighting spirit of the Navy and those who have gone before me to defend freedom and democracy around the world.

I proudly serve my country’s Navy combat team with Honor, Courage, and Commitment.

I am committed to excellence and the fair treatment of all.

-----

We honor our SIGSBEE shipmates today, but we carry the name CHUNG-HOON every day.  I challenge each of us to continue our professional focus each day – because we know it is the right thing to do and because it is the best way to keep their spirit alive.
Thank you

The SIGSBEE Poem:
As I stand my watch by the light of the moon

The trade winds whisper the name Chung Hoon

So I ask someone of your history, eager to learn

How you gave so much, wanting nothing in return

The OOD smiles brightly and then tells me

Gordon was the Commander of the Sigsbee

He fought off an attack led by Kamikaze

His courage saved many but lost were twenty three

With so many lives in danger, he stood tall

Shooting down planes and watching them fall

Facing death he fought bravely, Chung Hoon didn’t fear it

From out hearts and minds flow his Warrior Spirit

His retirement from the earth was an enormous loss

Buried at Punchbowl with a Silver Star and Navy Cross

He retired from our Navy but we refuse to let him die

He hears it when we say out loud “Imua E Na Koa Kai”

I thank my wise shipmate for the Chung Hoon history

And I am thankful for the Sailors who served before me

I am relieved from my watch and as I go to sleep

I know I am protected by the Warriors of the Deep

------

If you are interested in reading more about USS SIGSBEE, please check it out on the internet.  There are two excellent sites which go into detail about our fine shipmates.

That is it for now.

IMUA E NA KOA KAI (Go Forward Sea Warriors!).  We look forward to our return.

Very Respectfully,

Mike McCartney
