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Lost at Sea

We seem to have an innate attraction to the water. Prime real estate everywhere often overlooks a
river, a lake, a bay, a sea, or an ocean. People flock to bodies of water for leisure. For all their beauty
and attraction, however, we seldom think of the oceans as a vast graveyard of ships and the men,
women, and children who rode or crewed those ships. That dichotomy of alluring beauty and unfeeling
cruelty is captured succinctly in the title of a wartime novel by Nicholas Monsarrat: The Cruel Sea.

"Lost at sea" are the three most feared words for anyone who has had a loved one who failed to return
from a voyage. Seventy-five years ago this week, the La Crosse community had a reminder.
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Harold Edward Sackmaster was born on February 9, 1925, in La Crosse, Wisconsin." His parents were
Edward and Agnes Sackmaster.’

Neither of his parents were natives of La Crosse. Edward Adam Sackmaster was born in Norwalk,
Wisconsin, on August 3, 1877.20n July 10, 1900, Edward married Agnes Nimmo in Monroe County,
Wisconsin.* Agnes Delia Nimmo was born in Melrose, Wisconsin, on July 13, 1884.% In June 1900, her
family was living on a farm in the town of Sparta in Monroe County.® Edward was not quite 23 years old
when he married Agnes Nimmo, who was three days shy of her 16th birthday.

By 1910, Edward and Agnes Sackmaster were living at 512 Milwaukee Street in La Crosse. Edward was
working as a brakeman for the railroad. They had five children.’

Before Harold was born, his family lived in several locations in the city as his father changed jobs at the
same time. In 1917, they were living at 519 Car Street.? In September 1918, Edward was still a brakeman
for the railroad, but they were living at 1616 Prospect Street,’ and they remained there in 1919.%
Edward was working at the La Crosse Rubber Mills, as were two of his sons, in 1920 when they lived at
702 Charles Street.! Two years later, Edward had moved the family to 516 Kane Street. He still worked
at the Rubber Mills.**

It appears to have been a bit of an unsettled life for the large family. When Harold was born in 1925, he
was the youngest of their 10 children.”

In August of 1926, Harold's 16-year-old sister, Helen, made news in La Crosse. After she had been gone
from her home for over a week, her father reported her missing to the La Crosse police department.
Helen Sackmaster joined up with an acquaintance of three years, 19-year-old Evelyn Johnson of
Chaseburg. ** Evelyn had been told to leave home by her father a year earlier, to earn her own money,
because he was unable to pay medical bills from her treatment for kidney trouble. Evelyn went to La
Crosse and found employment.” Evelyn had to give up her rented room due to lack of money, and she
had been staying with her sister and then a cousin in La Crosse. Helen, who said she ran away from
home "because my dad is so mean to me," stayed with Evelyn for two nights.’® When Helen came back
to the house at 5:00 a.m. one morning after being out all night, Evelyn's relative told Helen she had to
leave. When Helen left, Evelyn went with her."” The pair slept in the Burlington train depot for two
nights, went to a dance at Stoddard with two young men, and were picked up by the La Crosse police on
August 10."® It is difficult to say who was more at fault-—-Helen, who was described as being almost
flippant about the whole episode and may just have been a rebellious teen, or her father who waited a
week to report her missing. Helen Sackmaster did reconcile with her father and return to the family.

Although they were still living at 516 Kane Street, Edward Sackmaster had left his job at the Rubber Mills
by 1930 and was employed as a welder for the Moto Meter Gauge & Equipment Division of the Electric
Auto-Lite Company.™ Seven of their children, ranging in age from 26 to 5 1/2 (Harold), were still living
with Edward and Agnes.”® Edward remained at the welding job in 1932°! and 1934.”

Things started to unravel for the family soon after that. Agnes Sackmaster died in early 1935, after "a
lingering iliness," at the age of 50. She was survived by her six daughters and four sons.”® Her youngest
child, Harold Sackmaster, was just 10 years old. Edward Sackmaster continued to live at 516 Kane Street
for about four more years.?* He was living at 943 Farnam Street when he died at the age of 62 in April
1939.% This was the home of his daughter, Edna, and her husband, Raymond Johnson.”®



So Harold Sackmaster had lost both of his parents by the time he was 14 years old.

Before joining the Navy, Harold lived with at least two of his siblings. In 1940, he was living with Edna
and Raymond Johnson, along with their son, Richard, at 943 Farnam Street.”’ Harold quit high school
and by early 1943, he was living with his brother, Lloyd Sackmaster, at 2335 Loomis Street and working
for the Northern Engraving Company in La Crosse.”®

Harold Sackmaster joined the Navy on May 31, 1944. He had recruit training at Farragut, Idaho. After a
15-day leave back home in August 1944, he went to fireman's school at Bremerton, Washington. He
shipped out in October 1944 on the destroyer U.S.S. Hull.”

Photo # B0-G-376091  USS Hull at sea, May 1944

Destroyer DD-350, U.S.S. Hull, 1944 May
(navsource.org)

As a fireman on a ship, Harold Sackmaster helped operate the boilers that burned oil to create steam
that in turn provided all the power for the vessel.

The USS Hull that Harold Sackmaster boarded in October 1944 was already a veteran of World War Il
action. The third Navy vessel to bear the name Hull, DD-350 was launched at the New York Navy Yard in
January 1934 and commissioned one year later.*® She was one of eight 1,500-ton Farragut-class
destroyers designed in 1931, and all eight were built by the middle of 1935.%! In October 1939, Pearl
Harbor became its home port, and the ship was present on December 7, 1941, during the Japanese
surprise attack that drew the United States into World War Il. Unscathed in that attack, the Hull
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participated in early operations against the Japanese, including the invasion of Guadalcanal, the retaking
of the Aleutian Islands of Attu and Kiska, the invasion of Tarawa, the Marshall Islands, and the Marianas
Islands.

At just over 341 feet long and 34 feet wide,® destroyers, or "tin cans" as the sailors called them, were
small but versatile workhorses for the fleet. Their main guns bombarded beaches and other ships, while
their anti-aircraft guns helped protect larger ships from attacks from aircraft. They were a threat to
larger ships because of their complement of torpedoes. Destroyers were used extensively to escort
convoys because their depth charges could destroy submarines. When equipped with radar, they
provided an early warning system for the cruisers, battleships, and aircraft carriers at the core of the
fleet. Many a naval aviator whose plane had crashed or a sailor whose ship had sunk was rescued by a
destroyer.

It was during an interim in action for the ship that Harold Sackmaster joined the crew. In August 1944,
the Hull returned to Seattle for repairs and equipment updates. After that work was completed, she left
the United States for Pearl Harbor, arriving there on October 23, 1944. The Hull joined a refueling
convoy for the Third Fleet and sailed for the western Pacific on November 20, 1944.*

This group rendezvoused with an aircraft carrier task force in the Philippine Sea to begin refueling on
December 17. Refueling while underway at sea is a tricky operation even in good weather. On
December 17, the weather was starting to deteriorate because of an approaching typhoon. Only some
of the refueling was accomplished before rough seas later in the day required an end to those
operations.®

U.S.S. Langley, a small aircraft carrier, listing in heavy seas, probably during Typhoon Cobra
(Naval History & Heritage Command)
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The task force found itself swallowed by the full force of a typhoon on December 18. With winds
reaching over 100 miles per hour, even huge battleships struggled to maintain headway. Smaller ships,
like the destroyers, were buffeted by the waves like toy boats in the ocean. The Hull bounced with and
against waves until about 11:00 a.m. when it listed to an angle of 80 degrees and rolled over. Only seven
officers and 55 enlisted men were saved from her crew.*

Toiling in the boiler room in the bowels of the ship, Harold Sackmaster and the others in his department
would not have had a chance to get out before the sea rushed in to suffocate them. The ship became
their tomb, the sea their cemetery.

Two other destroyers, the U.S.S. Monaghan and the U.S.S. Spence, were also capsized by waves that
Admiral William Halsey estimated were fifty to sixty feet high. Only three of the Monaghan's crew
survived. Four light aircraft carriers and four escort aircraft carriers were badly damaged, as were a light
cruiser, seven more destroyers, two destroyer escorts, a fleet oiler, and a fleet tug. More than 200
aircraft were torn loose and lost from aircraft carriers.”

In what was called the worst natural disaster in the history of the Navy, 790 men were killed. Of those,
775 were on the three destroyers that had sunk. Only 91 crewmen of those three ships survived.*

It was almost a month before the Navy announced what had happened.
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A portion of a contemporary newspaper article about the tragedy
(Wilkes-Barre Times-Leader, Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, 1945 January 13, page 9)

One of those lost was 19-year-old F2c Harold E. Sackmaster of La Crosse. Relatives were notified on
January 4, 1945, that he was missing.>® His status was changed to died in service in April 1945. A
memorial service was held at Trinity Lutheran Church on Sunday morning, October 7, 1945.%

Perhaps the Navy Hymn was played or sang at the memorial service. It is a fitting tribute to anyone who

has ever experienced the "peril on the sea."



Eternal Father, Strong to Save
(The Navy Hymn)

Eternal Father, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,
Who bidd'st the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep,

O hear us when we cry to thee

For those in peril on the sea!

O Christ! Whose voice the waters heard
And hushed their raging at thy word,
Who walkedst on the foaming deep,
And calm amidst its rage didst sleep,

O hear us when we cry to thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

Most Holy Spirit! Who didst brood
Upon the chaos dark and rude,

And bid its angry tumult cease,

And give, for wild confusion, peace,
O hear us when we cry to thee

For those in peril on the sea!

Eternal Father, grant, we pray,

To all Marines, both night and day,
The courage, honor, strength, and skill
Their land to serve, thy law fulfill;

Be thou the shield forevermore

From every peril to the Corps.

Lord, guard and guide the ones who fly
Through the great spaces in the sky.
Be with them always in the air,

In darkening storms or sunlight fair.

(United States Naval Academy Chapel)

Harold Sackmaster is memorialized on the Walls of the Missing at the Manila American Cemetery in the
Philippines, along with 36,286 others who are missing forever.*!
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