Every day when you pick up the paper or watch the news, some catastrophe jumps out at you. Some are huge, like the recent Tsunami, and some are much smaller, and seem of only passing interest. These are the vehicle accidents, the industrial mishaps, perhaps a boat overturning. You read them, with interest, and yes, with some feeling of empathy for the victims, their friends, and their family. But, you won’t remember them next year, or perhaps, even next week.

I will remember this headline forever: Sailor dies on Submarine. Four words. All the major networks carried it for a day or two, and that was it. You can read about it here on CNN.

For those that don’t know, I’m a navy submariner, and have been through three submarines and eighteen years of service. Although I’m currently on my shore duty at the headquarters of the submarine squadron home-based in Guam, a big part of my job is riding our assigned submarines, monitoring, mentoring, and training the engineering chiefs on these boats. It’s what engineering chiefs do after they’ve finished their tour on their own boat. This particular boat, I have ridden many many times before, and in fact, had spent the months of October through December deployed aboard them, helping them prepare for an upcoming engineering exam. I’d go so far to say that I have something of a special rapport with them, and consider them ‘my boat’. Not 3 weeks ago, some of you may remember how proud I was, when following the completion of the aforementioned exam, in which they scored the highest grade received in the pacific fleet, their captain had assembled his entire crew on the pier, and presented me with an engraved plaque with the simple words “your service made a difference”. You may remember how I’d stated that I’d cherish it more than any of the medals that come all too routinely in some jobs and positions.

Not that you'd want to, but please don't re-post this anywhere else. This is one of those very personal things you for some reason want to share, but everyone I know is living it with me right now, so I felt I had to write it down. I think I've managed to leave all classified or sensitive info out of this, although I may delete it later if I change my mind.

Saturday started as a normal enough day, until my emergency beeper went off. Not abnormal in itself, I called into work, expecting to find it was a false alarm or wrong number. I was told to sit tight and that I would get a call back in a few minutes. Moments later, I received a call, and it was not what I expected. “Be ready to go to sea tomorrow. I can’t tell you why on the phones”. Needless to say, I was in my car in moments.

When I got to the emergency control center, I was unsuprised to find most of the rest of the squadron staff, and the commodore, were either already there or also arriving. I asked what had happened, as was told that one of our boats had hit an underwater mountain, at top speed.

I asked about injuries, and to my dismay, I was told that at least half the crew of 140 had received at least some injury, that 20-some were significant, and two were in critical condition. I know every single man on that crew. How can you not, when you spend so much time with them, and go through such challenges with them? Although I knew it was a bad idea, I asked for the names of the two criticals. When I found who they were, I had to look away and compose myself. Both were young men, first term sailors. Both were mechanics, like myself. Both, I’d spent hours talking to, answering questions about a career in the navy, Bsing about home, or helping them with their performance on watch.
None of us got much sleep the next two days. The ship had managed to get to the surface immediately, but was having some trouble staying there. The pressure hull, or “people tank” had not been punctured, but it was obvious that there was significant damage forward, which I hope you understand I can’t go into at this time. We immediately dispatched a coast guard ship and a global prepositioning ship to bring our boys home, and to hopefully helo-evac the wounded. Unfortunately, the ship riding so deep in the water, and the inevitable bad weather thwarted our efforts to be able to successfully get our wounded men off the ship, but how we tried, again and again. In the end, we managed to get two navy doctors and some corpsmen onto the ship, by literally dropping them onto it.

Kat’s day was much the same. The wives of the ship had been informed. We submariners are a small community, and most of our neighbors are the families of those same sailors on that boat. Kat had her hands full with her friends, who had no idea if their husbands were hurt, and if so, how bad, or if, indeed, we were going to be able to get the guys home at all.

None of us got much sleep that Saturday night, and Sunday found many still at the ECC, waiting for any scrap of news, tired, eating away our insides knowing what our brothers were fighting through, and knowing there was not a thing we could do about it.

That night, the thing we feared worst happened. MM2 Joe Ashley succumbed to his wounds onboard the vessel.

The vigil continued through Monday morning. The boat was going very slowly, for fear of breaking anything worse. I made preparations to help in any way I could, as did we all, when they finally arrived. At about 11am Monday, we received a message, requesting that I, by name, along with our Commodore and his Command Master Chief, A third doctor, and a chaplain come out on the tug that was going to meet them, and transfer over to the submarine. 30 minutes later, I found myself on a tugboat, heading for bluewater. A three hour trip out to the boat, in blistering heat and very long, high roller waves brought us out to her. At first look, we all felt dismay. The damage was significant, and although obvious to us, it was probable the guys in the ship could not see it. They’d not opened the forward hatch. As the front end of the boat was far enough down that it was still underwater.

I confessed to the command master chief that I wasn’t looking forward to this, to going down on that boat and seeing my friends hurt. We’d had some reports of injuries, and I knew I was going to see guys I’ve known for 10 years with broken ribs, massive head lacerations, no teeth, broken jaws, back injuries, and worse.

As we pulled alongside, I waited my turn and jumped across the narrow gap between the tugboat and the sub, and down the hatch I went, to ‘crew’s mess’, the boat’s minuscule cafeteria. Immediately, the scene I’d dreaded appeared before my eyes. There were all the most seriously injured guys, as expected, all being kept in crew’s mess, so they could be first off. Tom R, the M-division chief, (and therefore my counterpart) was there, with two broken ribs, his arm in a sling, and a massive cut across his scalp. Everywhere I looked were bandages and bruises, arm casts and leg casts. But, there was one major difference from the scene I’d imagine. These guys were smiling. I hear “hi Dan!” and “heya Danno” from about 5 different guys, and Tom comes up and shakes my hand with his good arm. They’re smiling. “hey, how’s it look topside, Dan? Can you see any damage?” “Hey Dan, Old Tom there kissed that lube-oil purifier but good, didn’t he?” They’re smiling. They’re still fighting the ship. Their spirits are high. They’re hopped up on adrenaline, for sure, but everyone is doing their job and their duty, and their driving this ship, that’s barely afloat, back to home base, under their own power.

I take a whirlwind tour through the boat. More of the same. Everyone’s at his post. Everyone is doing business as usual. Everyone is bruised and battered. Guys with bandages around their heads are showing the spot where they left a dent on a locker, and joking about it. For sure, there’s a sober atmosphere too, as MM2 Joe Ashley is still onboard, and our other MM2 who’s badly hurt is still barely conscious, and immobile, with a doctor at his side.

Soon enough, we pull into Apra harbor. The crews of the four submarines in port, and the 1200 man crew of our submarine tender are manning the rails, to welcome her home. We tie her up. The first off is our most injured man. As they move him through crews mess toward the hatch, he’s awake. He smiles and waves at his shipmates, who break into a cheer and clapping for him. Next come the rest of the guys that need immediate help. Tom gives me a hug and says “take care of my guys, Dan”, and with a little help, manages to scramble himself up the ladder with his good hand and his feet.

As we get all the guys off, I finally go topside. The submarine next to us has sent it’s crew over in force, and they’re rigging the ship for import, getting the trash offloaded, and relieving the watchstanders belowdecks so they can go see their families. The families are on the pier, but they’re being kept back from the edge, so that they can’t see the damage to the front of the ship. I walk over to where a few of the crewmembers are looking down at the bow of the ship. Now in calm water, I get my first real good look, and it’s tremendous. It’s obvious to me, and the sailors who just got off the boat that it was a close thing (imagine running a tractor-trailor into a wall, Standing up.)

We make our boats strong. In this, I will never again doubt.

Eventually, the wives go home. But the crew remains. There is still one more duty that must be performed..

The crews of the two submarines, and the combined squadron staff form two lines from the brow (gankplank) to an awaiting van. It stretches for about 150 yards. We snap to attention, and the boatswain sounds his whistle as Joe Ashley is piped ashore for the last time. As the flag draped body passes through the corridor formed, each sailor raises his arm in salute, then turns toward the van and holds the position of attention until the van takes him away, and the tail-lights are lost in the distance.

So, I’ve taken over as the machinery division chief, until Tom makes a recovery. My (Tom’s) sailors are in high spirits right now, although I suspect that will change in the next 24 hours. I went home at 2am that night, after watching an incredible array of engineers and sailors build a system that will keep the boat afloat until something more permanent can be done. I got up and went back in at 5am the next day. I came home for dinner and typed this up. After posting (which I'm not sure is a good idea), I'll be heading back in to check up on the guys. (it's tuesday night here...remember, I'm 17 hours ahead of most of you).

USS San Francisco, I don’t know what the future hold for you, but when they made your hull, they did it right. You brought your sailors home.

Joe Ashley, Although to many, you were a passing note in one day’s headlines in a world full of death and sorrow, I will never forget you.
