Morrow Home Community Messenger December 2011

70 Years Later: A Survivor’s Story
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Recently, I had the honor of speaking to Verdeen “Bill” Richgruber, a Pearl Harbor survivor. This December 7th will mark 70 years since that horrific day in history. Bill remembers it like it was yesterday. He has many mementos as well as scrapbooks documenting that day and the days and weeks after December 7th, 1941 and shared these with me in a recent meeting. I wanted to tell his story in honor of Veteran’s day.
Bill entered the military on March 12, 1941 at age 17. Months after, he was on a destroyer that took him from San Francisco, California to Oahu, Hawaii. He said that the captain announced “You passengers on this ship will get to know every duty station, so if we go to war with Japan before we get to Pearl, you will all become members of this ship crew, because this ship is under manned and needs you.” Bill states that this was his first awareness of the reality of the potential for war.

On December 7th, 1941 after the bombing had ceased, Bill was walking through a hanger and noticed a newspaper that had the words “Crisis Looms in the Pacific”. He states, “I can still see those words as clear as day, but if you go to look for that newspaper in the archives, you won’t find it.” 
Another interesting story he told me was that days after the bombing at Pearl Harbor, he went to get his picture taken. The man asked if he wanted the American flag behind him in the picture and he stated sure. The man told him that it would cost extra for the flag to be behind him. He laughed when he told me this story, “I said forget it”. 

I recently went to Pearl Harbor in May of this year to view the memorial. I talked with Bill about my trip and during that trip I was told that anyone who was there on that day will never forget that sound of the USS Arizona being bombed. Bill states that he will never forget that sound. I asked if Bill has ever been back to Pearl Harbor and he stated, “No, once was enough.” I would have to agree with him.

In one of Bill’s letters in his book he states, “I think this act of bravery by this group of Marines is equal to or greater than most in World War II.” I told Bill that I agree with this statement and he stated that the men who raced to help and fight did it with no warning and showed courage and bravery.
Bill left Pearl Harbor in February of 1943 and remained active until 1946. He received the following medals: American Campaign Medal, American Defense Service Medal, Asiatic-Pacific Campaign Medal 3 Stars, Navy good conduct medal, WWII victory medal, and a Navy Combat Ribbon.

What an amazing man and amazing story to be told. Younger generations have no idea about true bravery and heroism of the men and women that day and throughout those years during WWII. I asked Bill why he decided to enter the Navy and he stated “I was tired of farming and hanging tobacco so I entered the Navy, not realizing that things could be a lot worse.” I am so honored to have had the opportunity to hear his words and look at his pictures. I will never really know what he actually went through on that fateful day, but his memories live on in his mind, soul, and heart. Thank you, Bill for your service to this country!
