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On June 20, 1942, the U.S.S. Grunion submarine arrived at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, ready to receive quick final training and then head off on war patrol. Among the 70 men on board was Electrician’s Mate Third Class Ernest Glenn Hellensmith, a 22-year-old from Moberly who had gone to school in Huntsville. He lived on Farror Street in Moberly in the 1940s. 

Hellensmith looks impossibly young in the old photos of him in his uniform. But his country, and perhaps some adventure, called him, and he had gone, joining the U.S. Navy. He was like thousands and thousands of other Americans, answering the country’s call. 

The country was certainly in need. Japan had attempted to permanently cripple the U.S. Navy in the Pacific with its sucker-punch attack on Pearl Harbor. On June 6 and 7, 1942, Japanese forces took the virtually undefended Aleutian Islands of Kiska and Attu. These frozen blips on the endless Pacific thousands of miles from the Alaskan mainland had little military significance, but losing U.S. territory was a psychological blow to Americans. 

Now the Americans were striking back. Submarines such as the Grunion had been fighting the enemy for months as the rest of the Navy’s strength built up. At the Battle of Midway, which began on June 4, 1942, Hellensmith’s 22nd birthday, the U.S. rocked the Imperial Japanese Navy, destroying four carriers, a cruiser and 248 carrier aircraft while killing over 2,000. 

After the Grunion, named for a small American Pacific coast fish in the silversides family, arrived on June 20, its crew received pre-patrol training. They then departed on their first war patrol on June 30 under the command of Lt. Cmdr. Mannert Abele, U.S. Naval Academy Class of 1926. The Grunion was ordered to proceed to the Aleutian Islands and then west from Attu on routes between the Aleutians and the Japanese Empire. Attu is located just west of Kiska, and is the westernmost part of Alaska. 

This must have seemed like the other side of the world to a boy from Moberly, as the end of the Aleutian Islands is about 1,200 miles from the Alaskan Peninsula, which extends about 500 miles from the Alaskan mainland, which is itself quite far from Randolph County. 

On July 10, the Grunion was reassigned to the area north of Kiska. Over the next 20 days, the submarine reported firing on an enemy destroyer, sinking three destroyer-type vessels, and attacking unidentified enemy ships near Kiska. 

On July 30, the last transmission was received from the Grunion, reporting heavy antisubmarine activity at the entrance to Kiska, and that it had 10 torpedoes remaining forward. The Dutch Harbor Naval Operating Base, farther east in the Aleutians, ordered the Grunion to come back to the base. The base never again had contact with or saw the submarine. On Aug. 16 it was reported lost, and air searches found nothing. On Oct. 5, all hands were assumed lost, and on Nov. 2, the Grunion’s name was stricken from the Naval Vessel Register. 

Although the exact cause of the sinking of the Grunion may never be known, there were eyewitnesses to a confrontation between the sub and an armed enemy freighter, the Kano Maru. The Grunion was sunk. All 70 men on board perished. 

Now, at 2 p.m. on Friday, July 30, 68 years to the day after the Grunion was believed to have sunk, Hellensmith will be honored with a memorial service and headstone at the Missouri Veterans Cemetery near Jacksonville. Successful efforts to find his sunken vessel and his information have led to the memorial service, the stories of which are as fascinating as the submarine’s war experience. 

The sons of Grunion skipper Abele, Bruce, John and Brad, searched for years to find the ship, the final resting place of their father and the other 69 men on board. 

After extensive research, and with help from Japanese Naval architect Yukata Iwasaki about the submarine’s location, the Abele brothers narrowed their search area. Side-scan sonar experts hired by the brothers found an oblong object 10 miles northeast of Kiska in the frigid Bering Sea. 

In August 2007 the Abele brothers sent a remotely operated vehicle (ROV) with a high-definition camera to get high-resolution photos and video footage of what was a submarine wreckage site, lying at a depth of 3,200 feet. Bruce Abele said finding the submarine was “like we won the lottery 10 times in a row.” 

Several experts, including those at the Naval History Center, evaluated the photos. The wrecked submarine in the photos had a propeller guard, like the Grunion did, which was rare for World War II-era submarines. Using the fellow Gato-class sub U.S.S. Cod as a model, it was clear this submarine was the same style. Between the style match and the location, the only possible sub it could be was the Grunion. In October 2008, the U.S. Navy confirmed the wrecked submarine as the Grunion. No human remains were found. 

Becky Franke, of Excello, heard the story of the Grunion and the discovery of its wreckage through a Letter to the Editor Harry Hall wrote to the Moberly Monitor Index in September 2008. She took an interest in the story, particularly Hellensmith, her step uncle. He had no grave marker anywhere, and had received no memorial service, and Franke wanted to do something about this. 

Hall told Franke about Mary Bentz, of Bethesda, Md., who was part of a group known as the Sub Ladies, who have dedicated countless hours to gathering information about and honoring the men of the Grunion. 

Franke contacted Bentz and was able to get the military record information necessary for Hellensmith to receive a memorial service and headstone at the Missouri Veterans Cemetery near Jacksonville. Bentz had previously traveled to the Navy’s National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis with her husband and photographed the naval records of all 70 men who were on the Grunion. 

Armed with Hellensmith’s military information, Franke contacted the Missouri Veterans Cemetery, and on July 30 the Electrician’s Mate Third Class will get the recognition he deserves. 

Hellensmith was part of the supreme sacrifice and effort that was World War II. After the sinking of the Grunion, the war in the Pacific continued to slowly turn in the Allies’ favor. 

On May 11, 1943, the liberation of the Aleutian Island of Attu began, which resulted in almost all of the Japanese on the island being killed in their stubborn resistance. On May 29, the 28 remaining Japanese on the island surrendered. Not one Japanese officer 

remained. There were 2,351 confirmed Japanese killed, and probably hundreds more were killed but their bodies were lost in the bombings. 

On Aug. 15, over 30,000 Allied troops landed to liberate Kiska, only to find it vacated, as the Japanese had withdrew from it weeks before. All they discovered were reportedly dogs and freshly-brewed coffee. Supposedly, Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox asked for an explanation for this odd situation, to which Admiral Ernest King responded, “The Japanese are very clever. Their dogs can brew coffee.” 

Of course, by August 1945, after dropping the atomic bombs, the Allies celebrated victory over Japan. The war was over, and submarines such as the Grunion had played a crucial role in winning. Commander of the U.S. Pacific Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz later praised the role the submarines played. 

“When I assumed command of the Pacific Fleet on Dec. 31, 1941,” he said after the war, “our submarines were already operating against the enemy, the only units of the Fleet that could come to grips with the Japanese for months to come. It was the Submarine Force that I looked to carry the load until our great industrial activity could produce the weapons we so sorely needed to carry the war to our enemy. It is to the everlasting honor and glory of our submarine personnel that they never failed us in our days of great peril.” 

The final resting place for the Hellensmith and the others on the Grunion is not a place of great fanfare. The waters of the Bering Sea are cold. The wreckage site, thousands of feet below the surface, is dark. However, the photos seem oddly peaceful. The Navy has said that there are no significant currents there, so the water is relatively still. Of all of the wrecks and debris on the ocean floor, monuments to adventures and efforts gone by, surely this is one of the grandest. The “everlasting glory and honor” Admiral Nimitz spoke of will remain evident down there, even in the dark and cold, even after being lost for 65 years. 

During World War II, 52 U.S. Pacific Fleet submarines were lost, along with over 3,500 submariners on board. They are, to use the Navy’s term, “On Eternal Patrol.” The website oneternalpatrol.com graciously provided the photos to go with this article. 

Hellensmith remains that impossibly young face in his photo. He never grew old, instead remaining frozen in his youth, a serious young face, perhaps a bit of a smile peeking out of hiding at the corners of his mouth. He was lost at sea while serving, but then his vessel was found. Even more, with this ceremony, the man himself will resurface, and his memories will have a lasting marker back home, where he belongs. 

