
Memoirs of a World War II Submarine Veteran
A Documentary by Aurelia Incristi
I am an 8th grade student at Hopewell Middle School, in Round Rock, Texas. I have been an active member of the school’s Jr. Historian’s Club since 6th grade. This year, I have the honor of serving as Club President. My father is a Veteran of the United States Air Force. There is a strong military awareness and respect in our household.
Each year, the Hopewell Jr. Historians participate in the Texas State Historical Association (“TSHA”) competition, researching historical events of local significance.  Projects are submitted at the club and individual levels and can encompass everything from research papers to websites to documentaries.
Last summer, I was approached by one of the Hopewell Jr. Historians sponsors, Mrs. Jennifer Lovejoy. She asked if I would be interested in interviewing a gentleman she knew named Pastor John Gurley.   Pastor Gurley is the primary caretaker of a local cemetery, the Union Hill Cemetery. Our Club has adopted the cemetery as a service project, and she had come to know Pastor Gurley well.  She informed me that he had served as a sailor for the United States Navy during World War II. She thought I might enjoy hearing and documenting his story.  I was immediately intrigued and accepted her request. Mrs. Lovejoy gave me Pastor Gurley’s phone number, and I called him to schedule a time and place for the interview. 
Prior to meeting Pastor Gurley, Mrs. Lovejoy and I toured the Williamson County Museum to view their new World War II exhibit to help me gain some background information and perspective about the events and lifestyles during World War II.  I also did some Internet research on the Pacific Basin, focusing primarily on the area surrounding Japan, as this was where Pastor Gurley spent his tour of duty.  Mrs. Lovejoy suggested that I put together a list of questions to ask Pastor Gurley such as, “What prompted you to join the military?” or “What was the most fearful experience you had during the war?” I jotted these questions and others in a notebook and prepared myself for the interview.
On Friday, August 16, 2013, I arrived at First Baptist Church, in Round Rock, Texas, to begin my interview. Mrs. Lovejoy set up the equipment to record the interview while I finally got to meet Pastor Gurley in person.  He’s an older gentleman at 88 years old, with a quick smile and bright eyes.  He has perfect vision but wears glasses because he says they make him look better!  His passion for his country was immediately evident.  The tone of his voice and the “spark” in his body language when talking about his years in the military conveyed his enthusiasm.   I was excited to hear his stories!
We started off by talking about his early childhood, how he got in the military, and about basic training. He told me that his mom had died when he was very young, and that his dad signed his form to enlist when he was only 17 years old. His older brothers were already serving in the military, and after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, he was adamant about enlisting.  He chose the Navy because it had the best benefits. He told me how during his basic training he had to submerge himself in water for a certain period of time. Each time he did this, the depth and tim[image: image1.jpg]


e increased. It sounded extremely rigorous and frightening!  Once he graduated from basic training, he was assigned to the USS Sennet (SS-408), stationed in the Pacific Basin during 1944.
He then spoke of various missions and of general life in the Navy.  One mission was particularly frightening, and it really stayed with me.  His unit was assigned to go into the Sea of Japan. The only problem with this was that the strait they were going through was rigged with hundreds of mines. He said that as they sailed past, he could hear the scraping of the mines on the side of the submarine.  If a mine was bumped in just the right way, it could explode, and then they would all be killed. Pastor Gurley was highly emotional during this time, and I was speechless. I could not ever imagine being in that position; the only thing I would be able to do was pray that I survived. In fact, Pastor Gurley said he did just that.  He said he made a deal with God, praying, “If you get me out of here alive, I will do whatever you want me to do.”  God heard Pastor Gurley’s prayer and brought him safely through that experience.  As a result, Pastor Gurley devoted his life to ministry, and taking care of soldiers.  That is one of the reasons why he is the caretaker of the Union Hill Cemetery.  
Another fascinating story was when he and his crew had to pick up Japanese prisoners of war. Pastor Gurley spoke of the men being chained to solid surfaces in the mess area of the submarine, and that he would sit and eat with those men. He found that even though they were fighting on the wrong side, he “couldn’t hate those men. They were just like I was.” He said that the experience was memorable because “it told me who I was. And I am forever grateful.”
He finished by telling me about going into ministry and having a family of his own.  True to his prayer in the minefield, Pastor Gurley has dedicated his life to being in service to others.  His “hobby” of restoring and caring for old cemeteries ensures that everyone has a final resting place of dignity and beauty.  
The experience of getting to know Pastor Gurley and hearing his story is something that I will always be grateful for. He has seen and had experiences that kids like me will never experience or could even fathom. What made an impression on me was, he didn’t let those experiences, however bad they got, impact the rest of his life. Instead, he used those experiences to learn something that he passed down to me:
“Live everyday to the fullest like it was your last.”
Pastor Gurley taught me a lot not only about what it was like during World War II, but also about important lessons that will stay with me the rest of my life. Values like faith in God, a good attitude, and a willingness to serve others will never go out of style or be wrong.  That everyone is created equally and no matter where you live, or the color of your skin, or the language you speak, we are all the same.  We all experience pain and joy, love and sorrow.  I am grateful that I was given this opportunity, and I want to share his story with others so they can learn these lessons, too. 
I have read about and watched movies about superheroes, and how they save the day. After listening to Pastor Gurley, I know who the real heroes are. They are the men and women who serve our country (past and present), and who sometimes die to protect our freedom and way of life. They are the real heroes, and their legacy lives on in our hearts, in documentaries like the one I made, in letters or diaries, or in the minds of those close to them. I hope we never forget these heroes, and never cease to honor them.
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