Growing too Old and Dying too Young
  Every day starts a new story and this one draws attention to the most famous day in June of 1944, the 7th.  At least it was notable for Yeoman Lenus Joe Elsey, who was to turn nineteen that day.  On the previous day Joe and his fellow crewmen aboard the seaplane tender USS Rockaway were headed for the beaches of Normandy.
  Joe grew up in Oklahoma, and hadn’t seen more than a Dixie cup of water at one time before joining the Navy.  As a projectionist at a local movie theater Joe had all the battle training he would need.  More than one projectionist had been incinerated in a flash fire when some hot, malfunctioning projector spent too much time against the volatile films of that age.  The Germans had no mental torture in their portfolio that could match changing out the four reel monster “Gone with the Wind” several times a day for endless weeks.

  Joe’s first cruise was to exotic Casablanca.  From there Rockaway sailed to Bristol, England, which was a strange port due to the tidal restrictions.  A ship coming into Bristol had to travel up a coastal river and could only enter or leave when the tide was in. 
  After her Normandy service Rockaway was badly damaged in a storm and threatened to sink before making Boston.  In her final days of the war she did some work off the coast of Panama and was being fitted as a correspondent’s ship for the invasion of Japan.
  However the focus today is on USS Rockaway’s service in the D-Day invasion.  She was the flagship of Admiral Wilkes for the June 6th landings.  She also was available for anti-aircraft duty.  Yeoman Elsey had a strong memory of the thousands of planes flying into and back from their missions.  The inbound planes skimmed the water while the returning planes were to fly high.  Any plane that flew toward the fleet at low altitude was shot down, no questions asked.

  Joe could not hear the sounds from the shore, but he could see the smoke and explosions and knew how grim it was for our boys.  The strongest evidence came from the sea as the bodies of the dead floated out to the ships.  Rockaway itself picked up a soldier whose name tag said “Quigley.”  That really made it personal for Joe and his crewmates.

  For the next twenty days USS Rockaway made eleven trips across the channel.  The crew was either on regular duty or at general quarters, making sleep impossible.  The ship that finally relieved them hit a mine and sank with all hands.  
  On Joe’s last day to be eighteen, several teenagers with names like McCarel, Andrews, and Lauber aged very quickly.  Men with names like Quigley died much too young and would remain a faceless number, if Joe Elsey hadn’t told his story.      

Don McAllister is the director of the NVHA

 He can be reached at nvha01@hotmail.com
Website www.nvharchive.org
