WHEN SEVENS WEREN'T LUCKY
By Father Patrick W. Kemp

M

y navy assignments were the
navy's choice, not mine.
When I was undergoing
training at New Orleans in 1943, I
made the only duty-related request of
my service time, and it was made in
prayer. A number of submarines came
in to put provisions aboard before
leaving for the war zone. I thought to
myself, "Oh, dear God, I don't want to
go in one of those things."
That prayer was answered when
somebody told me, "Don't worry. If
you don't volunteer, you don't go."
I said, "Thank God for that." Little
did I realize what lay ahead above the
surface.
Soon I was sent to Little Creek, Virginia, for amphibious warfare training.
After that, at New York, I joined the
crew of LCT-528, a brand-new tank
lighter. At two hundred tons and only
187 feet long, the landing craft was not
designed to cross the ocean on its own.
So it was hoisted onto the deck of an
LST for the trip. The LST had some
mechanical problem and thus missed
two convoys before finally joining a
group of ships at Halifax, Nova Scotia,
for the trip across the Atlantic.
The LCT had a dozen men in the
crew; we rode as passengers in the
ship while our landing craft was up on
deck. Our skipper was Lieutenant (j.g.)
Allen Crowther, a very lovely man
who had graduated from the University of Pennsylvania. He and his
brother came from a family of means
in West Virginia; I'll tell you more
about his brother later.
We got to Britain in late November
or early December to begin training for
the cross-Channel invasion. At the end
of the Atlantic crossing, we came

around the north of Ireland and then
down the Irish Sea to Milford Haven in
Wales. From there we went around to
Falmouth, which is in Cornwall, near
the southwest tip of England. To get
the LCT into the water, the LST was
ballasted down on one side, and the
landing craft slid off sideways.
'While we were at Falmouth, our
skipper allowed another boy and me to
begin studying from a handbook so we
could become petty officers. Thom Lafferty wanted to be a gunner's mate,
and I was striking for quartermaster.
Both of us had done well in high
school, so the captain thought we
could do that work and wanted us to
get a rating if we could. I became a
petty officer during the ensuing
months.
The LCT-528 was one of the newertype tank lighters. In the older type,
everything was in the stern. These new
ones had the crew compartment on
one side and the quarters for the two
officers on the other. There was also a
galley, which meant the crew could be
self-sufficient once we left the LST. It
was not bad, really, considering the
size of the landing craft. We had an
"older" fellow of about thirty-five, a
chief motor machinist's mate named
Pete Keller, and he was the one who
kept the crew together. Lieutenant
Crowther really relied on Keller
because he was older than the skipper
and had a lot more time in the service.
He was the "sea daddy" for the
younger men.
Being in the navy opened my eyes
about people from different backgrounds. I had come from a homogeneous group of people. When I got
in the crew with these other men, I was

The crew of the LCT-528 poses on deck. To the left of center is the skipper, Lieutenant (junior grade) Allen
Crowther. For some reason, Quartermaster Kemp was absent the day this picture was taken. (Courtesy Father
Patrick W. Kemp)

just shocked by some of the things they
did, because I'd had a pretty strict
Catholic upbringing. But it was a good
experience to learn to get along with
them, because in life that's the way it
is. Among other things, I was surprised that they didn't go to church. I
had grown up in a family where going
to Mass was like breathing; you just
did it.
Then I was a little shocked too at
the sexual behavior of some of the
married men. I wasn't accustomed to
seeing married men be unfaithful to
their wives. One fellow was a hotshot
who used to read out loud to us the
sweet things that he was writing in letters to his wife. But at the same time he
was bragging to us about this woman
and that woman he'd been with in
England. I thought, "Oh, you jerk." But

then I matured a little myself and gave
it some more thought. I realized that as
a single man, I was not accustomed to
having a sexual relationship. These
married men had gotten used to sex,
and all of a sudden they didn't have
that sexual relationship anymore when
they were away from their wives. Even
though I didn't excuse what they did, it
became more comprehensible to me.
I loved England, which surprised
me at first. I had developed some builtin prejudice against the English,
because I grew up in this country in an
Irish Catholic environment. We were
used to thinking of the English as
snooty and uppity and all this other
stuff. I found the English to be just
lovely people. I enjoyed the country so
much, and the people were so friendly.
In Falmouth, you'd go in a pub at

Before departing for France, U.S. servicemen say farewell toasts over pints of bitters. Notice the seltzer bottle and the oldfashioned cash register. (Navy photo iii the National Archives: 80-G-469O6)

night, and the people were just delightful. They took us into their homes and
shared what little they had. I couldn't
say enough nice things about the British myself, even though my favorite
joke is the one about the Englishman
who said during the war that Americans were "overpaid, overfed, oversexed, and-worst of all-over here."
That was before I decided to become a
priest, and I had a number of dates
with English girls. In particular, l
remember a pretty blonde who was
part of an antiaircraft gun crew.
On the edge of Falmouth was a
hard surface where the landing craft
moored when they came in between
exercises. A little fellow of about ten
used to hang around there all the time.
His name was George Bolitho, and he

was a darling little kid with wavy
blond hair. Of course, we all got to
know him. One day he invited me to
come home with him and meet his
family. It was interesting to learn that
his mother and father, though originally English, had met each other in
Ohio. They had gone to America separately, she from London and he from
Cornwall. They married in America,
but neither of them had become a U.S.
citizen. When the Great Depression
came, they decided to go back to Britain, and they settled in Falmouth. Mrs.
Bolitho said to me, "Pat, that's like taking a girl from New York City to live in
the hills of Kentucky."
We used to tie up sometimes in
Dartmouth, which is where the Royal
Navy College is-beautiful place. One

time about three or four of us sailors
went out walking from there. We went
along a little country lane, over to Torbay and Paignton, which were British
seaside resorts on the Channel coast.
An Englishman and his wife were
walking up the road as well. All of a
sudden, we could hear some American
trucks coming, and we all dove out of
the way as they sped past. This
Englishman shook his walking stick at
us and said, "You bloody Yanks. The
way you drive your lorries, it's a wonder that any of us are still alive."
One of the thrills of my life was the
first time I rode an English steam train
from Plymouth to London. It was a
famous train, the Cornish Riviera

Express, which runs from Paddington
to Penzance. If you know anything
about railroads and you're a railroad
buff, that's one of the big express trains
of the world. Of course, it was jammed
with people, as our trains were during
the war. You had a tough time even
getting on, so there was something
truly exciting about riding on that bigname train and arriving in London in
the blackout. Much less enjoyable was
the first Christmas away from the
United States. I remember sitting in
church and weeping all during the
Mass.
We spent nearly six months in
training, continually making practice
landings with troops. During those

An LCT had the capacity to carry many more soldiers to the Normandy shore than did the LCVPs. (Navy photo in the

National Archives: 80-G59422)

The bow doors of an LST frame this photo of captured German soldiers marching toward the landing craft that will take
them across the Channel to England. (Navy photo in the National Archives: 80-G-252780)

exercises we practiced drying out,
which is exactly what our landing craft
did later, on D-Day at Normandy. The
idea was to head in, drop the anchor
astern, and go as far as we could on the
beach. When the tide went out, we
dropped our forward ramp on the
beach, and the cargo could he
unloaded. When the tide came in
again, we used the anchor to pull the

Kemp's LCT-528 dried out on the beach at Normandy during
low tide. (Navy photo in the National Archives: 80-6-2.53001)

LCT back off the beach. We did that
quite often, sometimes with troops and
sometimes with vehicles. It was the
same principle an LST used, but the
LCT was a smaller version. I recall a
number of the places where we tried
this technique: North Devon, Bideford,
Barnstable, and South Wales.
We loaded in Plymouth for the
invasion. We'd been through so many
drills that I didn't realize this was the
real thing. My birthday is May 20, and
we were loaded by that time. Some of
my shipmates took me out, and we got
crocked that night to celebrate my
twenty-first birthday. One of my shipmates said, "Well, Kemp, at least you'll
die a man."
We went from Millbay docks at

Plymouth up to Portsmouth to join the
group that we went to France with. We
left England the evening of June 5. I
remember that the weather was not too
good as we went across the English
Channel. The LCT bounced around,
but we had been on board so long by
then that we were used to it. I didn't
sleep that night because I was helmsman, steering the ship. In the bow we
had a truck that belonged to the army
amphibious engineers. Behind that
were Bailey bridge forms, and behind
them, blitz cans of gasoline. It's just a
miracle that we survived the trip
because there was shrapnel flying
around. I wondered how we could
have missed getting blown up, but we
didn't. We saw a tank lighter like ours,
and it was the LCT-777. Dick Simpson,
a boatswain's mate, looked at those
lucky numbers and said to me, "That
would be a good one to be on." He had
no sooner got the words out of his
mouth than the thing blew right up.
There was a huge armada of vessels
on the Channel that night; I was overwhelmed by the size of it. All I had to
do was steer. I'm sure there were some
real headaches for the guys who were
in charge of the traffic patterns. We
were doing perhaps eight knots, so I
had a long, long night on the helm. But
I didn't really feel tired. There was so
much nervous anticipation that I
stayed alert. That was really an exciting night, I'm telling you. When it got
light, l never saw so many ships as
there were in the English Channel that
day. Fortunately, we went to Utah
Beach and dried out at about ten
o'clock in the morning. Then army
people used their equipment to carry
off what we had aboard. The bridge

forms were needed to cross the marshland that was back from the shoreline.
During the day on June 6, a number
of fellows who were in the parachutes
and the gliders got to the beach. Some
of them were kind of banged up. I
remember taking them aboard to give
them whatever we had in the way of
food or drink. Some of them were
wounded or had been injured when
they landed.
We stayed that night on the beach.
We were anxious about the unknown,
so fear crept in as darkness moved
over us. For the second night in a row,
I didn't dare close my eyes-this time
because I was terrified that I would
never wake up again. I had watch duty
on a 20-millimeter gun. It seemed to
me that only one German reconnaissance plane carne over that night and
dropped flares. We were petrified, but
nothing else came over. The guys who
were not on watch were allowed to go
to bed, but I don't think too many of
them were able to sleep. Maybe a couple of days after that everybody was
sleeping more or less normally because
things began to fall into a routine.
The beach was still not ours up
above us. 'The Germans were firing
down on us, but they didn't hit usthank God. In maybe a day or two that
whole beach was secured. At the same
time, a whole line of ships was sunk
behind us to create a breakwater harbor. That gave us a new job as a ferry
to transport cargo to the beach from
ships anchored inside this breakwater.
Landing craft were really a key to that
operation, because we were the final
step in getting supplies ashore after
they had made the long trip across the
ocean in cargo ships.

Then came the storm that just about
wrecked us. I remember that I was the
one who parted the anchor cable to our
stern anchor. When the sea got under
the stern, I reeled in cable and put too
much stress on it. I had misjudged the
amount of strain on the cable; it broke,
and the LCT-528 was washed up onto
the beach. I thought the skipper was
going to hang me, because it was
embarrassing for him to be among
those whose ships were stranded
ashore. But he got over it.
A week or two later he became
angry at me again. He was one of two
children. He had a brother who was in
the army, and the brother was killed
by the Germans soon after he landed.
By this time, we were taking German
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prisoners out from the beach to the
other ships so they could be evacuated
to England. There was one poor German guy who was horribly wounded
and obviously near death. He looked
like he had his genitals blown off. He
kept pleading, "Wasser. Wasser.
Wasser." So I went to give him a drink
of water, and my skipper said that if I
gave that guy a drink, he would blow
me away. The captain had just gotten
word that his brother had been killed,
so he was taking revenge-in his wayon the nearest available German. That
was out of character for Lieutenant
Crowther, because I had known him to
be a nice man in every way. Under the
circumstances, his anger and harshness were understandable.

