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(The following is part of a letter written by Sgt. Richard Visser, formerly of Grand Rapids, 

telling of his desperate struggle to survive a troop-ship disaster in the Mediterranean Sea.) 

 

India 

April 27, 1944 

Dear ........  

You have probably read in many papers such headlines as, “Biggest Troop Disaster in 

World War II” or “One Thousand Lives Lost”. Yes, this is the experience which I and 999 other 

men will never forget. 

About 5 months ago our outfit embarked on a ship which was harboring in some port in 

the Mediterranean. The sea was very rough and most of the soldiers were seasick. But after the 

first couple of days, we started feeling a little better because everybody was getting used to the 

swaying of the boat. On the evening of the third day, at about 4 o'clock, we had a boat drill, 

which later proved futile. At 4:30, one of the fellows came running downstairs to our troop deck 

all excited and very pale and said, “They got two German planes” He took his life-belt and 

inflated it. The other fellows first thought he was crazy but in a few moments the alarm bell rang 

which meant enemy planes. Then we all knew it was the real thing, and we tied our belts and 

helmets. The sound of the guns on our boat made a terrific noise especially our four inch guns. 

When the planes came down for strafing, it sounded as though there was a great hail storm. 

While this was going on, I was frightened like everyone else, and many thoughts went through 

my mind. Chills went up and down my spine and my heart was pounding like car knocks. Many 

boys prayed. Before things began happening I had read Psalm 29 and also portions of Matthew. I 

was mocked by the men at that time, who said, “Do you think that is going to bring you home 

safely or help you while you’re in danger?” I didn’t pay any attention to them, but when things 

were getting pretty hot and dangerous, they asked me to pray for them. This I will never forget. 

About 45 minutes later our ship was hit with terrific force. It knocked me back about 15 

feet. The hatches broke down and lights went off. The boys were excited and wanted to rush up 

on deck, but the officers told us to wait until the bell rang. After getting on deck most of the men 

wanted to jump overboard because the boat was listing and sinking fast. I saw hundreds of heads 

in the water. I helped some of our boys put the wounded in lifeboats. 

Then our officer told us to abandon ship. After going down the rope we had to jump. It 

almost took my breath away when I hit the water. I told myself to take it easy. A minesweeper in 

the distance was picking up survivors and my thoughts became riveted on that boat. The waves 

were high because of the storm, but I was told later by some of the fellows that I was swimming 

like a fish. When I reached the minesweeper, I found it hard to get up directly. I tried about four 

times to climb the rope, but every time I was pulled off and pushed under by some men who 

were panicky. The sailors threw over Some cork on which I rested for a time. Then I saw an iron 

ladder…. The boat swayed with the waves, giving me a chance to grab it. As the boat went up a 

sailor grabbed me by my clothes and threw me on the deck. I was very weak and plenty cold. 

After a short time I was put on a bed which felt good, but of course, I couldn’t sleep. I was 

thinking of the rest of the men. 

This was my first swim in the Mediterranean. 1 lost all my personal belongings, my 



billfold, my portfolio and pictures, everything but my little Bible. I am not worrying about the 

things I lost though. I'm only thankful that God saved me through all this and that I’m still able 

to write you. 

Richard Visser 

 

****** 

 

Somewhere in Italy, 

May 1944,  

Dear friends: 

It is Monday afternoon and I haven’t much to do as yet so I thought I would write you. 1 

should have done so before. I have been receiving the Church papers a year now and am always 

glad to get them. It never seems like Sunday out here because we boys are always busy. We hear 

the church bells ringing on Sunday morning but it still does not seem like Sunday. 

It has been nice weather the last few weeks and everything is nice and green here. It 

won’t be long and the people out here will be harvesting their grain. We get all American rations 

so I guess that we haven't anything to complain about. The people out here do not have very 

much. We give our laundry to some of the people out here and it doesn't cost us much to get it 

done. 

I don’t have much more to write. Am enclosing a money order and will write more often. 

As ever, a Christian friend,  

John Den Besten,  

(Doon, Iowa) 

 

****** 

 

North Africa,  

April 28, 1944  

Dear friends, 

I have been receiving “Beacon Lights” since I’ve been in the service and I wish to thank 

you a million times for the wonderful uplifting feeling I derive from reading it. 

I've been in the service for fourteen months now, the majority of which has been sent 

overseas. I have received no mail for about a week and that is when my Beacon Lights are read 

over and over again. Every once in a while, the mail is held up some place, but that is something 

that cannot be helped. Aside from periods such as this, I receive many letters from my relatives 

and my wife. I have a daughter that was born while I was in Africa, so unfortunately I have never 

seen her, but my wife does send me many pictures of the baby and I really treasure them. 

Since I have been overseas, I have visited Algiers, Arzew, Bizerte, Tunis, and Oron. 

Tunis and Algiers are beautiful and quite modern cities. Bizerte is a complete wreck from the 

complete and thorough bombings the Americans gave it when the Jerries had control. 

I had a wonderful chicken dinner some time ago in a French civilian home. The people 

were very kind and they waited on us like servants. All the people out here say all Americans are 

millionaires. The people beg you for cigarettes and candy. Children will follow you for blocks 

begging for candy or chewing gum. 

I am in the Anti-Aircraft Coast Artillery and I enjoy my work, but naturally there is no 

place like home. 



My wife and I are members of Roosevelt Park Church and I wish to say “Hello” to 

everyone there. 

Pfc. William Foster, 

(Grand Rapids) 

 

****** 

 

South Pacific, 

April 24, 1944  

Dear friends, 

Well I finally summed up enough courage to write you a few lines. I can’t truthfully say 

that I didn't have the time to write before as I only work six hours out of every day and I also get 

one day off per week and on that day we can do as we please. I usually get Sunday off. We have 

services here which, last about an hour. Last Sunday we had Chaplain Donnelly deliver a 

message to us and although it was not half as good as the sermons we are used to back home it 

still does a fellow a lot of good. They also have a quartet that sings for us each Sunday. We have 

a white boys quartet and also a colored boys quartet. 

Now a little bit as to where I am. I am in the South Pacific on an island that was in 

Japanese hands in the first stages of the war. We are south of the equator and over the 

international date line. There are large plantations of coconut palms here and there are also many 

different kinds of trees to which vines grow and this comprises the jungles, and there are many 

places in the jungles that are absolutely impenetrable. There are also large coral reefs and many 

species of tropical fish, some of which are totally transparent while others are all the colors of the 

rainbow, and all sizes and shapes. 

The natives down here are very friendly and they dye their hair all different colors. The 

natives are also very smart and all of the souvenirs they sell they want a high price for. They sell 

us grass skirts and canes beautifully inlaid with shells and they sell us rings made of shells and 

combs and many other kinds of trinkets. One of the boys here paid $35 to a native for a cane. It 

was very beautiful and really a work of art. The natives can speak English quite fluently also. 

They call us soldiers “Jo” and they want to be called the same. They have constructed a very 

beautiful chapel for us here which they did entirely by hand and in three months time. It is made 

just of materials from the jungles and no tools were used. 

We get plenty of good food to eat and for entertainment we have a fine dayroom with 

ping pong tables and plenty of books and magazines. We also have horseshoe courts and 

volleyball courts and we can also say that we have one of the best baseball diamonds on the 

islands. We have a nice wide and sandy beach to swim from but the salt water is not as nice to 

swim in as the fresh water lakes back home. 

I get the Beacon Lights and the Standard Bearer regularly and I also received a nice box of 

eats and stationery from the Priscilla Society of our Puller Ave. Church. You at home certainly 

are not forgetting us even when we get overseas. 

Well, I suppose that I had better close now and I hope that in the near future this conflict will 

come to an end and that we can all be together once more. 

Gerald J. Sikkema.  

(Grand Rapids) 

 

****** 



 

Fort Penning, Georgia  

April 30, 1944, 

Dear friends, 

 I would like to call your attention to my change of address. I enjoy the Beacon Lights 

very much and wait eagerly for each issue. I arrived here at Officer's Candidate School on the 

27th. I will write a letter about my stay here at the School in the near future. 

Cpl. Peter Luyk,  

(Grand Rapids) 
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