
 
 

 

Video Log 

Name: Edmund G. Klepps 

War: WWII 

Branch: U.S. Navy  

Born: 2/5/1914 

 

Interview Date: 8/15/2012 

Interviewed By: Jonathan M. Salomone 

 

00:00:00 Introduction  

 

00:00:42 Served before and during World War II; Joined the Navy on June 19
th

, 1935 

 

00:01:05 mentions 1
st
 days in the service and boot camp while stationed at Norfolk, 

Virginia; describes having to wait about two weeks for a full platoon to be 

assembled; the instructors were all tough as they held true to their merchant 

Marine roots;  

 

00:02:57 highest rank held was chief warrant officer;  

 

00:03:13 after basic training out of Norfolk Virginia, Klepps was sent to San Pedro, 

California where he was assigned to the U.S.S. Mississippi; Was linked with the 

U.S.S. Mississippi for about 3 years; Mentions Division M Officer, John Silva 

from Rhode Island, who took Klepps under his wing and assigned him to more 

desirable job assignments; after some time, Klepps worked his way up to the rank 

of Machinist Mate 2
nd

 Class;  

 

00:04:55 chats about 30 day leave pass that was awarded after having been promoted to the 

rank of Machinist Mate 2
nd

 Class; took a Pullman train sleeper car from San 

Pedro, California to Connecticut and back and described the accommodations as 

nice;  

00:05:54 after returning back to San Pedro, California and aboard the U.S.S. Mississippi; 

Klepps participated in cruise of the Pacific making stops in Hawaii, onward and 

into Island Cruises; mentions going on Maneuvers twice and having been initiated 

as a Shellback after crossing the equator;  

00:08:14 after leaving the U.S.S. Mississippi, Klepps was assigned to the U.S.S. Helena 

described as a light cruiser assigned with the number 50; The Helena was built 

and anchored in Navy ship yard out of Brooklyn, New York;  

 



 
 

00:10:07 Klepps Enlisted into the Navy at a recruiting depot out of New Britain, 

Connecticut; was a resident of Terryville, Connecticut;  

00:11:55 talks about the two weeks of downtime before being accepted into the Navy; 

mentions having been selected among college educated men who also joined and 

were later assigned to Klepps Platoon;  

00:15:14 Recalls a Chief by the name of Seese; mentions him as being a good natured man 

that was fair; 

00:16:23 did not have any issues getting through basic training; self-described as an 

excellent swimmer; the swimming skills later helped Klepps when he abandoned 

the Helena as she sunk in the open waters of the south pacific;   

00:18:44 after re-enlisting with the Navy, was sent to Diesel school out of New London, 

Connecticut before being sent to Brooklyn, New York to join up with the U.S.S. 

Helena; September 28
th

, 1939 was the day that the Helena was commissioned into 

service;  

00:19:32 mentions a memorable maneuvers run where the U.S.S. Helena was performing 

test runs in the cold and choppy Atlantic waters off the coast of Brooklyn New 

York; mentions the young ship during this time as being very top heavy and 

almost capsizing as the ship pulled too hard in one direction; because of this and 

once back in port, 600 tons of lead were placed at the bottom of the ship to 

stabilize it from being too top heavy;  

00:21:31 after leaving port from Brooklyn New York on the U.S.S. Helena, Klepps 

participated in a Shakedown cruise and a good will tour to South America; made 

stops at Argentina, Brazil, and into Uruguay; mentions coming into contact with a 

German pocket battleship Admiral Graf Spee that was wrecked off the coast of 

Uruguay; also mentions that there were many German speaking waitresses in 

Uruguay which made ordering meals a breeze for Klepps as he spoke fluent 

German;  

00:25:01 eventually sailed through the Panama Canal; recalled when the U.S.S. Mississippi 

was stuck going through the Canal; after being dug out by steam shovels, the 

U.S.S. Mississippi made it to its destination and docked outside the World’s Fair 

in 1939; Klepps mentions meeting up with his girlfriend who joined his brother 

and wife from Connecticut and then toured the World’s Fair;  

00:26:59 following the World’s Fair in 1939, Klepps eventually sailed out through the 

Panama Canal while onboard the U.S.S. Helena and landed in Pearl Harbor, 

Hawaii; Mentions spending most of the year from 1940-1941 conducting gunnery 

practice on a routine basis;  

00:27:27 on the eve of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Klepps had the auxiliary watch on the 4-

8 shift; following the shift, Klepps departed onto the shore of Pearl Harbor and 



 
 

went to the mess hall to get hot food and a drink; following the mess hall, he came 

back aboard the U.S.S. Helena and proceeded to take a shower; not long after 

entering the shower, Klepps heard the officer of the deck shout over the loud 

speaker, “All Hands, man your battle stations; Japanese planes are attacking Ford 

Island”; only seconds after the announcement, the U.S.S. Helena was struck by a 

Japanese torpedo on the bottom of the ship; Immediately after the torpedo struck, 

fire spread throughout the stair wells; Klepps believes that the water on his body 

from the shower had saved him from being badly burned as a sailor who was only 

6 feet away from Klepps was burned beyond recognition by a fireball that roared 

across the ship and through an open porthole;  

00:29:59 the ship only went down a little by the bow as all the flood doors were closed and 

sealed the U.S.S. Helena shut to prevent her from sinking; after only two days, the 

Helena was tugged into dry dock for repair; while in dry dock, damaged 

machinery and equipment were removed; In total, there were 33 casualties from 

the Helena as a direct result from enemy attack while in Pearl Harbor;  

00:31:13 mentions the two diesel engines onboard the U.S.S. Helena as holding up well and 

being able to start directly after the torpedo attack; once the engines were started, 

enough power was created to power the whole ship and supported gunners to 

continue attacking the Japanese; in addition, some hands on deck were able to 

light off coal oil in the burners as a defense measure; the black smoke clouded 

and shielded the ship and harbor from being further attacked by the Japanese;  

00:33:00 in the days directly following the attack on Pearl Harbor, Klepps and the other 

sailors ate sandwiches for about 3 days before the Helena was put in dry dock 

number 1010; after only 20 days in dry dock, the yards men were able to patch up 

the bottom of the ship and remove two of the screws for the ride back into the 

states;  

00:34:36 talks about the devastation and views about Pearl Harbor following the attacks;  

00:35:56 after Pearl Harbor, the Helena was sent back to the United States for further   

repairs; in addition, the ship was retrofitted with state of the art radar and 

additional gun turrets before being redeployed;  

00:38:02 after being re-deployed into the South Pacific, the Helena still saw many battles; 

however, the battle at Guadalcanal was the worst of them all; mentions numerous 

battle stories in great detail; 

00:42:52 subsequent to a torpedo penetrating the U.S.S. Helena after a battle, the ship was 

forced to sail down to Australia for repair; while they were pulling into port, on 

lookers from the shore were commenting as to how the ship sustained all the 

damage; in response, the sailors replied, “Termites”;  



 
 

00:43:36 after leaving the ship, Klepps and others aboard the U.S.S. Helena were able to 

have 20 days liberty and were free to explore Sydney, Australia;  

00:44:55 after the Helena was all patched up and back out in the open waters, Klepps 

learned that his ship was now expendable; this was a surprise to all as most were 

under the impression that they would be able to return to the United States;  

00:45:15 before long, the Helena returned to its position in the vicinity of Guadalcanal; 

during this time, the ship was pulling maneuvers in and out of small Islands; 

additionally, the Helena would transport Marines and drop them off to their 

location on shore; Mentions running out of flameless ammunition and having to 

fire regular ammunition at night which blew their cover;  

00:46:46 on the night of a fiery battle in Kula Gulf, the U.S.S. Helena was struck by heavy 

enemy fire and was taken down by multiple torpedoes; Klepps location on the 

ship when it was struck by the torpedoes was in the forward engine room; Klepps 

can remember exiting the room on a ladder, however a junior officer whom was 

ahead of him on the ladder was moving too slow; as a result, Klepps shoved the 

officer clear through the opening to speed up the evacuation process; when both 

of them were on shore the next day, the two shared a laugh and were both happy 

to be alive; 

00:49:40 once onto the top of the deck, Klepps was able to see the live battle of Kula Gulf 

while at the same time, realize that the Helena was sinking at a fast clip; after a 

short amount of time, Klepps and a fellow sailor decided to hold hands and jump 

off the side of the sinking Helena; once off the ship, Klepps bobbed around and 

watched the Helena sink; realizing that all the life boats were no were to be found, 

he doggie paddled for close to an hour before coming across a raft;  

00:51:50 after boarding the life raft, Klepps was picked up by the U.S.S. Nicolas; 

remembers standing on deck and was handed a hot coffee and a cigarette while 

the Nicolas was still firing at the enemy; meanwhile, Klepps was soaking wet, 

without shoes, and covered in oil that had leaked out of the sinking Helena as he 

swam away seeking refuge;  

00:53:01  eventually, the U.S.S. Nicolas dropped off the refuge Helena survivors and 

brought them aboard the U.S.S. Honolulu; it was on this cruiser where Klepps 

was able to get a fresh set of clothes;  

00:54:18 despite being sunk by the enemy, there were not prisoners of war captured from 

the Helena after she sunk;  

00:55:20 when asked about memorable experiences, the incident which nearly capsized the 

Helena during a non-combat maneuvers run off the coast of New York ranked the 

highest; the Pearl Harbor attack was also referred to as a memorable experience as 

Klepps escaped the smoke filled bottom deck for fresh air above; once on top 



 
 

deck, he stood there with a stray pair of shoes and shorts on only to witness the 

mass destruction of the harbor and the U.S.S. Arizona burning off in the distance; 

during this ciaos, sailors were jumping off ship, trying to swim to shore, and 

avoiding enemy fire as the Japanese laced into Pearl Harbor;  

00:57:36 finally, the vivid memory of when the Helena was sunk is still fresh on the mind 

of Klepps as every morning he wakes up, he recalls trying to swim to safety after 

he had abandoned ship;  

00:58:42 Klepps was awarded the American Defense/Theatre, Victory Medal, Asiatic-

Pacific with 4 battle stars, Philippine Liberation, Navy Unit Commendation, and 

good conduct medals;  

00:59:22  Klepps kept in touch with family through letters home; 

01:00:09 immediately after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Klepps sent home a telegram and a 

letter; ironically, the letter made it home before the telegram alerting his family 

that he was okay and survived the attack; within the contents of the letter, Klepps 

let his family know that he would soon be home on leave; it was on this 30 day 

pass where he pulled together all resources, despite the depression and rationing, 

and married his wife within a 1 week period;  

01:01:26 the food was described as okay while in the Navy; 

01:01:44 there was a period of 3 weeks where no supply ships were able to make it through 

to the Pacific; as a consequence, Klepps and others had to eat beans for three 

weeks until they were re-supplied;  

01:02:39 for good luck, Klepps prayed “Real and earnest” especially when he was 

swimming for cover after abandoning the Helena after she sunk in the warm 

Pacific Waters;  

01:03:11 167,000 gallons of oil leaked from the Helena as she sank; because of this, oil 

surrounded the ship forcing Klepps to swim through it; later on, the only cleaning 

agent that would take the oil off of him was lava soap; about a month after the 

sinking of the Helena, Klepps was stationed in Sacramento, California where he 

developed an ear infection in his right ear; while in sick bay, the doctor rinsed out 

his ears and after a short amount of time, big drops of hard oil dripped out of his 

ear;  

01:04:39 for entertainment, there were two black fellows who sang and danced for the 

sailors; the morning after the battle of Kula Gulf, the Helena sent their band over 

to the U.S.S. San Francisco to cheer them up as most of their officers were lost; as 

a thank you, the ship wrote a letter of gratitude;  

01:05:40 while on leave and earlier in the war, he married his wife; during other long 

periods of leave, Klepps was able to relocate his wife from Connecticut to San 



 
 

Diego, California; Klepps rented a room for 10 dollars a week from Norma 

Hanson who had a husband overseas and needed the extra money;   

01:07:11 while on a shakedown cruise to Buenos Aires, Klepps talks about a barbeque that 

was sponsored by a Chicago meat packing company where all the native locals 

and sailors were invited to attend; upon returning back to the Helena, Klepps 

remembered a fellow sailor mentioning how good the “Mountain Oysters” were; 

mistakenly, this sailor had consumed sheep testicles;  

01:08:35 when asked about pranks, the 1
st
 thing that came to mind was his shellback 

initiation; the ritual was rough and barbaric; the set up was described as canvas 

tunnels that were built and filled with multiple days’ worth of trash which lined 

the bottom; along the way, sailors would crawl blind through the tunnel and be 

aggressively hit by the Veteran shellback’s;   

01:10:00 most of the officers and fellow sailors were good; 

01:10:32 Klepps Navy service ended while stationed in New York; immediately after being 

discharged, Klepps returned to work at a machine shop in Terryville, Connecticut; 

talks about machinist skills;  

01:13:11 after the service, Klepps did not maintain any friendships; however, some years 

after the end of the war, he put an ad out in a nationally published Army Navy 

magazine to try and track down the individual whom he jumped overboard with 

on the sinking Helena; with some luck, he tracked him down and was able to 

properly thank him for saving his life;  

01:14:01 Klepps and others formed a group for Pearl Harbor Survivors and based it out of 

Chicopee, Massachusetts; at its peak, there were about 130 members; however, 

towards the end of the groups existence, only 6 or 7 were left; as a consequence, 

the excess money in the treasury was donated to the Pearl Harbor Memorial in 

Hawaii;  

01:15:54 after a short amount of time machining and losing his finger in an accident, 

Klepps worked as an electrician; following work as an electrician, Klepps picked 

up a job working for the Wallace Barns company in the boiler room; because of 

scheduling, Klepps was also able to work at Bristol hospital, and worked for both 

Barns and the hospital for over 20 years before retiring; mentions other personal 

endeavors that were taken on such as building houses, or investing in properties; 

01:20:25 the military helped Klepps out as jobs during the time of enlistment were scarce 

during the depression;  

01:20:07  once a year, the Pearl Harbor Survivors group based out of Chicopee, 

Massachusetts met for reunions;  



 
 

01:22:20  the service “Gave Klepps a life” through a good record, training, and world 

experiences;  

01:23:44 Conclusion  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


