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Family rediscovers USS 

Thresher  

commander's letters 
 
U.S. Navy Lt. Cmdr. John Wesley Harvey, who was the 

commander of USS Thresher when the submarine sank 

April 10, 1963, is seen when he was a lieutenant aboard 

USS Nautilus in 1958.  

 

In February 1963, just two months before the fatal cruise 

that would claim his life and 128 shipmates, USS Thresh-

er skipper John Wesley Harvey wrote a letter to third-

grader Beth Barfoot. 

 

Harvey, a 35-year-old Navy lieutenant commander, had 

just taken the helm of the $45 million fast-attack subma-

rine at Portsmouth Naval Shipyard. The Thresher (SSN 

593) was the first in a dynamic new class of vessels creat-

ed to counter the threat of Soviet aggression at the height 

of the Cold War. 

Thresher was Harveyôs first command assignment. 

 

Beth was the daughter of Harry Barfoot Jr., a boyhood 

chum and longtime classmate of Harveyôs. And her class 

was eager to hear about Harveyôs experience during an 

historic Arctic cruise aboard the submarine USS Sea 

Dragon (SSN 584) the previous summer. 

 

So Harvey took time out of his hectic schedule to pen a 

remarkably informative hand-written, four-page letter to 

Beth and her schoolmates in Mrs. Gosserôs third-grade 

Shelmire Elementary class in Southampton, Pa. In the pro-

cess, he provided a unique perspective to this polar adven-

ture. 

 

And on the morning of April 10, 1963, Harvey died with 

his crew when Thresher sank during deep-diving tests 

about 220 miles off the New England coast. The loss of 

SSN 593 remains the worst submarine disaster in history, 

during either war or peacetime. 

 

This Friday will mark the 52nd anniversary of the tragedy. 

 

In the summer of 1962, Harvey was riding high. A 1950 

graduate of the U.S. Naval 

Academy, Harvey, known to 

family and friends as Wes, 

was second-in-command 

aboard the Sea Dragon, 

doing what he loved to do. 

 

 

Like the Thresher, Sea 

Dragon was built at Ports-

mouth Naval Shipyard. 

That July, she departed 

from Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, 

for the North Pole. And on 

the East Coast, her sister 

ship USS Skate (SSN 578) 

headed north from New London, Conn. 

 

The two submarines joined up under the ice and then con-

tinued on to the North Pole, where they arrived together 

on Aug. 2. 

 

ñSea Dragon was not the first of our nuclear submarines to 

reach the North Pole,ò Harvey wrote in his letter dated 

Feb. 11, 1963. ñThat was first accomplished by the USS 

Nautilus on August 3, 1958 and I was privileged to be on 

board Nautilus for that trip also.ò 

 
The new submarine skipper noted that along with those 

vessels and the Skate, USS Sargo (SSN 583) had also 

made the voyage. 

 

ñAll four of these submarines have special equipment on 

board to enable them to operate safely under ice and to 

find holes in the ice, called polynyas,ò he wrote. 

ñHowever, these submarines are so constructed that they 

can surface through the ice in an emergency if the ice is 

not too thick.ò 

 

Harvey explained to the schoolchildren that while there 

are many polynyas in the arctic ice pack during summer-

time, the submarines have to crash through new ice during 

the winter freeze. 

 

ñWe do not shoot torpedoes to blast holes in the ice be-

cause this does not make a hole big enough and it is easier 

to poke the submarine itself through the ice,ò he noted. 

 

However, the Sea Dragon and the Skate ñshot many torpe-

does at each other under the ice in order to evaluate the 

effectiveness of our modern torpedoes in the arctic envi-

ronment,ò he added. ñAll of us on both submarines en-

Courtesy photo 
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joyed this very much.ò 

 

When the two submarines surfaced at the North Pole that 

August, the day was sunny and clear with temperatures in 

the low 40s, Harvey wrote. Sailors from both crews 

walked out onto the ice and met with friends they had not 

seen in years, since the vessels were based on opposite 

sides of the continent. 

ñAltogether last summer, Sea Dragon steamed over 5,000 

miles under ice of which 2,500 odd miles was in company 

with Skate,ò he wrote. ñThis was done in a 27 day period 

ï 15 days with Skate.ò 

 

Elsewhere he described the living conditions aboard nu-

clear submarines of that era, noting that because of air 

conditioning and heating systems the crew was always 

quite comfortable in 70-degree temperatures and 50 per-

cent humidity. 

 

The submarines were also able to control their own air, 

enabling them to remain submerged for long stretches of 

time. 

 

ñThis is very convenient since there are no waves under 

the surface and we never roll around and so do not get 

seasick,ò Harvey noted. 

 

He closed the letter by saying that since he was back on 

the East Coast perhaps the Barfoot clan could come visit 

so he could show them aboard his new submarine USS 

Thresher. 

 

The letter is signed, ñUncle Wes.ò 

 
Harry Barfoot III said recently this letter was among 

items rediscovered by the family while house cleaning. 

ñOur dad, Harry Barfoot Jr., was boyhood best friends 

with óuncleô Wes,ò Barfoot stated. 

 

The two were classmates from elementary school all the 

way through Frankford High in Philadelphia, where they 

both played on the city champion baseball team, and on to 

the University of Pennsylvaniaôs Moore School of Engi-

neering. 

 

After one year there, however, Harvey received his ap-

pointment to the Naval Academy at Annapolis. Barfootôs 

father graduated from Penn and also joined the Navy, be-

fore going on to a 35-year career at a company that is now 

part of DuPont. 

 

But although Harveyôs naval career brought him all over 

the world, the two friends and their growing families con-

tinued to stay in touch. 

 

ñWhen Thresher went down, it was a very tragic and sad 

time,ò Barfoot recalled. ñAfter the sea trials were over, 

Uncle Wes was to become the godfather of my younger 

brother Tom.ò 

 

Instead, Barfootôs father took on the task of organizing a 

memorial service to honor his old classmate at their alma 

mater, Frankford High. The family still has letters from 

Harveyôs widow Irene (also a Frankford graduate), ex-

pressing her appreciation for the June 1963 tribute, as 

well as a program from the event. 

 

Barfootôs father died a few years ago. Barfoot lives in 

New Hope, Pa., but works for Measured Progress in Do-

ver. He stays with his son in Newburyport, Mass., when 

he has to travel to the home office about two weeks a 

month. 

 

As children, Barfoot and his sister would bring photos 

and letters sent by Harvey ð bearing genuine North Pole 

postmarks ð to school for show-and-tell, but those items 

have been lost over the years. 

 

Ironically, Harveyôs executive officer aboard Thresher, 

Lt. Cmdr. Pat Garner, was aboard the Sea Dragonôs sister 

submarine Skate during the Arctic voyage described in 

his letter. Commissaryman First Class Donald Nault, a 

Portsmouth native, served on the Skate during two prior 

polar expeditions before joining the Thresher crew in 

1961. 

 

Harvey, Garner and Nault were among the 129 sailors and 

civilian technicians lost aboard Thresher. The Navy later 

determined faulty piping had allowed salt water to spray 

inside the vessel, eventually causing its nuclear reactor to 

shut down. 

 

As noted in his letter, Harvey was previously aboard the 

legendary submarine USS Nautilus (SSN 571) as reactor 

control officer when she became the first vessel to reach 

the North Pole, earning her crew the Presidential Unit 

Citation. 

Harvey, who had two sons of his own, was considered a 

rising star in the Navy. Rugged enough to play lineman 

for the varsity football teams of both Penn and Navy, he 

also graduated first in his class at Frankford High and 

eighth among some 600 classmates at the Naval Acade-

my. He also earned a full four-year academic scholarship 

to Penn. 
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Shipmate on Eternal Patrol 

 

 

 

It is with a heavy heart that I inform you of the passing of our WWII shipmate Clem 

O'Brien. He qualified on the USS Albacore (SS-218) in 1943. Clem made 8 WWII com-

bat patrols. 

Clement Edward O'Brien, 94, passed away April 10, 2015 at home in Upper Arlington 
with family. Born November 12, 1920 in Wheeling, West Virginia to the late Judge JJP 
and Blanche O'Brien, he was one of eight children, all deceased. He graduated from the 
US Naval Academy in 1942, and served as a submariner on the USS Albacore (SS-218) 
in the Pacific in World War II, receiving a Bronze Star and Navy Commendation for 
valor in combat. He attended Navy flight training and continued to serve until retiring in 
1962 as a Commander and settling in Upper Arlington. An avid aviator, he was a quality 
control engineer with North American Aviation/Rockwell Int'l before moving with his 
family to St. Johnsbury, Vermont, working for Fairbanks Industries. He retired and re-

turned to Upper Arlington in 1987. Clement married Jacqueline Lee Crook in 1949 and raised twelve children together 
until her death in 1999. He remarried in 2003 to Nancy Hall. He was proud of his family, his Irish heritage, and his 
service to his country. He was blessed with 38 grandchildren and 16 great grandchildren. Preceded in death by his first 
wife, Jacqueline, and his daughter, Janet Paniccia. He is survived by his wife, Nancy, and his children, Maureen Ker-
scher, Dierdre (Rick) Bersnak, Kevin (Charlotte), Sheila (Dave) Rodriguez, Tracy (Fred) Fisher, Sean (Mary), Michael 
(Marie), Neal (Maureen), Colin (Olga), Ned (Margaret), and Mark (Maura). 
 
A Mass of Christian Burial was held 11 a.m., Thursday, April 16, 2015 at Our Lady of Victory Catholic Church, 1559 
Roxbury Rd. Monsignor John Cody celebrated the Mass and internment will follow at a later date at Resurrection Cem-

etery.  

 
Columbus Base will make a $100.00 donation to the USSVI Scholarship Fund in Clem's memory. 
 
We will miss you, Clem. 
Sailor, Rest Your Oar. 
Jim Tolson 

Commander, Columbus Base 
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On Saturday 4 April and Sunday 12 April Columbus Base participated in two Hilliard Eagle Scout Court 
of Honor ceremonies, presenting the USSVI Eagle Scout patch to the two honorees, Marshall Johnson 
and Brice Steiner. The patch can be seen in the photo of Marshall Johnson who is wearing it on his 

left pocket. Congratulations to these two outstanding young men for their hard work and dedication in 

attaining this status.  

Eagle Scout Court of Honor  



 

 

The meeting was called to order at 1800 by Cmdr., Jim Tolson.  Chaplain Sharon Lloyd conducted the 
invocation.  Welcome to all by Jim Tolson and guests were introduced.  There were 38 members and 
guests present.   

 
A delicious meal with birthday cake was enjoyed by all.   

The base conducted the complete Tolling Ceremony. 
 

50/50 drawing  
Winner: Scott Steele 
William Dodsonðball cap and backpack 
Susie Fleak ï Hardback Trident Deception 
James Williams ï paperback Trident Deception 
Charles Sabino ï bread 
Anna Shaffer ï Navy pin 
Christine Steele ï Serving Trays 
Sara Dumbauld ï Navy Pin 
Galin Brady ï Navy Pin 
Tim Barker ï bread 
Carol Henry USB charger 
Bonnie Koogler ï cashews 
Bob Frier ï Navy Pin 
Jayne Anderson ï Navy Pen 
Jan Creekmore ï Navy Pen 
 

Next Columbus Base meeting is May 2rd at the Worthington American Legion. 

Thanks was given to Sharon Lloyd for bringing the bread and butter and to Tim Barker for planning an-

other great Tolling Ceremony.  Closing prayer (Benediction) was given by Walt Fleak. 

 

The meeting was adjourned and everyone pitched in for cleanup. 

 

Submitted by Jim Tolson for Woody Cook, Base Secretary 

Ce¸¸ ËÄ O

ÆhiÆ: 

COLUMBUS BASE MEETING MINUTES 
Birthday Dinner and Tolling Ceremony 

11 April 2015 
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The Back Nine!!! 

I FIRST STARTED READING THIS EMAIL & WAS READING 

FAST UNTIL I REACHED THE THIRD SENTENCE.  I STOPPED 

AND STARTED OVER, READING SLOWER AND THINKING 

ABOUT EVERY WORD.  THIS EMAIL IS VERY THOUGHT 

PROVOKING.  MAKES YOU STOP AND THINK.  READ SLOW-

LY!  

AND THEN IT IS WINTER  
You know ... time has a way of moving quickly and catch-
ing you unaware of the passing years.  It seems just yes-
terday that I was young, just married and embarking on 
my new life with my mate.  Yet in a way, it seems like 
eons ago; and I wonder where all the years went.  I know 
that I lived them all.  I have glimpses of how it was back 
then and of all my hopes and dreams.  
 
But, here it is ... the back nine of my life, and it catches 
me by surprise ... How did I get here so fast?  Where did 
the years go, and where did my youth go?  
 
I remember well seeing older people through the years 
and thinking that those older people were years away 
from me and that I was only on the first hole and the back 
nine was so far off that I could not fathom it or imagine 
fully what it would be like.  
 
But, here it is ... my friends are retired and getting gray ... 
they move slower, and I see an older person now.  Some 
are in better and some worse shape than me ... but, I see 
the great change ... not like the ones that I remember 
who were young and vibrant ... but, like me, their age is 
beginning to show; and we are now those older folks that 
we used to see and never thought we'd become.  
 
Each day now, I find that just getting a shower is a real 
target for the day!  And taking a nap is not a treat any-
more ... it's mandatory!  
Cause if I don't on my own free will ... I just fall asleep 
where I sit!  
 
And so ... now I enter into this new season of my life un-
prepared for all the aches and pains and the loss of 
strength and ability to go and do things that I wish I had 
done but never did!!  But, at least I know, that though Iôm 
on the back nine, and I'm not sure how long it will last ... 
this I know, that when it's over on this earth ... it's over.  A 
new adventure will begin!  Yes, I have regrets.  There are 
things I wish I hadn't done ... things I should have done, 
but indeed, there are many things I'm happy to have 
done.  It's all in a lifetime.  

 
So, if 
you're not on the back nine 
yet ... let me remind  

 

 

 

 

 

 

you that it will be here faster than you think.  So, whatev-
er you would like to accomplish in your life, please do it 
quickly!  Don't put things off too long!!  Life goes by 
quickly.  So, do what you can today, as you can never be 
sure whether youôre on the back nine or not!  
 
You have no promise that you will see all the seasons of 
your life ... so, live for today; and say all the things that 
you want your loved ones to remember ... and hope that 
they appreciate and love you for all the things that you 
have done for them in all the years past!!  
 
"Life" is a gift to you.  The way you live your life is your 
gift to those who come after.  Make it a fantastic one.  
LIVE IT WELL!  ENJOY TODAY!  DO SOMETHING 
FUN!  BE HAPPY!  HAVE A GREAT DAY!  Remember 
"It is health that is real wealth and not pieces of gold and 
silver."  LIVE HAPPY IN 2015!  
 
LASTLY, CONSIDER THIS:  
~Your kids are becoming you ... but your grandchildren 
are perfect!  
~Going out is good.  Coming home is better!  
~You forget names ... But it's OK because some people 
forgot they even knew you!!!  
~You realize you're never going to be really good at any-
thing like golf.  
~The things you used to care to do, you aren't as inter-
ested in anymore; but you really don't care that you aren't 
as interested.  
~You sleep better on a lounge chair with the TV 'ON' 
than in bed.  It's called "pre-sleep".  
~You miss the days when everything worked with just an 
"ON" and "OFF"  
switch..  
~You tend to use more 4 letter words ... "what?" ... 
"when?" ... ???  
~You notice everything they sell in stores is 
"sleeveless"?!!!  
~What used to be freckles are now liver spots.  
~Everybody whispers.  
~You have 3 sizes of clothes in your closet ... 2 of which 
you will never wear.  
~But Old is good in some things:  Old Songs, Old mov-
ies, and best of all, OLD FRIENDS !!  
 
Stay well, "OLD FRIEND"!  It's Not What You Gather, But 
What You Scatter That Tells What Kind Of Life You Have 
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Chaplinôs corner 
Submitted by Sharon Lloyd  
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      Commanderôs Corner 

          By Jim Tolson  

 

April has started off with two USSVI Eagle Scout awards.  Thanks to Mike Thurston for 

presenting the USSVI Eagle Scout award to Marshall Johnson on April 4 and to Bob 

McDaniel for presenting the award to Brice Steiner on April 12.  Both of these Eagle 

Scouts are the type of shipmates you would want to have in your crew at sea.  They have 

been invited to participate in the July 4 th  Hilliard parade with us.  Marshall Johnson was 

already wearing the USSVI Eagle Scout patch.  You can see their pictures on the web 

site.  

Thanks to Tim Barker for planning another excellent Tolling ceremony.  The music Tim 

plays in this ceremony adds a lot to it.  Do you remember the first time you heard 

òEternal Father Strong to Saveó?  I was in the chapel in San Diego while in boot camp.  

As I read more about the WWII heroes that served before us and how they lived on the 

WWII diesel boats, I realize what a sacrifice they made.   

There was a lot of interest in the USS Silversides DVD that was playing before the Toll-

ing Ceremony.  Now that we have our own base projector, maybe we can have more vide-

os in our meetings.  Bob Frier was telling me about his battle station.  How did Bill 

McCorkle fix meals in the galley?  We missed Frank Lloyd, but I bet he would be talking 

about the diesels.   

It was great to see Bruce and Sherry Sanderson along with their daughter Ziva.  Bruce is 

our only active duty member.  Ziva has grown a lot since she was in the Columbus Veter-

ans Day parade with us last fall.   

Hope to see you at the next meeting.  

Activities   

May 2, 2015  Columbus Base Monthly Meeting at American  Legion Leasure -

Blackston Post 239, 700 Morning Street, Worthington, OH 

43085.  1200 social & sea story hour, 1300 meeting  

May 6, 2015  Franklin Heights High School, NJROTC award ceremony  

1001 Demorest Road, Columbus, 43204, 1730, football field  

May 16, 2015  Armed Forces Day Parade , Heath OH, Noon step off.  Galin 

pulling the submarine.  

May 23, 2015  Place Flags on graves at Resurrection Cemetery . 

May 25, 2015  Worthington Memorial Day Parade, 1000 step off.  Galin pull-

ing the submarine.  

June 6, 2015 Columbus Base Monthly Meeting at American  Legion Leasure -

Blackston Post 239, 700 Morning Street, Worthington, OH 

43085.  



 

P a g e  9  

Tolling of the Boats  

USS Pickerel (SS-177)  April  3, 1943 

PICKEREL, commanded by Lt. Comdr. A. H. Alston, Jr., the first submarine 

to be lost in the Central Pacific area, set out from Pearl Harbor on 18 March 

1943 and, after topping off with fuel at Midway on 22 March, began her sev-

enth war patrol off the eastern coast of northern Honshu. She was never heard 

from after her departure from Midway.  74 submariners were lost aboard the 

Pickerel. 

USS Snook (SS-279) April, 9 1945 

The circumstances surrounding SNOOK's lose suggest the possibility that a 

Japanese submarine may have torpedoed her while she was surfaced during her 

lifeguard duties and it was not reported. It is known that such tactics were sug-

gested to Japanese submarine commanders by their superiors. 84 men lost their 

lives aboard the Snook. 

USS Thresher (SSN-593) April 10, 1963 

On April 9, 1963, USS Thresher departed the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard  with 112 

crew members and 17 technical observers for deep diving exercises in an area approxi-

mately 200 miles East of Cape Cod, Massachusetts, accompanied by the USS Skylark.  

The Skylark lost communication with the Thresher at 0918. All 129 aboard were lost. 

USS Gudgeon (SS-211) April 18, 1944 

On 18 April, enemy planes claimed that they dropped bombs on a submarine. 

"The first bomb hit a bow, the second bomb direct on bridge. The center of the 

submarine burst open and oil pillars rose." 79 lives were lost on the Gudgeon. 

 

 

USS Grenadier (SS-210) April, 22, 1943 

Toward morning of 22 April, what appeared to be a destroyer, but was actual-
ly an 1800 ton merchantman, and an escort vessel were seen on the horizon, 
and a plane was driven away by gunfire. The skipper decided to scuttle the 
ship then, and it was done, with all hands being taken prisoner by the enemy 
merchant ship. The statements of the men relate the brutal treatment they re-
ceived at the hands of the Japanese, and of how their spirit was kept up by 
their Commanding Officer. The enemy gained no information from this gal-
lant crew, despite the worst they could inflict, and all members of the crew 

[but four] were recovered from prison camps at the close of the war. 

 

Official Navy Photographs 


