DEEP SERVICE
By Brad Hoopes for the Reporter-Herald
In the murky and cold waters off the Rhode Island coast, George Hekowczyk worked in total darkness.  Working purely by sense of touch, he finds what he is looking for and attaches the cable.  Another torpedo has been retrieved.

Underwater diving in 1942 consisted of heavy diving helmets and life support hoses from the surface. Diving was still in its infancy.  Basically so was George, as he was still just a teenager.
George enlisted in the Navy a month after Pearl Harbor was bombed.  Born and raised in Webster, Massachusetts, the Navy shipped him not too far away from home to Providence, RI.  He didn’t have any basic training, instead assigned right away to a secret base on islands off the coast.  He was now part of a unique, seldom heard of and very dangerous diving unit at a torpedo testing center.
Military supplies and equipment were in short supply when the war broke out.  America was still on its knees from the Great Depression and had to build up.  Nothing could be wasted, including torpedoes.  At the base, every torpedo would be tested before being sent out to ships, planes and submarines.  They would do the tests during the day and at night the dive crews would go out and retrieve each one.  

Being the “kid” on the crew, George was initially part of the surface support.  “One day, out of the blue, someone said Ski get dressed, you’re going down.”  George remembers.  They put him through some situations to see if he could mentally take it.  A number of dives later and George was now a diver. 

The process of retrieving the torpedoes involved getting their rough location and sending a diver down.  Using a weight on a rope or a metal rod, he probed around in the deep mud until he hit something solid.  A 2 ½” fire hose would then be sent down and forced air would start blowing everything away from the torpedo.  “You were digging, but it was more like everything was suspended in the water.  You were basically encased in a Jello-like substance while you worked.” George explained. “You then felt along the torpedo until you found the correct area and attached a cable to it.”

After each dive George would spend time in the decompression chamber to ensure against getting the Bends.  The Bends are extremely painful and can result in death.  One time though he did get the Bends after retiring to his bunk for the night.  The older divers realized what was wrong and put him in the chamber, where he spent 11 hours.  George had another diving accident when he fell off an underwater cliff, slamming his face into his diving helmet.    
Once war production got up to full speed and there were now plenty of torpedoes, George was transferred to the destroyer escort Charles E. Brannon.  The Brannon sailed throughout the Pacific primarily as a submarine hunter and George crossed the equator 13 times. With no formal navy training, he was given roles of responsibility on the ship in addition to doing diving work. Given a task with little or no training and then excelling at it is a common thread found in both George’s military and civilian life.
Along with the memories, George also has the physical reminders of his service.  That diving fall eventually resulted years later in a number of corrective surgeries.  His knees still cause him pain from getting the Bends and are prone to give out from time to time.  He also has ear and hearing issues caused by all those constant changes in pressure.      

