GOOD SAMARITANS
A TRUE STORY
FROM NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR
An excerpt from Chapter 1: The Story - Dead Reckoning https://
www.mun.ca/mha/polluxtruxtun/
On February 18, 1942, the American naval vessels USS Truxtun, USS Pollux, and USS Wilkes
were due to arrive at a large military base at Argentia, Newfoundland. Only the Wilkes made it.
The other two ships went aground on the jagged rocks off Newfoundland's south coast in a
ferocious winter storm. Giant waves pounded the vessels and eventually broke them to pieces.
The Truxtun was trapped in Chambers Cove and the Pollux about one and a half miles west at
Lawn Point. The Truxtun was carrying 156 men and the Pollux 233.
For hours, these men fought to survive in the driving sleet, howling wind, and bitter cold of the
North Atlantic. With their ships breaking up beneath them, they first had to cross the raging ice
cold seas that separated them from land. Then they had to travel over miles of snowy wilderness
to reach the nearest inhabited buildings. A great number of men spent all night outdoors,
huddled wet and cold in caves or under clumps of trees. Many drowned or froze to death. Of the
389 officers and enlisted men on board the two vessels, 203 died.
But 186 lived. They survived because of their own determination, resourcefulness, and courage and also because of the tremendous heroism displayed by the residents of St. Lawrence and
Lawn who travelled to the wreck sites through blowing snow and spent hours hauling men out
of the ocean, pulling them over icy cliffs, bringing them to a nearby mine, and then into their
own homes. The rescuers and their families bathed the numb and semi-conscious survivors in
warm water, gave them what little clothing and food they had, and nursed them back to health.
Although one of the worst disasters in United States naval history, the story of the Pollux and
Truxtun is not just about death and anguish. It is about human courage, generosity,
transcendence, and bonding. The local townspeople risked their own lives to save strangers in
imminent danger and in the process forged intimate relationships that would not only span the
decades, but would also dramatically change the lives of some survivors.
A striking example is Lanier Phillips, a black sailor aboard the Truxtun who was the victim of
severe racism while growing up in Georgia during the 1920s and 30s, and also while enlisted in
the US Navy. To this day, Phillips credits the kindness and respect he received from the white
people of St. Lawrence with changing his life and giving him a newfound sense of self-worth. He
says it motivated him to fight racial discrimination in the United States and to become the first
black sonar technician in the US Navy. Today, Phillips is widely
recognized as a civil rights role model. Although many lives were
lost as a result of the two shipwrecks, 186 were saved, and at least
one was changed for the better, with profound and
far-reaching results. For more about Lanier Philips' story please visit a
three part series on:: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JJkbkBbTaYI
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