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To all of the American heroes who were part of the submarine wars of the Pacific in World War II.

Sleep, my sons, your duty done

For Freedom’s light has come

Sleep in the silent depths of the sea

Or in your bed of hallowed sod

Until you hear at dawn the low

Clear reveille of God

Fedor de Vries
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Prologue
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It seems like a funny title for a book.  All of those “esses” make an interesting alliteration but what does it mean?  While perusing nonfiction books at my local library I came across an interesting book titled “The Terrible Hours” by Peter Maas.  His book told the story of the USS Squalus and the greatest undersea rescue of trapped submariners in history.  I thoroughly enjoyed the book, but it also caused me to research some questions I had about the ship and some of the prominent men involved in the story.  I highly recommend that you read his book.  I have also used some of the information from his book in this project.  Another outstanding book I can endorse is “A Tale of Two Subs” by Jonathan J McCullough.

I never served in the United States Navy or any other branch of the armed services.  But it appeared to me that there was a very interesting correlation between two ships in “The Terrible Hours” who became the stars of the story.  They were sister ships built almost identically, at the same location, and at about the same time.  The crewmen of the subs also had a friendly rivalry.  Their histories seem to intertwine and intersect with each other.

I would also like to apologize in advance for my writing style or lack thereof.  I am not an eloquent wordmeister, nor can I wax poetic.  I tend to write short factual sentences that cut straight to the point or that highlights some ironic piece of information.

After researching numerous online articles, I have to admit that I shed a few tears for these brave men who fought their enemies in the waters of the Pacific Ocean in World War II.  Irony, tragedy, luck, blessing, courage, duty, and fear were just some of the daily emotions they endured in service to their country.

The sister ships are an early class of submarines built in the late 1930’s.  They were called the Sargo Class of submarines.  The ten, or eleven, ships in this class have an incredible story to tell.  They were especially prominent in the service to their country during the World War II years.  I hope that I’ve done their story justice.

J Louis Frey
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Chapter 1-The Turtle and The Alligator
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The United States Navy has used submarines or submersibles since the time before there was a US Navy.  The first instance of a submersible being used was The Turtle.  It is regarded as the world’s first submersible watercraft.  It was constructed in the spring of 1775 by David Bushnell, an inventor from Connecticut.  The United States Navy was founded on October 13, 1775.

The Turtle was six feet high three feet wide, and ten feet in length.  The shell of the craft was made of two layers of oak wood, sealed with tar, and contained by steel bands much like a barrel.  It moved by propellers that were cranked by hand.  It could move either forward, or up and down by these propellers.  The Turtle, like its namesake, could also dive below the surface of the water by means of an onboard tank.  Simply let water fill the tank and the craft descended.  Pump the water out of the tank by hand and the craft rose in the water.  Thick glass was used at the top of the vessel to provide light for inside.  The vessel was housed at Bushnell’s brother Ezra’s farm.  Bushnell eventually contacted the US Continental Army for volunteers to take over the operation of The Turtle.

It was ready for duty in early September 1776.  The mission was an attack on the British ship Eagle which was the flagship of Admiral Richard Howe.  Piloting the Turtle was Sergeant Ezra Lee of Lyme, Connecticut.  The Eagle was moored south of Manhattan where the East River and the Hudson River merge.  Lee’s mission was to drill a hole in the Eagle’s rudder and then attach an explosive device to her hull.  It didn’t succeed and Lee released the explosive charge at British troops approaching in a rowboat.  They retreated and the charge detonated near the East River.  After a second attack on another ship failed the British sunk the abandoned vessel.

US General George Washington honored Bushnell with a commission in the Army.  Bushnell developed a type of floating mine, called a powder keg torpedo, that slightly damaged the British ship Cerberus.  When the Revolutionary War was over Bushnell became commander of the Army Corps of Engineers at West Point, New York.  Washington once said of Bushnell that he was “a man of great mechanical powers, fertile of invention, and a master of execution.”

The first submarine in US Navy history was The Alligator.  After the commencement of hostilities in the American Civil War, which began on April 12, 1861, the Navy contacted a Philadelphia shipbuilder about constructing a submersible watercraft.  The forty-seven-foot-long ship was launched on May 1, 1862.  She was made of iron and had an interior consisting of a number of watertight compartments.  There was also a section of glass built in to allow natural light into the vessel.  She would have a crew of a dozen men, eight of whom would be oarsmen, to propel the boat.  An air pump inside the ship was attached to tubes from floats at the surface.  She also had an airlock that would allow a diver to attach a mine to an enemy ship then return to the submarine to detonate it.  The Navy took command of the boat on June 13, 1862.  A newspaper called the submarine The Alligator because of her green color.

The ship was taken to the Washington Navy Yard.  The Yard is the oldest shore establishment in the US Navy.  It was established in October 1799 and is located on the Anacostia River.  At the end of the war the ironclad USS Montauk was stationed there and used as a prison for six of the Lincoln assassination conspirators.  President Lincoln’s assassin, John Wilkes Booth, had his body brought to and examined aboard the Montauk.  

In July 1862 the oars were removed, and a hand crank propeller was added.  This would allow her to attain a greater speed.  At one point US President Abraham Lincoln viewed the submarine in action.  The USS (United States Ship) Alligator was then going to be towed to Charleston, South Carolina to be used in an operation against the enemy.  On April 2, 1863 The Alligator was being towed by the USS Sumpter when they hit a severe storm.  In order to save itself the Sumpter cut the line between the two and set the slowly filling Alligator adrift.  She promptly sank off the coast of North Carolina near Cape Hatteras.

While the US Navy suffered a total failure of its first submarine, their counterpart at the time, the Confederate States of America enjoyed a historic accomplishment with theirs.  Named the HL Hunley, after her designer Horace Lawson Hunley, she was the third vessel built and funded by the team of Hunley, James McClintock, and Baxter Watson.  Their first submarine was the Pioneer that had to be scuttled in Lake Pontchartrain in Louisiana so that Union forces wouldn’t capture it.  Their second creation named the American Diver, sank in Mobile Bay in Alabama due to bad weather.  This occurred in February 1863.

The Hunley had numerous problems during its operational life.  The submarine was built in Mobile, Alabama and transported by rail to Charleston, South Carolina for use there against a Union naval blockade.  Hunley was thirty-nine feet long with a hand cranked propeller.  During trials Hunley sank after being swamped by the wake of a passing boat.  This resulted in the loss of five crewmen, with four escaping.  After being raised the Hunley sank again during test exercises.  All eight crewmen perished including the thirty-nine-year-old Hunley.  The submarine was raised from the bottom again and was made ready for more action.  Although referred to often as the CSS Hunley, the ship’s proper name is the HL Hunley.

The Hunley was used in combat for the first time on February 17, 1864.  Its’ victim was the USS Housatonic, on duty as part of the South Atlantic Blockading Squadron at Charleston, South Carolina.  At 9 pm a lookout on the Housatonic spotted an object nearing his ship.  He later stated that it looked like a plank moving in the water.  Even though the Housatonic was equipped with twelve cannons it couldn’t get a shot off at the intruder.  It was reported, though, that some crewmen were able to get off some small arms fire at Hunley.

The Hunley rammed the Housatonic on the starboard side using its spar torpedo to effect.  A spar torpedo is a long pole with a bomb attached at the end.  The Hunley was armed with a metal pipe as its spar.  When the Hunley backed away it pulled a long chord attached to a trigger mechanism that detonated the 160-pound black powder bomb.

The Housatonic sank stern first after five minutes but not before two lifeboats were lowered with some of her sailors aboard.  Some of the remaining crewmen climbed the riggings which remained above the surface of the water.  Two officers and three crewmen died in the attack.  The Hunley was the first submarine attack resulting in the sinking of an enemy vessel in military history.  However, the victory was hollow because Hunley never returned to her base, along with her eight crewmembers.  They were thought to have been killed by the concussion from the blast.  She was lost for over 130 years before being discovered in 1995.
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Chapter 2-USS Holland
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John Phillip Holland built the first submarine that was commissioned by the US Navy.  The vessel’s keel was laid down in November 1896 at the Crescent Shipyard in Elizabeth, New Jersey.  Holland, born in County Clare, Ireland, had earlier built a submarine called Plunger that was launched in 1897 but was never commissioned by the Navy.  The vessel that was commissioned was built by the Holland Torpedo Boat Company owned by Holland.  The company later became the Electric Boat Company in 1899.
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