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    Eternal Father, strong to save,


    Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,


    Who bidst the mighty ocean deep


    Its own appointed limits keep;


    O, hear us when we cry to Thee


    For those in peril on the sea!


—THE NAVY HYMN
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PRELUDE


JUST BEFORE MIDNIGHT ON JULY 4, 1943, LIEUTENANT HUGH BARR MILLER Jr. stood on the windswept flying bridge of the Fletcher-class destroyer USS Strong as the warship steamed southwestward through Kula Gulf, the deep but relatively narrow waterway separating the islands of Kolombangara and New Georgia in the Japanese-occupied Solomon Islands. Bracing himself against the vessel’s motion as it sliced through moderate swells, the thirty-three-year-old officer peered through his binoculars at the barely discernible shape of the destroyer Nicholas, fifteen hundred yards directly ahead. And though he could not see them because of the darkness and passing rain squalls, Miller knew that following in Strong’s wake were the light cruisers Honolulu, Helena, and St. Louis, with the destroyers O’Bannon and Chevalier bringing up the rear of the two-mile column.


The seven warships, part of Rear Admiral Walden L. “Pug” Ainsworth’s Task Group 36.1, had come to shower death and destruction upon Japanese positions on both sides of Kula Gulf. The mayhem was intended to prevent the enemy from interfering with the amphibious landing of American forces at Rice Anchorage, on the northwest coast of New Georgia, an operation to be conducted by troop transports, mine vessels, and destroyers that were also—though only temporarily—part of TG 36.1. Ainsworth’s light cruisers and their escorting destroyers were to first shell an auxiliary airfield, gun emplacements, and other targets on the southern tip of Kolombangara, then switch their fire to the area immediately surrounding the enemy-held harbor at Bairoko, on New Georgia. The bombardment was scheduled to begin during the first minutes of July 5 and last for approximately a half hour, with the landings slated to commence shortly afterward and be completed by dawn.1


As the lead vessels in Ainsworth’s bombardment group, Nicholas and Strong were tasked with conducting an intensive radar and sonar search along the course that the column of warships would follow. That roughly U-shaped route would first parallel the east coast of Kolombangara and then turn directly across the gulf and—upon completion of the mission—take the ships of the task group out of the gulf to the north. The two lead destroyers were to engage any enemy aircraft, surface vessels, or submarines they detected anywhere along the task group’s track and would join in the general bombardment only after the light cruisers shifted their fire to the targets on New Georgia.


While the task of pummeling the enemy positions ashore would be left to Strong’s big guns—five 5-inch/.38-caliber weapons in two single mounts forward and three aft—the close-in defense of the destroyer was up to the ship’s 40mm and 20mm rapid-fire cannon. Miller, a lawyer in civilian life, was in charge of the 20mm weapons and the score of sailors who manned them. Intended primarily for air defense, the guns could also prove murderously effective against small boats and surfaced submarines. Though Strong’s 5-inch mounts could be radar directed, the lighter weapons had to be manually aimed and fired, and it was up to Miller to assign potential targets for his gunners based on the general bearing and range information he received from the radar operator or gunnery officer. By stationing himself on the open flying bridge—the second-highest manned position on the ship—Miller had an all-around view of the surrounding sea and could better determine which of his guns should engage a given target, passing the information to his gun captains via sound-powered telephone.2


Though Miller didn’t yet realize it, however, the greatest threat to Strong was far beyond the range of his 20mm guns.


JUST OVER TWENTY MILES TO THE NORTH OF WHERE THE SHIPS OF Ainsworth’s bombardment group were preparing to open fire on their initial targets, another senior naval officer was pondering his own next move. Captain Kunizo Kanaoka, commander of the Imperial Japanese Navy’s (IJN) Destroyer Division 22, had just been told that the sole radar-equipped vessel in his four-ship flotilla had detected several presumably hostile surface combatants moving south along the west side of Kula Gulf. This was decidedly unwelcome news, for only minutes before Kanaoka had ordered a course change that would take his four destroyers—Nagatsuki, Niizuki, Satsuki, and Yunagi—into the increasingly crowded gulf. The Japanese warships were packed with troops that Kanaoka was to have landed at Vila Plantation—the very place on Kolombangara that was about to become the first target of the American bombardment. Though the Japanese officer was unaware of his enemy’s intentions, he immediately understood that the U.S. Navy’s mere presence in Kula Gulf would make it extremely difficult, if not impossible, for his ships to land their embarked troops.


Yet Kanaoka was loath to immediately abort his mission. The Japanese were well aware that the capture of New Georgia was a key component in the Allies’ campaign to neutralize the sprawling air and naval base at Rabaul, on New Britain, a vital prerequisite to the capture of the entire Solomon Islands chain. The troops packed aboard the four Japanese destroyers that night were ultimately intended to bolster New Georgia’s defenses, thereby helping to slow or even halt the Allied advance through the Southwest Pacific, and Kanaoka’s failure to put the men ashore on Kolombangara as planned could have dire consequences.


Though he realized there was little chance of slipping past the Americans undetected and landing the troops, Kanaoka decided to hold his course a bit longer, until he had a better idea of the enemy’s intentions.


He didn’t have to wait long.


AT TWENTY-SIX MINUTES AFTER MIDNIGHT—FOUR MINUTES AHEAD of the planned zero hour—Honolulu commenced firing. Helena and St. Louis immediately joined in, with O’Bannon and Chevalier adding their voices to the chorus as their guns came to bear. After dispatching more than three thousand 5- and 6-inch high-explosive rounds in less than nine minutes, the column turned east across the gulf, and all of the ships—now including Nicholas and Strong—opened fire on the eastern shore of Bairoko Harbor. Exactly fourteen minutes after Honolulu’s senior gunnery officer prematurely kicked off the bombardment, the American warships ceased firing and the two lead destroyers turned hard to port to start the first leg of the withdrawal, TG 36.1’s mission apparently having been successfully concluded without incident.


WHEN AINSWORTH’S SHIPS COMMENCED THEIR BOMBARDMENT OF southern Kolombangara, the deep rumble of their gunfire and the distant flashes of the shells exploding on their targets in and around Vila Plantation immediately convinced Kanaoka that it would be pointless to continue his troop-delivery mission. The radar-equipped American warships would have a distinct advantage over the Japanese destroyers in the darkness and rain, and the loss of the soldiers and naval infantry embarked aboard Kanaoka’s vessels would be catastrophic. He therefore ordered the ships of his small flotilla to reverse course and head back toward their base at Buin, on the southern tip of Bougainville Island.


But Kanaoka had no intention of simply turning tail and slinking off without at least taking a parting shot at the enemy. In addition to their gun turrets, his destroyers carried deck-mounted launching tubes for the Type 93 torpedo, a technically advanced and extremely lethal long-range weapon far superior to anything then in the U.S. Navy’s arsenal. When the Japanese ships had come about and steadied up on their withdrawal course, Kanaoka ordered Nagatsuki, Niizuki, and Yunagi to each unleash a fan of torpedoes. Within minutes fourteen of the sleek weapons were in the water, churning toward the American warships at speeds in excess of forty miles an hour.


ELEVEN MILES FROM WHERE THE JAPANESE TORPEDOES HAD JUST leaped from their tubes, Strong was turning onto the course that would take it—and the other ships of TG 36.1—out of the confines of Kula Gulf and into the relatively open waters of New Georgia Sound. Hugh Miller was still in his position on the destroyer’s flying bridge, now joined by Lieutenant James Curran, the ship’s gunnery officer. Both men, as well as the port-side lookout standing some fifteen feet aft of them, were attempting to pierce the darkness and light rain, their binoculars trained ahead and to the left of the destroyer’s track. Nicholas, still in the lead, was occasionally visible fifteen hundred yards dead ahead.


As Strong steadied up on its new northerly track, some two miles off Rice Anchorage, first Curran and then Miller spotted a thin, phosphorescent torpedo wake streaking toward the destroyer’s port side. Even as he reflexively shouted a warning into his telephone handset, Miller intuitively knew there was no time to prevent the tragedy that was about to engulf his ship. What he had no way of knowing at that moment, however, was that the looming disaster would launch him into an unexpected and harrowing adventure that would pit him against an implacable enemy; test his mind, body, and spirit in ways he had never imagined; and, ultimately, make him famous as the fighting castaway of Arundel Island.
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ROLL TIDE


AS WITH MANY OF THE YOUNG MEN OF HIS GENERATION WHO EVENTUALLY went in harm’s way aboard ships of the U.S. Navy, Hugh Barr Miller Jr. spent most of his early life far from the sea.1


Born on January 19, 1910, in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, he was the second son of Hugh Barr Miller and Bertha (Lewis) Miller, both of whom came from families long considered part of the “southern aristocracy.” Hugh’s paternal grandfather, Robert N. Miller, was a well-known lawyer, district attorney, and onetime president of the Mississippi Bar Association. He also owned a plantation in Center Point, some eight miles outside Hazlehurst in Mississippi’s Copiah County. Robert’s son, the first Hugh Barr Miller, was born on January 7, 1879, in Hazlehurst. The young man grew up with all the benefits his well-to-do parents could provide, though his formal education was leavened by plenty of time spent in the outdoors, riding, camping, and prowling the plantation’s extensive grounds with fishing rod and shotgun.


The first Hugh Miller—known to the family as H. B.—graduated from the University of Mississippi’s School of Law in 1903 and initially joined his father’s practice in Hazlehurst. He eventually hung out his own shingle and also entered state politics, representing Copiah County for several terms in the Mississippi Legislature.


Within weeks of his graduation from law school, H. B. also got married, a union of two fine old aristocratic southern families. His bride was the former Bertha Boykin Lewis, born in Tuscaloosa in 1878. The new Mrs. Miller was one of seven daughters of Colonel Burwell Lewis, a Confederate veteran of the Civil War, a postwar member of the U.S. House of Representatives, and from 1880 to 1885 the president of the University of Alabama as well as a professor of constitutional and international law. Bertha spent her early years in the president’s mansion at the school, a building the Lewis family considered something of an ancestral seat.


Bertha’s maternal grandfather, Dr. Landon C. Garland, had been president of the university before and during the Civil War. Following her father’s death in 1885, Bertha went to live with her grandparents in Nashville, Tennessee, where Dr. Garland was now chancellor of Vanderbilt University. Upon reaching eighteen, she returned to Tuscaloosa and enrolled in the university, graduating with an AB degree in art—an accomplishment that years later she would follow with a master’s degree in the same subject from Columbia University. How and when she met H. B. is unclear, but the young people obviously hit it off and became engaged in 1902. After the wedding the following year, they settled in Hazlehurst, where H. B. went back to his father’s law firm and Bertha set about creating a home. Their first son, Robert Burwell Miller, was born in 1905, followed by Hugh Jr.—as he was always referred to by his immediate family—five years later.


ROBERT AND HUGH JR. BOTH GREW UP ON THE CENTER POINT plantation, and, not surprisingly, their father ensured that the boys’ formal schooling was supplemented by the same sorts of outdoor activities that he had enjoyed as a young man. H. B. introduced Robert and Hugh Jr. to firearms at a relatively early age, schooling them in gun safety with unloaded weapons until he was sure they could handle the shotguns and hunting rifles responsibly. He then went on to teach them the secrets of successful wing shooting—being able to lead a fast-flying duck or quail accurately enough to bring it down before it sped out of range—and how to take a deer with a single well-placed shot from a high-powered rifle.


As keen as H. B. was to introduce his sons to the “manly pursuits” of nature, his very busy professional life meant that most of the boys’ outdoors education was undertaken by a trusted and respected family retainer, an elderly black farmhand named James Michael. Uncle Jim, as he was known, was a tall and courtly man with a crown of white hair. While he had helped introduce Robert to hunting and fishing, it was Hugh Jr. who received the full benefit of his deep knowledge of, and experience in, the great outdoors. The classroom in which Uncle Jim schooled H. B.’s second son was the acres of dense, swampy woodland that made up much of the Center Point plantation.


Young Hugh’s informal education began at eight years old, when his parents gave their permission for Uncle Jim to take the boy into the great outdoors.2 The curriculum was nothing if not comprehensive, for Hugh learned to distinguish the various sounds of the forest, how to track, how to move silently, and how to make himself completely at home in the outdoors.


Uncle Jim’s lessons were taught during frequent woodland forays, many of which started right after school on Friday. Despite the occasional misadventure, the time Hugh spent in the woods with Uncle Jim taught the boy, as he later remembered, “everything there was to know about the woods, and how to get along in them.”3 They were lessons that years later would literally save his life.


A CHILDHOOD SPENT RIDING, CAMPING, HUNTING, AND DOING THE strenuous and “character-building” chores his parents assigned to him ensured that Hugh Miller grew into a sturdy and self-reliant teenager. By the time he reached fourteen, he was sinewy and athletic, and during his four high school years he played on each of the institution’s organized sports teams. Hugh’s first love was football. At first glance, it seems an odd choice, for he never topped five foot seven and until well into middle age rarely weighed more than 140 pounds. But he excelled as a placekicker—he set several school records that stood well into the 1950s—and could hold his own as a running back.


Football became a key aspect of Hugh’s college years. When in September 1928 he entered the University of Alabama, he immediately tried out for the “Crimson Tide,” the school’s highly regarded team. He was initially assigned to the seventh string, but through determination and because of his capabilities as both a running back and a placekicker he made the varsity squad before the end of his freshman year. It was at that point that Hugh came under the tutelage of Wallace Wade, Alabama’s head football coach and a man who was to have a profound and lifelong influence on Hugh.


Himself a college football star, at Alabama Wade turned what had been a relatively mediocre team into a football powerhouse. That metamorphosis was revealed to the nation as a whole on January 1, 1926, when Alabama went to the Rose Bowl for the first time and beat the vaunted and overwhelmingly favored University of Washington Huskies 20–19. The upset victory in Pasadena—gained in large part through two scoring runs and a spectacular and game-saving last-minute tackle by halfback Johnny Mack Brown—gave Alabama its first national title and helped bring southern teams into the mainstream of American college football.4


The Crimson Tide’s transformation into a football force to be reckoned with was almost entirely the result of Wade’s rigorous and uncompromising coaching style. He was a perfectionist, and he demanded that his players take the game as seriously as he did. Wade enforced an almost military discipline that required his players to give their maximum effort at all times. Hugh Miller later recalled the famed coach as “a terrific task master, a hard driver who had only the sharpest sarcasm for complainers, whiners [and] loafers.”5


But the real secret to Wade’s coaching success was his ability to motivate his players. Even as he was driving them hard, asking the most from each and every man on the team, he was imbuing them with an indomitable spirit built on both a belief in their own abilities and the conviction that they could accomplish anything they set out to do. He was firmly convinced that a man who would not be defeated could not be defeated, and he passed that conviction on to the young men he coached. It was a mantra that held special meaning for Hugh, whose single-minded determination to excel as a running back despite his stature quickly caught Wade’s attention. The older man took a special interest in Hugh, sharpening his already considerable skills as a placekicker and turning him into a ruthlessly efficient tackler—though, as Hugh later jokingly recalled, Wade “damn near killed me in the process.”6


The training and motivation paid off, for in 1930 the Tide was invited to return to the Rose Bowl. The game, played on January 1, 1931, against the Washington State Cougars, was Wade’s last for Alabama—he had already accepted an offer to become head coach at Duke University in North Carolina and would leave at the end of the 1930 season. The looming departure of their coach did nothing to dampen the determination of the Tide players, however, for soon after they took to the rain-dampened field before some seventy thousand spectators in Pasadena they began what would ultimately become an unstoppable assault on the clearly overwhelmed Cougars. With Hugh participating in several plays as a guard, Alabama dominated Washington 24–0.7


The Rose Bowl game was not just Wade’s last hurrah for the University of Alabama but also Hugh’s final game. As dedicated as the young man was to football, he also had other interests. On the one hand, he was a full-time student, and to achieve the grades both he and his family expected him to meant that he had to make a choice—his studies or the game he loved. Given his family’s history, social standing, and tradition of public service, it was perhaps inevitable that he would choose the books over the gridiron.


But there was also another distraction in Hugh’s life. Soon after starting at Alabama, he’d met Anne Elizabeth Gayden, the well-to-do daughter of an eminent Mississippi physician, Dr. Hugh Dixon Gayden, who had died in France while serving in the American Expeditionary Forces during World War I. Anne had been raised by her mother, Anne McComb Gayden, in Leland, Mississippi, and despite the tragic loss of her husband the widow had ensured that her daughter grew up as a proper southern belle.


That was exactly the sort of woman Hugh’s upbringing had taught him to seek as a prospective mate, and what apparently began as a casual acquaintance following a chance meeting in class soon blossomed into something much more. The two were married in a lavish Tuscaloosa ceremony on November 29, 1930, after which they set up housekeeping in a small off-campus apartment. With the help of twenty-year-old Hugh’s parents, the couple was able to pay eighteen-year-old Anne’s train fare from Alabama to Pasadena for the Rose Bowl game, and she cheered from the stands as the Crimson Tide rolled to victory.8


Having ended his college football career on a high note, Hugh devoted himself to both his studies and his young bride. Hugh received his AB degree in May 1931 and graduated from the University of Alabama’s College of Law two years later. He and a now-pregnant Anne moved to Greenville, Mississippi—near where the young woman had grown up and where her mother still lived—where Hugh had been offered a position as an associate attorney with the prestigious law firm Percy & Farish.9 The young couple had hardly settled into their new surroundings when their son, Hugh Barr Miller III, was born on August 20, 1933.


During Hugh’s first year at Percy & Farish, the former football star displayed the same determination he’d shown on the field, putting his full effort and attention into even the most mundane assignments. His attitude and work ethic helped him move up the office pecking order, and by 1935 he’d amply demonstrated his skills as a litigator.


In the decade following his graduation from law school, Hugh’s legal career seems to have moved from success to success, but the same period unfortunately saw a marked decline in the state of his marriage. He and Anne drifted steadily apart, and in August 1940 they officially separated. Hugh moved to Gainesville, Florida, and found a position with one of the city’s law firms. At some point after his arrival in the city, he met and began a relationship with Frances Lee Nipper, a young woman eight years his junior.


Born in Alabama on November 13, 1918, Frances was the oldest of six children of Cicero and Emma (Southerland) Nipper and moved with her family to Gainesville soon after her birth. By all accounts a responsible, caring, and attractive young woman, Frances obviously captivated Hugh, who asked her to marry him when that became possible. On August 28, 1941, Anne filed for divorce in Greenville, seeking both alimony and permanent custody of their now eight-year-old son. Hugh did not contest the action and agreed in full to Anne’s requests, and the final decree of divorce was granted by the Washington County, Mississippi, Chancery Court on October 7, 1941.10 Just over a month later, on November 27, Hugh and Frances were married in Key West—where Hugh had started a new job barely a month before.


Hugh Barr Miller, former attorney, was now Ensign H. B. Miller, U.S. Naval Reserve.


BY THE TIME HUGH AND ANNE DECIDED TO GO THEIR SEPARATE ways in the summer of 1940, war had been raging in Europe for almost a year. Like many of his fellow citizens, Hugh was convinced, as he later recalled, that the United States was already “unofficially in the war and would get into it officially at any time.”11 President Franklin Roosevelt’s September 1940 signing into law of the Selective Service and Training Act made it clear that Hugh—like millions of the country’s other able-bodied men—could look forward to being drafted into military service sooner rather than later. While Hugh was a patriotic and proud American who wanted to do his part in what was obviously soon to be a national war effort, he didn’t particularly relish the idea of ending up as an infantryman. He therefore began exploring other possibilities, and his research led him to the Navy.


As America geared up for war, all of the military services were in desperate need of officers. This need was particularly pressing for the Navy, given that its existing officer corps was already being stretched thin and the traditional source for new commissioned officers—the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland—graduated fewer than one thousand new ensigns a year.12 Moreover, the Navy’s college-based Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC)—authorized by Congress in 1925—had developed slowly and by December 1939 was active on only nine campuses. To a greater extent than the Army, the Navy required officers with advanced skills—individuals with college degrees and professional expertise in engineering, in particular, but also in medicine, science, and law. One way to procure qualified persons was to provide for the direct commissioning of university graduates into the Naval Reserve, and after the September 1939 outbreak of war in Europe what had previously been a fairly low-key program was so inundated with applications from young college men around the country that boxes overflowing with the completed forms were stacked in the halls of the Navy’s Bureau of Personnel (BuPers) by the thousands.13


Hugh’s first step in obtaining a direct commission into the Naval Reserve was to apply through the commandant of the Seventh Naval District in Gainesville. In his cover letter, dated June 23, 1941, he called attention to both his sports background and his legal training as foundations for his leadership abilities.14 Attached to Hugh’s application were letters of recommendation, the most impressive—and prescient—of which came from Wallace Wade, who closed his very positive character reference by saying that Hugh was a young man with “plenty of fortitude” who could “take care of himself in any circumstances.” The commandant of the Seventh Naval District was apparently appropriately impressed by Hugh’s qualifications, for he forwarded the application to Washington with his recommendation that it be approved.


The packet of forms was obviously not one of those that ended up stacked in an endless corridor at BuPers, for Hugh’s application was received, reviewed, and approved in less than ninety days. Hugh was notified of his acceptance in mid-September, and on the twenty-ninth he was commissioned in a brief ceremony in Miami, his wife at his side. The man born far from the sea was now officially an officer in the U.S. Naval Reserve.15


In his initial application for a commission, Hugh had said he didn’t care where he was stationed, but it must have come as a pleasant surprise that his initial duty station was in Florida. After taking a few weeks to settle his business affairs, Hugh reported to Key West in mid-October to take up his new position as an aide to Captain Russell S. Crenshaw, assistant commandant of the Seventh Naval District. The long-serving and very well-respected officer proved to be an ideal mentor for Hugh. Crenshaw took the younger officer under his wing, introducing him to the Navy way of doing things and providing a master class in the subtleties of command. In return, Hugh brought his professional expertise to bear, advising Crenshaw on legal questions concerning the Navy’s expansion of its facilities in and around Key West.


The workload for both Hugh and his superior increased dramatically following Japan’s December 7, 1941, attack on Pearl Harbor and other military facilities on Oahu. On February 1, 1942, the headquarters of the commandant of the Seventh Naval District was moved from the Charleston, South Carolina, Navy Yard to Key West, and Crenshaw was elevated from assistant to acting district commandant. Days later, Crenshaw was tapped to also command the Gulf Sea Frontier, the Key West–based organization created to patrol the waters off Florida, the Gulf Coast states, the Bahamas, and Cuba.


The threat of enemy activity within the Gulf Sea Frontier’s area of responsibility was very real. German submarines had been active off the East Coast of the United States even before Pearl Harbor and had damaged several American merchant vessels and in October 1941 sank the destroyer USS Reuben James as it was escorting a Britain-bound convoy. America’s December 8 declaration of war against the Axis resulted in the arrival off Florida of several German and Italian submarines, and on February 19, 1942, the tanker Pan Massachusetts had the dubious distinction of being the first U.S.-flagged vessel to be sunk by enemy action in the Gulf Sea Frontier when it was torpedoed by U-128 off Cape Canaveral. Four days later, the sub sank the tanker Cities Service Empire thirty miles east of Cocoa Beach, almost at the same time U-504 was sinking another tanker, the Republic, some eighty miles to the southeast.16


While Hugh later recalled his time in Key West as interesting and personally rewarding, America’s entry into the war and the string of enemy submarine attacks that followed within sight of the Florida coast convinced him that he wanted to take a more active role in the conflict. He put in his first request for sea duty within days of Pearl Harbor, seeking assignment to a destroyer because he’d spent one or two days at sea aboard the World War I–era training vessels home-ported in Key West. That request—and the several that followed it—was denied because Hugh had never had any sort of training that would qualify him for a sea billet and, as one senior officer commented, there wasn’t much need for lawyers on destroyers. Hugh’s quest to “get into the fight” seemed to be going nowhere fast when, sometime in the early spring of 1942, a chance meeting with a senior officer set in motion a chain of events that would ultimately help “the lawyer” go to sea.


Boston-born Lieutenant Commander Joseph H. Wellings, known to friends and family as Gus, had enjoyed an interesting and varied career since graduating from the Naval Academy in 1925. He’d spent time afloat on the battleships Utah, Florida, and California and the destroyers King and Tillman; was a Navy ROTC instructor at Harvard for two years; and had served as aide and flag lieutenant to Vice Admiral William D. Leahy. From July 1940 to June 1941, he had been an assistant naval attaché at the U.S. Embassy in London, tasked with studying the Royal Navy’s fleet operations and tactics. Following his return to the United States, Wellings was temporarily assigned to the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations to help develop doctrine for antisubmarine operations. It was in this role that he visited Key West—home to, among other commands, the Navy’s Fleet Sonar School—in the spring of 1942.17


During the several days that Wellings spent in Key West, he called on Crenshaw, commander of the Gulf Sea Frontier, and was at some point introduced to Hugh. In the course of conversation, Wellings mentioned to the younger officer that the antisubmarine doctrine assignment was only temporary; in June Wellings was scheduled to take command of a Fletcher-class destroyer then under construction at Maine’s Bath Iron Works (BIW). Seeing a chance to get himself to sea despite his lack of formal naval training, Hugh told Wellings of his predicament and asked if there was any way he might join the crew of the new vessel. He promised he would do whatever it might take to turn himself into a qualified shipboard officer and was apparently quite convincing, for Wellings agreed to ask BuPers to transfer Hugh to the crew then forming in Maine. As Hugh himself later recalled, he and Wellings “had a terrible time” convincing BuPers to authorize the transfer, though the two officers—with an additional endorsement by Crenshaw—finally succeeded through “sheer persistency.”18 In late April Hugh received orders assigning him to Bath Iron Works as part of the precommissioning crew of DD-467, the soon-to-be-launched USS Strong.


Hugh’s orders directed him to report to his new duty station no later than May 1, but authorized him several days of “leave en route.” After wrapping up a few loose ends in Key West, he and Frances drove first to Gainesville for a brief reunion with her mother and sisters and then headed to Hazlehurst to see Hugh’s family. After that, he and Frances made the fourteen-hundred-mile railway journey from southwestern Mississippi to the coast of central Maine; they had decided that she would accompany him and stay in Bath until the ship was ready for sea. At that point, the young Mrs. Miller would head south, to stay either with her mother or with Hugh’s.


For Hugh, at least, some of the sadness of the imminent parting eased on May 1. Having signed in at the temporary building that served as the administration office for Navy personnel assigned to the Bath shipyard, he walked the several hundred yards to the slipways that fed into the tidal waters of the swift-flowing Kennebec River. There, impossibly elegant of line despite being high and dry, sat the vessel that would carry him to war and—though he didn’t yet know it—launch him on the most challenging and dangerous adventure of his young life.
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TAKING SHIP


THE VESSEL THAT WOULD EVENTUALLY CARRY HUGH MILLER TO THE SOUTH Pacific bore the Bath Iron Works hull number 193, and its construction had been officially authorized some twenty-two months before the young officer’s first sight of it.


On July 1, 1940, William S. “Pete” Newell, president of BIW—as the Maine firm was universally referred to in shipbuilding circles—had traveled to Washington, D.C., to sign a contract his company had worked diligently to obtain. The agreement covered the construction of six 2,100-ton Fletcher-class destroyers and had a value of nearly $41 million.1 BIW was more than qualified to produce the new vessels; the company had been building ships on the Kennebec River since the 1880s and had launched a World War I battleship, Coast Guard cutters, and a variety of yachts, passenger steamers, freighters, and other commercial vessels. More important, beginning in 1909 the company had built several varieties of destroyer for the Navy, and even as Newell entrained for Washington in that eventful summer of 1940 BIW was already constructing examples of the 1,630-ton Gleaves class.


BIW was one of the smallest of only six private shipbuilding companies to have survived the Great Depression, and it stood to lose orders to the larger concerns as the Navy geared up for war.2 As early as 1937 Newell had begun the expansion process, and in the early summer of 1940—before the signing of the Fletcher-class contract—the U.S. government stepped in to help. A telegram from Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox informed Newell that Congress had authorized the reimbursement of private companies for funds spent to enlarge facilities vital to the national defense. Knox directed Newell to “take immediate steps to expand your facilities with the view to greatly enlarged shipbuilding program.” And, to underscore the urgency of that program, Knox pointed out that “speed is of the essence.”3


Newell’s foresight in acquiring lands adjacent to the existing shipyard and beginning the construction of new facilities—including additional slipways, matériel storage yards, and a steel fabrication plant4—was quickly vindicated. The expansion gave BIW the ability to have eight vessels under construction at the same time and allowed the firm to begin work on the Fletcher-class destroyers well before most of the other private and Navy-owned yards that ultimately received contracts.5 The keels of the first two ships, BIW hull numbers 190 and 191—the future USS Nicholas and USS O’Bannon—were laid on adjoining slipways on March 3, 1941. The second pair, Chevalier and Strong, was started—also on adjacent slipways—on April 30 and the final ships of the initial order, Taylor and De Haven, in August and September, respectively. The six destroyers were the first of an eventual 31 BIW-built Fletchers, the largest number constructed by any of the eleven private and government-owned shipyards that ultimately produced the 175 ships of the class.


While BIW was ahead of the game in terms of being able to start construction of its Fletchers nearly seven months before the lead ship of the class was laid down at New Jersey’s Federal Shipbuilding,6 production of the new vessels was not without some fairly significant challenges. The ships were, after all, the largest and most complex destroyers thus far ordered for the U.S. Navy.


THE CERTAINTY THAT BIW’S CONTRACT FOR ITS FIRST SIX FLETCHERS would be followed by orders for additional examples—all of which would have to be produced as quickly as was humanly possible—prompted the company to abandon its traditional “custom-built” approach to ship construction and adopt the sort of assembly-line process already in use in automobile and aircraft production. Each team of workers performed a certain set of tasks, then moved to the next vessel to do the same job. This process quickened the pace of ship construction and ensured that the vast numbers of inexperienced workers drawn into BIW as replacements for seasoned employees called up for military service would have to master only a few specialized skills rather than a myriad of general tasks.


In the months preceding the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, a three-shift, six-day work schedule kept the shipyard humming. Just as important, an improved supply-chain system ensured that the various standardized systems, subassemblies, and government-furnished items required for each hull—everything from boilers and turbines to 5-inch guns and torpedo tubes—arrived on time and in the proper condition for installation. BIW encountered difficulties as it geared up, of course, but overcame many of the early issues while working on Nicholas and O’Bannon, and when Chevalier and Strong took their places side by side on the slipways the construction process was running relatively smoothly. By the time Hugh Miller first saw his new ship it had been under construction for 366 days, had experienced no significant delays, and was just 16 days from taking to the water for the first time.


THOUGH HUGH WAS ONE OF THE INITIAL MEMBERS OF STRONG’S prospective crew to arrive at BIW, he was not the first.


That honor belonged to thirty-year-old Lieutenant Marvin I. Rosenberg, who had been tapped to be the destroyer’s engineering officer. The 1934 graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy had been at the shipyard since shortly after the ship’s keel was laid and soon thereafter was joined by his assistant engineering officer, twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant (Junior Grade)7 Delavan B. Downer, and several enlisted men. The group’s purpose was twofold. First, they had closely monitored each step of Strong’s construction on behalf of the Navy’s supervisor of shipbuilding at Bath, Commander J. M. Kiernan. And, second, Rosenberg and the others had used their time at Bath to familiarize themselves with every aspect of the new destroyer’s oil-fired boilers, its two General Electric steam turbines, and all of the associated systems that would ultimately take the ship where it was needed.


But overseeing Strong’s gestation was not Rosenberg’s only responsibility. Owing to commitments in Washington, Gus Wellings was not scheduled to arrive at BIW until June 1, so his engineering officer had been tapped to command the destroyer’s precommissioning detail. Though Hugh Miller and the other officers and enlisted men who arrived at BIW while the ship was under construction were officially assigned to temporary duty in Kiernan’s office—and though they were attached to the Boston-based First Naval District for administrative purposes—their day-to-day welfare and activities were Rosenberg’s concern.8 The hectic pace of the work at the shipyard undoubtedly made his personnel-management task easier, for the officers and men of his detail rarely had time to do anything but work or sleep. They were all intensely focused on the ship’s first milestone—its launching. That momentous event had been set for May 17, and any delay would cause serious ripple effects through the shipyard’s production schedule.


For Hugh, the sixteen days following his arrival in Bath were a blur. Wellings had tapped him to be Strong’s machine-gun officer—apparently deciding that years of wing-shooting experience made the former lawyer a reasonable candidate for the job of overseeing the crews who would man the ship’s four .50-caliber Brownings. Having had no previous experience with automatic weapons of any kind, Hugh had immersed himself in technical and operator manuals even before leaving Florida, only to find upon arriving at the shipyard that the .50s had been deemed inadequate for modern air defense and were being replaced on all Fletchers by 20mm guns. License-built versions of the Swiss-developed Oerlikon autocannon, these weapons were significantly larger and more complex than the Brownings they were to replace. Though the cannon would not be installed until after Strong’s launching, Hugh threw himself into learning about both the guns and the Mark 14 gyro-stabilized, lead-computing gunsight with which they’d ultimately be fitted. He also spent time on the ship while it was still on the ways, familiarizing himself with the four locations where the guns would be placed—two in individual semicircular “tubs” just forward, below, and to either side of Strong’s bridge structure, and the other two on either side of the vessel’s main deck amidships—and with the location and capacity of the 20mm ammunition lockers.


Thanks to the round-the-clock effort of BIW’s workers—and to the work of Rosenberg and the men of his precommissioning de-tail—hull number 193 was ready to slide down the ways exactly on schedule.


OWING TO WARTIME SECURITY REGULATIONS, THE DATE AND TIME of Strong’s launching had not been publicly announced ahead of time. Yet by the midafternoon of May 17, some four hundred civilian onlookers had gathered just outside the shipyard’s gates, primarily along the north side of the Carlton Bridge spanning the Kennebec River. While launchings at BIW almost always drew crowds—Bath was, and remains, a maritime town—the throng on that particular day was somewhat larger than usual, perhaps because the event marked the first Sunday launching in the shipyard’s history.9


Strong had been constructed at the upper end of the outermost of the two new inclined slipways built on land BIW had acquired adjacent to the original shipyard, with the future Chevalier barely forty feet away on the port side. Strong’s hull rested atop a series of supporting wooden blocks, and about sixty days before the scheduled launch date shipyard workers had begun laying two lines of heavy timbers parallel to the ship’s keel all the way down the slipway and into the river. On top of those timbers, known as groundways, workers then laid a thick coating of grease before adding another parallel line of timbers, the sliding ways. To keep the latter from moving prematurely, the workers installed diagonal bracing timbers referred to as dog shores. The next step in the preparation for launch was the construction of a wooden cradle that fitted the shape of Strong’s hull; on the morning of May 15, teams of workmen wielding massive sledgehammers began driving huge wooden wedges between the sliding ways and the cradle, slowly transferring the weight of the ship from the shores to the sliding ways. The supporting blocks beneath the hull were then removed, and Strong was ready for its baptismal slide into the Kennebec.


The destroyer had been named in honor of Rear Admiral James Hooker Strong, who served with distinction during the Civil War and ended his career in 1876 as commander in chief of the South Atlantic Squadron. In searching for an appropriate sponsor for the new vessel, the Navy’s Bureau of Navigation was able to locate the admiral’s great-grandniece Mrs. Susan Hobart Olson of Milwaukee. At 3:45 on a dreary, rain-soaked May 17, she and her husband joined Marvin Rosenberg; BIW’s general manager, George Connard; and a few other dignitaries atop a small wooden platform built at the base of the destroyer’s stem. After remarks by the Navy and company representatives, Mrs. Olson stepped before the microphone, quickly read the short christening statement, and then gamely swung a bottle of champagne against the destroyer’s stem.


The shattering of the bottle was the signal for workmen to knock out the dog shores, and almost immediately Strong began its 90-second journey down the slipway. As the vessel picked up speed, the colorful flags flying from a line stretched from the bow to a temporary mast atop the bridge and all the way to the stern flapped in the wind, as onlookers both in the shipyard and outside the gates cheered. The destroyer slid stern first into the calm Kennebec—the launch had been planned for slack tide—and waiting tugs quickly shepherded it the few hundred feet to BIW’s fitting-out wharf. The ship was quickly tied up inboard of Chevalier, itself launched just over a month earlier. Even as the people who had witnessed the afternoon’s ceremony began to disperse, workers started preparing Strong for the next step in its evolution.


Most of the destroyer’s vital internal systems—including boilers, turbines, fuel tanks, and miles of wiring and ducting—had been installed during the 382 days it had sat on the ways, and the basic superstructure was complete by the time it took to the water. But it was during Strong’s 82-day fitting-out period that the vessel evolved into a combat-ready warship. Much of the work involved the addition of such structural components as the main mast, searchlight platforms on either side of the forward funnel, davits for the ship’s two motor whale boats, and so on. But arguably the most important transformation that occurred was the addition of weaponry.


The main armament of the initial Fletcher-class destroyers consisted of five 5-inch/.38-caliber dual-purpose guns that could be used against both surface targets and aircraft. Each of the weapons was completely enclosed within a gun house, also referred to as a turret, and all five were lifted aboard Strong by a crane on the fitting-out wharf and installed as complete units. The two forward guns were placed directly ahead of the bridge area, with Mount 51 on the main deck and Mount 52 stepped above and directly behind it on the 01 level. Mounts 53 and 54 were secured atop the aft deckhouse, also on the 01 level, with the former pointing forward and the latter aft. The final gun, Mount 55, was placed on the main deck, stepped just below and aft of Mount 54. The addition of the Mark 37 gun director atop a pedestal on the flying bridge completed Strong’s main battery.


Next to go aboard was the destroyer’s secondary armament. First came the torpedo tubes, with one five-tube launcher fixed immediately aft of each funnel on the 01 level. On the ship’s fantail workers installed depth-charge rails and then added three K-gun projectors amidships on either side. And finally, much to Hugh Miller’s relief, the four 20mm cannon he was to command were winched aboard and installed in the forward and amidships gun tubs.


THOUGH MARVIN ROSENBERG HAD BEEN OFFICIALLY IN CHARGE of Strong’s precommissioning detail, the destroyer’s prospective captain had not been idle.


Gus Wellings had visited BIW whenever his duties in Washington had allowed, taking the opportunity to gauge the progress of the vessel’s construction and talk with the men who were building what would ultimately become his ship. But he had gone even further: once he was released from his duties in the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations, Wellings had traveled to Boston, where he spent three days inspecting Nicholas, a product of BIW and the first Fletcher to be launched. Its captain, Lieutenant Commander William Brown, allowed Wellings to examine every inch of the vessel and talk to the crewmen about their impressions of the new ship.


Upon officially reporting aboard at BIW in mid-June, Wellings requested Kiernan’s permission to sail aboard O’Bannon when it left Bath for Boston and the official turnover to the Navy. When the destroyer departed for the one-day voyage, Wellings was on the bridge with the captain, Commander Edwin Wilkinson, a longtime friend. Both during the trip and after O’Bannon’s arrival in Boston, Wellings relentlessly prowled the entire ship, undertaking a personal inspection and asking questions of both the Navy personnel onboard and the BIW workers who were in charge of the vessel until its official hand-over. Once back in Bath, Wellings also spent considerable time aboard Chevalier, which had been launched in mid-April and was soon to depart for Boston for its own additional work.


During the last few days of June Wellings wrote a comprehensive report detailing his observations about the Fletcher-class ships in general and Strong in particular. The document was addressed to Captain Edward L. “Ned” Cochrane, at that time the assistant director of the Design Division in the Navy’s Bureau of Ships.10 BuShips, as it was known within the service, was responsible for the development, construction, and modification of all Navy vessels. Cochrane was a vigorous promoter of destroyers and other “small” combatants. Strong’s prospective captain apparently felt that his honest assessments of the first few Fletchers would be both of value to and appreciated by Cochrane and other senior officers in BuShips.


Dated July 1, 1942, Wellings’s evaluation was characteristically thorough. Though he found several things to like about the design and layout of the first Fletcher-class destroyers—he pronounced the engineering spaces to be “apparently excellent,” for example, and the arrangement of the bridge “very good”—he noted far more things that were “deficient.” These included everything from poor ventilation in the officers’ and crews’ quarters to a chart house that was “barely large enough” to fuel oil tanks that were too small to permit the destroyers to achieve their projected cruising radius. Strong’s prospective captain was particularly displeased with his ship’s armament, which he termed “not much better, if any,” than the considerably smaller destroyers already in service.


While Wellings signed the letter to Cochrane “With kindest personal regards,” his irritation and frustration were palpable. He was a conscientious and capable officer who realized all too well the challenges he and his men would soon face, and he knew that the Fletchers would have a vital role to play in the coming battles in both the Atlantic and the Pacific. Although he understood the need to build the ships as quickly as possible, he clearly saw no benefit or logic in rushing them to launching only to have them sidelined for months while they underwent modifications that could have been done on the ways.


CATALOGING THE SHORTCOMINGS OF THE FLETCHERS’ DESIGN WAS not Wellings’s only task during his time at BIW, of course; the man who would soon be responsible for Strong and all who sailed in it had myriad other administrative and matériel issues to deal with while the ship was alongside BIW’s fitting-out wharf. He was able to delegate some of the work to Rosenberg, Hugh Miller—who had been promoted to lieutenant (jg) on June 13—and the few senior petty officers assigned to the precommissioning crew, but Wellings must have sighed with relief on June 26 when his new executive officer reported for duty.


Lieutenant Frederick W. Purdy was cut from the same cloth as his new captain. A 1933 Naval Academy graduate, Purdy had held significant assignments both ashore and afloat. He was serving aboard the battleship California when it was damaged during the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and helped supervise repairs to the vessel until his return to the United States in April 1942. At that point he’d briefly joined the staff of the 12th Naval District in California, but had gladly given up that job when Wellings—a longtime acquaintance—had specifically requested him to be Strong’s second in command. As executive officer, or XO, Purdy would be both the destroyer’s navigator and its chief administrator, handling personnel issues and many other bureaucratic chores on Wellings’s behalf. The two men respected and trusted each other, and Strong’s commanding officer considered himself extremely fortunate to have secured Purdy’s service before he could be snapped up by some other captain.


Among the most important issues Purdy tackled was coordinating the assembly of Strong’s crew. By the time he arrived in Bath, the ship’s precommissioning complement totaled 4 officers and about 15 enlisted men, with another 10 or so individuals scheduled to come aboard before the ship’s departure for the Boston Navy Yard. However, the destroyer’s planned complement on the day of its commissioning in Massachusetts—tentatively scheduled for the first week in August—was to be 15 officers and 264 men.


Wellings’s officers would include two highly capable lieutenants, six lieutenants (jg) with between one and three years’ time in service, and six recently commissioned ensigns. All of the chief petty officers and about a third of the enlisted sailors earmarked for Strong were experienced men who would be coming from other ships or such shore stations as Norfolk, Portsmouth, New York, and Boston itself. The remainder of the ship’s complement, however, was to consist of men who were relatively new to the Navy, with a surprisingly large number having entered the service only sixty to ninety days before being assigned to the ship.11 It was Purdy’s job to review the prospective crew members’ personnel files and coordinate with BuPers and the Boston Navy Yard’s receiving station to ensure that all of the new arrivals would be available well in advance of the day when the destroyer would officially commission.


That the vast majority of Strong’s crew would not report aboard until after the destroyer’s arrival in Boston resulted from the simple fact that they would not be required. The destroyer would remain the property of BIW until its official acceptance by the Navy just prior to commissioning, and it would make the one-day voyage from Maine to Massachusetts with an operating crew made up of shipyard employees. Wellings and the other members of the precommissioning detail would not take part in the navigation or operation of the vessel—except for the evaluation of its weapons—though they would be very interested observers.


The need to meet the destroyer’s contract delivery date led the Navy and BIW to streamline the process by which Strong’s propulsion systems and general seaworthiness were evaluated. Rather than subjecting each destroyer to weeks of traditional builders’ trials and customer acceptance trials, both parties agreed that other than a low-power engine test conducted during the “dock trails and inspection” alongside the BIW wharf on August 3, all other system checks would be done while the vessel was under way to Boston.12 BIW completed the ship’s fitting-out on Wednesday, August 5, and by dawn the following day it was ready to put to sea.


The morning of departure dawned cool and overcast, the sun struggling to pierce the low-hanging clouds. As workers let go the lines holding Strong to the fitting-out wharf, tugs moved in to turn it away from the Carlton Bridge and point the bow toward the Atlantic, 12 miles downriver. On the ship’s bridge BIW employees manned the helm and engine-order telegraphs, with the company’s assistant port captain (and veteran Kennebec River pilot) George C. Stacey in command. Workers also staffed the engine room and other key areas of the vessel, and George Connard stood on the starboard bridge wing, chatting with Gus Wellings, Marv Rosenberg, and Kiernan. From vantage points throughout the ship, Hugh Miller and the other members of the precommissioning detail looked on as their civilian counterparts got the destroyer under way for the first time, the BIW house flag flying from the signal yard.


Strong slowly moved downriver in the central channel, the forested hillsides on either bank gliding past in the brightening sun. At several points on its journey to the sea the destroyer had to thread its way between small islands and the river’s bank, though the tide was high and the navigation presented no real challenge for Stacey. As the ship passed through the thousand-foot-wide channel between Long Island and the Civil War–era Fort Popham—just a mile from the river’s mouth—the veteran BIW captain ordered the revolutions on the twin shafts progressively higher. By the time Strong passed Seguin Island, some 3 miles offshore, it was clocking nearly 35 knots—roughly 40 miles per hour.


The destroyer could easily have covered the 128-mile straight-line distance to Boston in about four hours, but the trip was more than a delivery run. It was the only sea trial it would have before being turned over to the Navy, and Stacey, Kiernan, and Wellings all had a vested interest in seeing that it met the minimum acceptance criteria. Over the next eight hours the ship was put through its paces, with frequent high-speed dashes interspersed with hard turns and even a “crash stop.” Other than the fact that its turning radius was unimpressive—the Fletchers’ single rudders ensured that even a heavy cruiser could turn with greater agility—the engineering plant and propulsion systems all passed muster. As seaworthy as Strong proved itself to be, however, there were other tests that were equally important.


Before leaving Bath the destroyer had taken on depth charges and ammunition for the main guns and the four 20mm cannon. While this was partly out of common sense—there were German U-boats operating off the East Coast, and it might actually need to defend itself—it was also so the weapons could be tested. Once clear of the coast, gunner’s mates who were part of the precommissioning detail systematically fired rounds from each 5-inch mount, varying the distance and direction of fire so that each turret’s range of motion could be verified at the same time its gun was being tested. When they moved on to the 20mm weapons, Hugh Miller, “pulling rank,” gave himself the chance to fire the weapons for which he would soon be responsible. As a finale, each of the six K-gun projectors tossed a 300-pound Mark 6 depth charge far to the side of the ship’s track, as 600-pound Mark 7 charges rolled off both of the fantail-mounted racks. The resulting explosions produced an impressive series of subsurface convulsions, each of which was quickly followed by the eruption of a dome-shaped geyser of roiling seawater.


With the abbreviated “acceptance trial” successfully completed, Strong headed for Boston and was alongside one of the Navy Yard’s piers just after 3:00 p.m. Stacey then rang up “finished with engines,” and he and the other BIW employees gathered on the ship’s quarterdeck for the brief handover ceremony. Once Kiernan signed the acceptance forms that transferred ownership of the destroyer to the Navy, the dignitaries shook hands, the shipbuilder’s house flag came down from the signal yard, and the BIW contingent rushed off to find the cabs that would take them to Boston’s North Station in time to catch the 4:30 train back to Bath.13
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ALMOST AS SOON AS KIERNAN OFFICIALLY ACCEPTED STRONG ON the Navy’s behalf, the enlisted men who would constitute the bulk of the crew began streaming aboard, sea bags over their shoulders. For the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening, scores of young sailors—most of whom had never before walked a warship’s decks—sought out their berthing areas with help from the members of the precommissioning detachment, stowed their gear, and generally began settling in aboard the vessel that was to be their home for the foreseeable future. The arrival process was, not surprisingly, somewhat less hectic for new officers joining the ship. As each man stepped aboard, a runner guided him first to his shared stateroom to drop his luggage and then to the wardroom, one level below and immediately aft of Mount 52. There the officer was greeted by the captain and XO and, after handing over his orders, was officially welcomed aboard.


While Wellings obviously had much to discuss with his officers on that evening of August 6, the most pressing issue was the following day’s commissioning ceremony. Scheduled for the afternoon, the event would be brief, in keeping with wartime priorities but nonetheless important, for it would officially make Strong a “United States Ship” and mark Wellings’s official assumption of command. The fact that a representative of Rear Admiral William T. Tarrant, commandant of the First Naval District, would be participating in the ceremony was also likely a topic of discussion, and Wellings made certain his officers fully understood the need for the event to go off flawlessly.


Just after 4:00 p.m. on August 7, the men who at that point constituted Strong’s entire crew were gathered on the destroyer’s fantail. Wellings and Purdy stood side by side in front of Hugh and the other 12 officers, who were drawn up in two lines at the base of Mount 55. The 258 enlisted men were arrayed several rows deep along both sides of the ship from the second funnel aft and all, officers and sailors alike wearing service dress-blue uniforms. The “transferring officer”—the captain representing Admiral Tarrant—stood just forward of the depth-charge rails, flanked by Kiernan and a Navy chaplain. Facing Wellings, the captain called all present to attention, then read the directive officially placing the ship in commission. The First Naval District band struck up the national anthem from the pier, and a 9-man Marine color guard hoisted the national ensign on Strong’s stern flagstaff. At almost the same instant, other Marines hoisted the blue forty-eight-starred Union Jack on the ship’s bow jackstaff, and a team of 3 sailors ran the four-foot red, white, and blue commissioning pennant to the top of the mainmast. Wellings then walked forward, turned to his officers, and read the orders assigning him to command. That done, he faced Purdy and ordered the executive officer to set the first watch. The ceremony had lasted barely twenty minutes, and at its conclusion the enlisted men dispersed as Wellings, his officers, and the dignitaries retired to the wardroom for coffee and cake.


Although the commissioning meant that Strong was now officially in the Navy, it was not yet structurally ready for war. Indeed, the primary reason for the voyage to Boston was to have key equipment installed and to undergo a variety of modifications and updates that had not been possible at BIW because of tight production schedules or the lack of necessary government-furnished equipment.


Among the most important additions to be made were the installation of the Mark 4 fire-control radar atop the Mark 37 gun director and the destroyer’s SC-1 and SG radars. The former, referred to as Sugar Charley (from the phonetic pronunciation of the letters), was an air-search system. Once its four-foot-by-fifteen-foot “mattress” antenna was operational at the apex of Strong’s mainmast, operators would be able to detect aircraft at a range of eighty nautical miles and up to an altitude of ten thousand feet. While the other system, known as Sugar George, could also detect aircraft, its main purpose was searching for surface targets at ranges out to fifteen miles. Because the SG’s display could present images of nearby landmasses, it was also used for navigation. Both radars would help Strong “see” the world around it, as would the keel-mounted QCL-5 sonar that had been installed by BIW.14


Though many of the design deficiencies Wellings had pointed out in his July letter to BuShips’ Ned Cochrane could be remedied only in later versions of the Fletcher class, there were several things that could be done in Boston. Most of these concerned the installation or repositioning of relatively small pieces of equipment—radios, antennas, ammunition lockers, and the like—but Strong’s time in the Massachusetts Navy Yard would also include a major modification that would address one of Wellings’s key complaints, the ship’s armament.


The original design for the Fletcher-class destroyers had included a four-barreled 1.1-inch/.75-caliber antiaircraft gun mounted in a large tub atop the aft deckhouse separating Mounts 53 and 54.15 Designed in the late 1920s as a replacement for the .50-caliber machine guns then in antiaircraft use, by 1942 the 1.1-inch quad mount was totally inadequate for engaging fast-moving and low-flying aircraft. Even as production began on the first Fletcher-class ships, the Navy had therefore decided to replace the 1.1-inch mount with a license-built dual-barrel version of the vastly more capable Swedish-developed 40mm Bofors autocannon, but production schedules and the scarcity of the new weapon led to Strong and several other early examples of the class being constructed with the tub associated with the 1.1-inch/.75. The first three BIW-built Fletchers—Nicholas, O’Bannon, and Chevalier—actually deployed to the Pacific with the outmoded weapon, but Strong’s was never installed.


Wellings’s ship and the USS Saufley, launched on July 17 by New Jersey’s Kearny Shipbuilding, were the first two Fletchers to be modified to what was intended to be the class’s new antiaircraft armament configuration. This consisted of a dual 40mm in place of the 1.1inch/.75, a second dual 40mm and its Mark 51 director in a new centerline tub built on the ship’s fantail between the depth-charge rails, and the four single 20mm mounts that were to be Hugh’s responsibility. In Strong’s case it was up to workers at the Boston Navy Yard to undertake the necessary modifications, which began on August 8. The list of necessary work items ran to four single-spaced typed pages just for the armament upgrade and included the complete removal of the tub associated with the 1.1-inch/.75 and the substantial structure that supported it.16 As daunting as that list may have been, the yard workers managed to complete all the necessary modifications by August 26—a total of just eighteen workdays.


GUS WELLINGS AND HIS CREW HAD CERTAINLY NOT BEEN IDLE while their ship was undergoing modification. Indeed, almost as soon as the August 7 commissioning ceremony had ended, Strong’s captain and executive officer had begun the process that would ultimately turn a diverse group of men into a disciplined, effective, and motivated ship’s company.


The first step in that metamorphosis had been Wellings’s assignment of his various officers to particular tasks, commensurate with both their skills and the needs of the ship. In addition to those already outlined for the captain, executive officer Purdy, and engineering officer Rosenberg, by August 26 those included, in order of rank:


       Lt. (jg) James A. Curran, USN, Gunnery Officer


       Lt. (jg) Hugh B. Miller, USNR, 20mm and Stores (supply) Officer


       Lt. (jg) Robert J. Foley, USNR, 1st Lieutenant and Damage Control Officer


       Lt. (jg) Donald A. Regan, USNR, Assistant Gunnery and Commissary Officer


       Lt. (jg) Delavan B. Downer, USNR, Assistant Engineering Officer


       Lt. (jg) Henry P. Laughlin, MC, Medical Officer


       Ens. James W. Ellis Jr., USN, Assistant Damage Control Officer


       Ens. Alton B. Grimes, USN, Radar and Sound Officer


       Ens. Orivall M. Hackett, USNR, Torpedo Officer


       Ens. Benjamin F. Jetton, USNR, Communications Officer


       Ens. Albert E. Oberg, USN, Signal Officer and Assistant Navigator


       Ens. Ralph E. Trost, USNR, Assistant Engineering Officer


       Ens. Virgil M. Wheeler Jr., USNR, Assistant Gunnery Officer


As the 20mm officer Hugh Miller was responsible for four weapons and twenty-six people. Each mount had a crew of four or five—the gun captain (who was also the talker), the gunner, the trunnion operator (who raised or lowered the column on which the weapon was mounted as directed by the gunner), and one or two loaders, who kept the gun supplied with ammunition in 60-round circular magazines. While Hugh’s team included several qualified gunner’s mates and at least two highly experienced chief petty officers, the majority of his men were new to the service. Not surprisingly, the Crimson Tide alumnus therefore set about molding his men into an effective unit in characteristic fashion: “I trained my gun crews as you would train a football team, having them compete against each other, and built up a perfectly wonderful and very skillful organization of a bunch of kids with terrific spirit.”17


Hugh chose the flying bridge, directly above the pilot house and the site of the Mark 37 director, as his personal battle station. In combat it would be the most exposed spot on the ship, but it offered a clear view of every gun and would allow Hugh to see targets long before his gunners could. He would be able to concentrate the weapons’ fire if appropriate or split it if necessary. Dispensing with a talker, he wore his own phones so that he could instantly receive target information from the radar operators and communicate the data directly to each gun captain. Realizing that the Sugar Charley wouldn’t necessarily detect all incoming threats, Hugh also devised his own low-tech spotting system—he chose two young enlisted men with excellent eyesight to work with him as lookouts. Both stood with their backs to him atop the flying bridge, one off each shoulder, and all three practiced turning as a unit to ensure that Hugh had “eyes in the back of his head” no matter which way he was looking.18


Commanding the 20mm guns was not Hugh’s only responsibility, of course. Until Strong could obtain the services of a trained supply officer, his collateral duty as stores officer required him to manage the acquisition and disbursement of most every item consumed aboard the ship while it lay alongside the pier. He was also tasked with preordering all the items Strong would need when it left Boston, everything from food and cigarettes to ammunition and fresh water. And as if two jobs didn’t keep the 20mm officer busy enough, Gus Wellings gave him a third. Because of his professional background and age—he was the third-oldest person on the ship behind the captain and Fred Purdy—Hugh was appointed Strong’s unofficial legal officer. In addition to handling such normal issues as the men’s writing of wills and the designation of beneficiaries for their government-provided life insurance, Hugh also advised and counseled them on such “civilian” legal issues as divorce, child custody, and the sale of cars and other property they certainly wouldn’t be needing once the ship deployed.
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