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            Author’s Note

         

         Many accounts exist of the late Pacific War in 1944–1945. Most cover the Pacific Theater of Operations as a whole, comprehensive in arc, some focusing on Marines, Army, or Navy. Others contain the memoir of a single serviceman and his individual perspective. The account that follows differs in scope and intent: it follows men of a single ship as an ensemble crew in the final year of the war. What you read is what they experienced, witnessed, and knew at the time, and nothing more.

         If many noteworthy events from the Pacific are not present, this is an intentional approach to the narrative. Like every other ship serving in the Pacific Fleet, the men of USS Astoria were limited to what they learned at the time—sketchy Pacific War News Service reports in the ship’s morning press and PA announcements from their captain. Beyond that, any “news” was rumor, “scuttlebutt,” something shouted from the nearest ship when close enough. In many ways, civilian America spent this final year far better informed about the war than the men actually fighting it on the front lines.

         Where practicable the terminology and slang is written as that of the period, although US Navy jargon has been minimized for accessibility to the reader. The events depicted within are all factual, from firsthand interviews and personal journals vetted completely against US Navy deck logs, war diaries, and action reports accessed from the National Archives. There are no exaggerated or uncorroborated “sea stories,” but instead an insight into American men at war, their thoughts and experiences at the time.

         If the readers find themselves understanding the limited perspective of the sailor and Marine aboard ship in a time of desperate warfare, this endeavor will have been a success.

         —Brent E. Jones

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction

            The Silence

         

         Austin, Texas

Fall 2006

         The old man thumbed slowly through the photographs, both he and the images showing the ravages of time. For my grandfather, age brought weathered flesh and atrophied muscle, one hand covered in intravenous tubing and bandage tape. The photos he hadn’t seen in decades showed age in their own way—black-and-white contrast faded into mottled shades of brown. He studied each image but said nothing; the only sounds in the room were rasps of breath punctuated by the rhythmic beeps of medical equipment and the IV drip.

         Perhaps he has forgotten all of it. I felt myself slump on the inside. Oh, Paw-paw…

         Image after image of youthful men—boys, really—all crisp uniforms and smiles surrounded by military trucks, government-issue tents, and palm trees…men of a different era, their thoughts and dreams only hinted at by snapshots in time. Paw-paw standing on his head in ocean surf, surrounded by his buddies, vibrant with their lives ahead of them.

         So many years had passed. The old man finally paused at one photo, fixated on a face…and he began to chuckle. “I could write you a book about this guy!” he pointed. Memories unlocked and poured in. My grandfather spent the next hour relating vignettes from his time in the Pacific Theater during World War II. His stories always centered on humor, perhaps because that was the type of tale most accessible for those of us who hadn’t been there.

         As we walked through the parking garage on our way out of the hospital, Dad validated the decision to bring the stack of old photos to lift Paw-paw’s spirits. “That was probably the best medicine he could have had.” My grandfather hung on for a while longer, but his cancer ultimately took him from us. I secured his Good Conduct Medal lapel pin to his coat when I said goodbye to him; it felt right to bury him with it. And sadness aside, I was proud to see the American flag draped over his casket at the service.

         His best friend had been one of the first American casualties of the war, killed in action aboard USS West Virginia in the attack on Pearl Harbor. Weeks later Paw-paw learned my grandmother was pregnant with their first child, and the following fall he had to leave her and his newborn son behind in Austin when his draft number was called. He didn’t see his son again for more than three years.

         When he stepped off the train just before Thanksgiving in 1945, wearing his Army dress uniform with a “ruptured duck” Honorable Discharge patch, a little boy at the Third Street depot recognized him from photos mailed back home and came up to hug his legs. “Hi Daddy,” were the first words my grandfather ever heard his son speak.

         That little boy, my father, stood next to me some sixty years later at Paw-paw’s graveside service. He pointed out the nearby VA marker for Lawrence Jones, my grandfather’s older brother. “Uncle Lawrence—now he was the one who saw real action in the war…But he never talked about it.”

         He never talked about it. Those words resonated, filled me with intrigue and yet sadness. Where my grandfather Sonny Jones reveled in sharing his stories from the war, Lawrence Jones found ways to talk about anything else. Lawrence never had children, yet was always so grandfatherly to me. He was the oldest brother, married long before the war…How was he the one who ended up in combat? I never knew anything of his US Navy service and now could never ask. Dad knew very little beyond a ship name—USS Astoria. Something about them seeing Kamikaze attacks, but nothing to elaborate on that; Uncle Lawrence never talked about it. He did, however, tend to grow faint at the sight of blood. There was a story there somewhere.

         Perhaps if I had found a book or website chronicling the wartime experiences of USS Astoria, that would have been the end of that. I set to work to learn more, and what began as a search about a dear family member’s World War II experience quickly grew. I tracked down a reunion association muster roll and started making phone calls, interviewing shipmates. A few men even remembered Uncle Lawrence, “Jonesy” to them. Families and other surviving shipmates found me online and reached out to contribute; some sent money to help fund a modest web page I built. Stories poured in, along with photographs and original documents—artifacts tucked away in dresser drawers, in shoe boxes under beds, hidden from sight, long forgotten and neglected.

         New contact with families each year picked up around the holidays, driven by gatherings where a grandfather or granduncle’s name came up and someone started searching online. Emails also spiked around Memorial Day and Veterans Day. Most of these men had passed on, but the one thing most common in my correspondence with family members was the Silence. “Dad never spoke about his time in the Navy…,” “We don’t know much, would love to learn more…,” and so on.

         He never talked about it.

         This book is intended to help break the Silence. Not just regarding the officers and men of the USS Astoria, but the hundreds of thousands of sailors and Marines who served in the late Pacific War. A number of them did talk about it in later years and agreed to be interviewed for this project. I was fortunate to record the vivid recollections of some scattered throughout the United States who served side by side. Many remained razor-sharp in their knowledge of important details, their memories prompted by photos, film, and reviews of primary documents.

         Many depictions of the Pacific War conjure images of sailors suffering steaming tropical heat supporting jungle warfare. For the men in this narrative, there is a kernel of truth beneath the mythos. Yet the late war Navy in the western Pacific also endured a very different experience—often cold, usually wet (“It was always raining”), and typhoon after typhoon. They were closing on the enemy at his doorstep, an enemy determined to preserve his way of life against the largest military force ever assembled, equally determined to assert that of America and its allies.

         For the Okinawa Campaign of 1945, the final major offensive operation of the war, the Navy again suffered ratios of men killed in action at sea versus Marines fighting on land as had occurred at Guadalcanal three years prior. The difference was the enemy threat no longer came from the surface, but instead from the sky. Young Japanese men and boys were tapped to fly to their deaths by crashing into the American ships bringing destruction to their shores. Neither side understood the mindset and values of the other, resulting in a prolonged and cataclysmic final year of warfare.

         The fathers and grandfathers, brothers and uncles who never talked about it knew things; they had seen things. They knew the boredom of routine punctuated by moments of terror—days of nothing much to mention shattered by events where every second mattered. These men knew the smell of burning flesh mixed with fuel oil and melting steel. They often witnessed it up close and personal. Many knew the screams of desperate men spilling over the rail from another ship to their own via any available lifeline. They knew the sharp crack of .30-caliber rounds over a vast expanse of water as lifeless shapes were turned out overboard under American flags.

         But such things were rarely discussed, even among one another. Perhaps the most deafening sound from reunions I attended came in the silences between stories. Men looked down at their drinks and they remembered. They would scoff at any attempt to label them heroes. The other guy always had it rougher, and the heroes were the ones who didn’t come home.

         Much of what follows came from private collections and family holdings. Crafting this story could not have been possible without the efforts of many dozens of sailors, Marines, and their families. Individually their contributions might be limited in scope, but as this sprawling jigsaw puzzle was assembled a remarkably clear picture began to emerge. Their artifacts and recollections came together to breathe life into a perspective on the Pacific War that has been largely obscured by time, a story of regular people living through extraordinary events.

         I will never know the full nature of my granduncle’s experience, nor will so many others whose family members adhered to the Silence and have left us. But in every possible way, this account has been written from the perspective of its participants who served with them in the final year of the Pacific War—the year of the Kamikaze.
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            The Old Man and the Sea

         

         
            “You made your reputation at sea.”

            -Retired Vice Admiral George C. Dyer

         

         Bethesda Naval Hospital, Maryland

January 1944

         He couldn’t wait to get back out there. Closing on five months since being wounded in the leg by an attacking German plane at Salerno, Italy, US Navy Captain George Carroll Dyer grew more and more restless. The wound had been severe when he was struck by enemy gunfire while aboard command ship USS Biscayne, badly damaging bone and requiring multiple surgeries. He had argued for weeks with the Washington detailer, a Naval Academy classmate and friend, insisting he not be confined to shore duty. Their latest telephone call held promise of a strong sea billet—provided he could be discharged from the naval hospital within fourteen days. Dyer left a small phone booth and struggled his way down the hospital ward hallway to his doctor’s office.

         “The answer is no,” the doctor declared as soon as Dyer entered the doorway. “I know by the look on your face that you’ve just been offered a good sea detail…If you think I’m going to let you leave this hospital and go onboard ship, when you’re still limping and have them all call you ‘Gimpy’ Dyer, you’ve got another thought coming.” This preemptive response flattened him. He’d been offered command of the venerable heavy cruiser Augusta, certain to be a flagship in the invasion of Europe.

         Shorter in stature than most officers, Captain Dyer’s thick eyebrows, dark slicked-back hair, and prominent facial features gave him a grandfatherly look beyond his forty-five years. He never smoked, didn’t drink coffee, and rarely resorted to even the softest of oaths—not easy accomplishments in the Navy. Yet all three practices had been tempting at Salerno when invasion progress stalled and then he was hit by an enemy plane.

         For George Dyer the sea was a calling. Equally important, sea duty ensured rapid promotion and career advancement as a Navy line officer. This ambition was impressed upon him from an early age growing up in Minnesota by his father, a man who regretted his own choices. Despite his eagerness and drive, Dyer had proved to be an average student at the Academy. He excelled in the most nautical subjects, seamanship and navigation, while engineering and mathematics proved more difficult. Playing poker emerged as his only vice.

         Due to America’s entry into the Great War, George Dyer’s Class of ’19 was rushed through the Academy and graduated a year early in 1918. He had aspired to the Marine Corps like his uncle, but a presentation on the effectiveness of German U-boats changed his mind. Subs were “the hot thing, the future!” George Dyer began his naval career in submarines, and subsequently advanced from ensign to lieutenant junior grade in three months as opposed to the three-year standard before the war. He spent the final months of the war in antisubmarine patrols off the east coast. Almost ten years in submarines would follow.

         His 1921 marriage to sweetheart Mary Adaline Shick also came on a Navy schedule, and Adaline and their three daughters were living near Pearl Harbor on Oahu when the Japanese attacked in December 1941. Dyer was predictably at sea, serving as executive officer aboard the heavy cruiser USS Indianapolis when war came to the US for the second time in his career. But promotions arrived regularly and ahead of schedule as George Dyer accepted every sea assignment he could. Though he had finished in the middle of his class at Annapolis, Dyer emerged charismatic and driven, precise and polished.

         You made your reputation at sea.

         A major surface ship, a man o’ war, the “biggest thing he could command.” Throughout Dyer’s confinement the detail officer checked in, always with a list of “fine shore jobs he had lined up.” Dyer’s reply never wavered: “I’m going back to sea.”

         By the end of January 1944, the Bethesda staff had worked out his limp. After more than five months the captain could match stride with the best of them. The detail officer called with news of two upcoming command opportunities in a new cruiser division forming under Rear Admiral J. Cary Jones: USS Pasadena, to be Jones’s flagship, and USS Astoria, one of several “vengeance ships” named for predecessors sunk in action. Both were Cleveland-class light cruisers completing construction up east, vessels that would be tasked with protecting aircraft carriers in the Pacific.

         Dyer weighed his options. Pasadena was a cruiser name new to the burgeoning Navy, a name without heritage. He knew Cary Jones and got along well with him, especially after they had bonded after learning each other collected stamps. However, no matter the man in question he would still have an admiral looking over his shoulder the whole time if he took this command.

         On the other hand, the name Astoria brought legacy—lead ship of her class, famed Admiral Kelly Turner’s old command, Hollywood movie star before the war. She had been hand-selected by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt to return the ashes of Japanese ambassador Hirosi Saito to his homeland after he died in Washington. Great pomp and circumstance surrounding the ensuing 1939 Yokohama port call made front-page news worldwide. She had been the last American warship to visit Imperial Japan before war broke out between the two nations.

         In May 1942, Astoria had seen action in the Coral Sea. Weeks later she fought at Midway, bringing down enemy planes attacking her task force. In early August, her big guns thundered at Guadalcanal during America’s first offensive action of the war after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Yet two short nights later she paid the butcher’s bill for the successful Marine landing, one of three American heavy cruisers ravaged and sunk by the responding Imperial Japanese Navy.

         Dyer made up his mind immediately; to the hungry captain, the choice was no choice at all. America needed an Astoria in action. The sunken cruiser deserved payback against the enemy, just as he sought for himself. Taking her namesake into war would make for a fine command indeed.
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            New Construction

         

         
            Oh, take me back to New Construction, that’s the place I wanna be—

            I wanna be a heel and lay the keel of a ship that won’t be ready ’til ’63…

            —Anonymous, World War II cruiser

sailor song

         

         Cramp Shipyard, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

February 20, 1944

         The trusses of the shipyard gantry towered above George Dyer in the crowd, casting no shadows in the thick winter overcast. Beside him stood a line of enlisted men in their dress blues. Some two thousand yard workers, Navy personnel, and dignitaries gathered in heavy coats around the mammoth iron frame. Contained within, the hull of a great ship rose six stories. For more than a year she had grown upward and outward as builders swarmed about her plates and frames, drilling, shaping, welding, and chipping. Now came her big launching day. Patriotic bunting draped her prow, flanked on both sides by anchors and gathered chain.

         Sailors, shipyard officials, and guests lined the rail of her main deck. Others watched from the base of the surrounding gantry, down her length, with the heart of the throng amassed near a platform at the head of the builders’ shipway. All eyes focused on the stem of the ship where a lone woman stood in her best hat and fur with bottle in hand, dwarfed by the colossus.

         On cue the woman struck the stem in a burst of champagne mist. A cheer arose and the last captive keel blocks where the ship had been resting during construction were released. The shipyard’s band, in matching overalls and construction helmets, struck up “Anchors Aweigh,” the official march of the US Navy. The great hull slid down the greased 5 percent grade of the shipway, gathering speed. Flashbulbs popped as newspaper cameramen ran onto the wooden planking of the vacated way to get their shot. After a journey of just over six hundred feet, the hull settled into the Delaware River. She floated on an even keel; the new vessel found her home in the icy water. Nearby merchant ships contributed their traditional role for a launching by sounding their horns across the river.

         Attending senior officers posed for photographs with the ship’s sponsor. Her swing of a bottle had christened the latest warship launched for the US Navy: the future light cruiser CL-91, USS Oklahoma City. The Cramp band led a singing of “The Star-Spangled Banner” to conclude the event. More than a year of work by the yard, almost ten million labor hours, culminated in a fifty-five-second journey into the Delaware. Immediately afterward and without ceremony, a fresh keel for the next hull was lowered by crane into the vacated Shipway F. Such was the urgency and nature of New Construction; launching and keel laying went hand in glove. Time was money, and not a workday hour could be lost.

         Ceremony aside, the ship was far from complete. Officially, Oklahoma City remained Hull 534 for the Cramp Shipbuilding Company. Though the hull was watertight with most decks and bulkheads in place, months of construction remained before she could be delivered to the Navy as a completed contract. Still ahead lay the buildout of her upper superstructure and the lowering into place of main battery turrets and secondary gun mounts. Hull 534/Oklahoma City cleared the second of three milestones and ceremonies: keel laying and launching. What remained was her commissioning as a United States Ship.

         Cramp’s press release for the event welcomed Captain Dyer’s assembled contingent of sailormen: “They will man a sister ship, the USS Astoria, which is nearing completion in the adjacent wet dock.” The release declared the core group of veterans “impatient to return to the firing line,” closing with “our hearts, our hopes, and our prayers go with them.”

         Dyer’s hopes and prayers lay elsewhere, at least for the moment. Characterizing Astoria as “nearing completion” might make for good copy in the papers, but he and his small precommissioning crew weren’t going back “to the firing line” or anywhere else for a while based on the state of things at the yard.

         Past the swarm of activity across the massive shipway gantries, beyond the crowds, he laid eyes on his prospective command floating idly in a nearby wet basin. Far from draped in bunting, his “vengeance ship” Astoria appeared months from completion, a tangle of pneumatic hoses, a smudge of construction filth stretching the length of two football fields. Her masts had yet to be set in place. The deafening sounds of ship construction might be throbbing around the clock as the yard fought to meet their workload, but precious little of that effort seemed to center on Dyer’s Astoria.

         In any case, the Oklahoma City launching gave Cramp some desperately needed positive press. Just weeks before, Philadelphia readers followed the much larger story portraying “Cramp City” as a ghost town, its workforce striking in defiance of management, the Navy, and even their own national union. Such strikes and news stories grew commonplace in the local newspapers.

         Few if any names in Philadelphia carried such legacy and prestige as Cramp. William Cramp & Sons Shipbuilding bore the standard for American shipyards through four wars spanning a century—Mexican, Civil, Spanish-American, and the Great War. Its construction ways produced America’s first battleship and most of the American belligerents that fought in the 1898 Battle of Santiago. Cramp & Sons built ships for both sides involved in the Russo-Japanese War, and served as a powerhouse of construction for American destroyers during the Great War. Their destroyer deliveries were so strong that the company literally built themselves out of business even before the naval limitations treaty of 1922 took effect. With no further government contracts to fulfill, the yard shuttered in bankruptcy.

         Two decades later, resurrected by the Navy and the city of Philadelphia for the latest war effort, a newly formed Cramp Shipbuilding Company promised an economic boon for the Kensington neighborhood on its Delaware River bank. Beginning in 1940, from a rusting wasteland of abandoned buildings and dilapidated shipways arose a modern railhead, the nation’s first fully electric shipyard, and a large dry dock basin. The old Cramp slipways would be deep enough to accommodate cruiser construction, and expansion along the waterfront further allowed for building submarines. The Navy was hard-pressed for more of both, and contracts flowed to the yard. Thousands of jobs poured into the economically depressed area. Kensington residents and businesses alike celebrated the revival. “More than a century of building stout ships for stout-hearted fighting men,” boasted Cramp advertising, capitalizing on the name and prestige of its predecessor company.

         George Dyer expected to walk into a manufacturing enterprise worthy of such heritage. Yet beyond the public facade, his February 1944 arrival at the sprawling Philadelphia yard brought him to a scene of abject disarray, culminating in his unfinished command—Astoria, Hull 533, draped not in bunting but the shipyard tools of incomplete work.

         Beneath the cheers and bunting of the day lay a dark reality. Cramp Shipbuilding was in real trouble, not even four years after reopening. Incomplete submarine hulls packed the slipways and finishing basins. Heavy pressure from the Navy Bureau of Ships for submarines meant workers diverted to focus on the subs, leaving Astoria to languish in her wet basin. She had missed her target delivery date by months and counting. The truth was, beyond a few floating workshops and fleet tugs, Cramp had completed exactly one warship to date. The company had yet to deliver a single submarine, and the new Cramp Shipbuilding Company spent many months on the front pages of local newspapers before they launched their first ship.

         The war’s exploding demand for men in uniform brought further challenges. Despite management’s best efforts to secure deferments and preserve their workforce, a burgeoning military continuously bled away skilled, experienced labor. Thousands of workers were called to the colors, whether by enlistment or induction, requiring training of replacements. Already fully racially integrated, Cramp took action in step with manufacturers across industry, training women for the first time as machine operators, shipfitters, and welders over the grumbling of naysayers. Cramp ultimately bit off more than it could chew in the interest of sating the voracious appetites of the Navy and investors. Work quickly fell behind schedule.

         By late 1942, a supply backlog caused flares of community rage. The shipyard parking lot grew so packed with raw materials from contracts behind schedule that workers were forced to park on the narrow Kensington neighborhood streets. Once-elated Kensington residents took to vandalizing hundreds of Cramp workers’ vehicles. They stuffed chewing gum in keyholes, scratched paint with keys, and poured water in gas tanks.

         While Astoria’s launching on March 6, 1943, brought a momentary bright spot for the beleaguered yard, through the year relations between labor and management grew steadily toxic. A vicious cycle developed as costs soared and progress lagged. Management manipulated wages to control costs, and labor manipulated work delivery to preserve pay. The yard’s motto of “No absentee in ’43!” fell on deaf ears. Even as overtime spiraled out of control, so did absenteeism from work, the “Friday flu.” A simmer became a boil when yard workers first walked off the job in January 1943 in protest of management practices. Cramp’s response pointed to their “no strike, no lockout” labor agreement with the Maritime Workers’ Union. “Is an Agreement a Mere Scrap of Paper?” blared the headline of the Cramp News. “Do you know what the Navy thinks about work stoppages and quitters on the home front?”

         Navy Secretary Frank Knox entered the fray, demanding Astoria’s completion and delivery to the Navy for the latter half of December 1943. Knox’s date proved to be a pipe dream. An October strike of seventeen thousand employees, almost the yard’s entire labor force, prompted Navy-sponsored changes in Cramp leadership to little avail. Locals took sides in letters to the editor, trading barbs of “unfair labor practices,” declaring strikers “traitors to your country.” A January 1944 walkout, just before George Dyer arrived, resulted in threats from local draft boards to cancel deferments. An editorial in the Philadelphia Inquirer declared, “The only thing the four-day strike at the Cramp Shipbuilding Company accomplished was to help the enemies of this country by halting construction of ships of the U.S. Navy.…It should mean something to them as Americans that every day they hold up war production by unjustified strikes prolongs the war and makes certain the killing of more of our boys.”

         Upon Dyer’s arrival, it didn’t take long for him to reach the conclusion that Cramp management was in over their heads. He saw anti-absentee slogans posted everywhere. “Don’t slow up the ship!” “Remember—when you’re absent from your job, you not only lose your pay for the absent period but our production on vital Navy contracts takes a severe boot in the pants. Keep on the job—defeat absenteeism!” To a disgruntled workforce, the posters served as mere wallpaper. The kindest thing Dyer could write about the yard was “things are going ahead slowly but surely.” No one could give him a firm delivery date for Astoria, even as the Navy towed incomplete submarine hulls away to another shipyard for completion.

         Perhaps it was in her name. All American heavy and light cruisers carried the names of US cities, but the Astoria hull began her life back in September 1941 representing another community, Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. Her pre-war keel-laying ceremony came complete with songs from the anthracite coal city miners’ choir to celebrate USS Wilkes-Barre, first ship of the name, and a grand parade through Kensington for the official reopening of the yard. She was rechristened Astoria more than a year later, after the sinking of her namesake had been made public, upon order of Knox’s vengeance ships program. Renaming an existing ship under construction was no trivial matter to sailormen; traditional maritime superstition held the practice as bad luck, even a curse upon the ship.

         As if by some decree of Neptune, just such a curse appeared to take hold for the new Astoria. Newspapers in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, cried foul immediately. “There will be other cruisers and why could not one of them been named the Astoria?” Nevertheless Knox kept the Astoria name in place and a newsreel went on to hail her as “named for the old Astoria, which dealt death to the Japs in battles off the Solomon Islands,” “one of the most powerfully armored cruisers afloat. American sea power! Striking never-ending blows at the Axis.”

         Yet George Dyer had his command. He had made his choice of ship, and there was no going back. At the mercy of a slipping builder schedule, frustrated certainly, Dyer decided to make the best of the delays. Given the extra time, he sought to extend the vengeance ship concept into his crew. The proud Astoria name deserved legacy aboard ship. Perhaps a few men of the old Astoria could be located, veteran sailors to connect the two cruisers, provide leadership, and instill a fighting spirit. “With a desire to pay back these so and sos for what they’d done to me, I thought the ordinary sailorman would have the same idea,” he reasoned. He requested the bureau locate any available men who had served aboard Astoria’s sunken predecessor to report for assignment under his new command.

         One man proved quite easy to locate, for he surprisingly worked in the Cramp yard: Chief Machinist’s Mate James Phipps. Wounded in the Battle of Savo Island where the heavy cruiser Astoria was lost, Phipps had reluctantly come forward for a Cramp newspaper feature as he was awarded a Purple Heart in August 1943 on the anniversary of the sinking. The chief would go back out with the new ship he was working to build and test, even if none too happy about the prospect.

         The Navy Bureau of Personnel located five other available former Astoria men and ordered them to report to Newport, Rhode Island, where the large majority of the crew was being mustered. Four of the five were ship’s cooks, all rated men, petty officers—the Navy’s version of noncommissioned officers who led other enlisted men. The fifth and final was a deck division man, a gunner: Boatswain’s Mate 2nd Class Rousseau Lemon from down at Key West. The captain held confidence and high hopes for this avenging nucleus to motivate his new crew, even in the months before the ship was complete.

         Best of intentions aside, George Dyer would come to view the decision to locate men from Astoria’s sunken predecessor, particularly Rousseau Lemon, as one of the worst of his career. He would learn that not everyone wanted back out there.
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            Man o’ War’s Men

         

         
            Elimination of the cuss words would have cut our training time in half.

            —USS Astoria Fire Controlman Fred Lind, on Navy Boot Camp in early 1944

         

         Naval Training Station Newport, Rhode Island

March 1944

         Three hundred miles up the coast, Dyer’s newly assigned executive officer, Erasmus W. “Army” Armentrout, faced his own set of delays. As his skipper babysat the ship’s slog toward completion, Astoria’s “exec” directed a parallel effort from his desk, that of assembling a reasonably competent crew from scratch. A New Construction light cruiser complement required almost 100 officers and 1,200 men, four times what he was accustomed to dealing with on a destroyer. The billet proved a far cry from the Academy grad’s early war South Pacific convoy duty aboard destroyers.

         Reporting to Newport, the veteran officer now encountered an ocean of paperwork and bureaucracy. The training station staff bogged down progress at every turn. He wrote to Dyer of what he called “the inertia of the place…too many desks to be crossed to get immediate action on anything.” The administrative red tape brought frustration, but the decorous, polished commander could apply the necessary diplomacy well enough. He faced far more serious challenges.

         Armentrout had a floating city to populate and precious little time to do so. He needed to locate men to keep her guns in action, her engines running, and her men fed and healthy. Mail clerks, ship’s servicemen, cooks, storekeepers, electricians, steam and diesel engine operators—many specialties played a role aboard a light cruiser.

         Filling allowances for chiefs and lower petty officer rates within each specialty made for a serious problem. Three years of expanding warfare left scant resources of qualified personnel within reach. A few available transfers could come from ships moored in East Coast ports, and other rated men could be pulled from shore assignments. Maybe some had convoy experience as he did, perhaps a few even had seen combat from the North Africa and Italy campaigns. But there was no getting around the reality that most of his crew would be green, neophytes at sea, fresh from recruit training and subsequent service schools.

         The Navy was exploding in size even as America’s coffers of the young and able-bodied grew thin. This manpower crisis forced the service to lower its acceptance criteria. By 1944 education level and literacy lost a degree of importance. The US Navy simply needed more bodies to stand watch and man the guns. The Selective Service System brought most of them to the colors through the draft.

         The majority of Astoria’s commissioning crew arrived from Naval Training Station Sampson, a wartime factory of extraordinary manufacturing power in upstate New York. Sampson’s raw materials were masses of boys and men from the nine northeast-most states, its finished product intended as smartly postured seamen for Uncle Sam’s Navy. At a minimum, Army Armentrout expected to receive recruits who showed specific levels of proficiency on their “Q-cards,” the results of their induction qualification exam. These men could be assigned to “strike” for a petty officer rate by training and learning within their specialties. There were so many needs to fill.

         Instead the Bureau of Personnel sent him seamen alphabetically, with whole pages of the enlisted men and officers, the muster rolls from recruit training preserved intact. The first draft of men he received held surnames heavily concentrated around the first letters B, C, P, S, and W. He noted inductees like Schreiber and Schroeder from New York City, kids who had perhaps moved about alphabetically since homeroom in grammar school. The two had reported for Navy induction on December 3, 1943, in line one after the other, assigned sequential service numbers. Each wore a red fireman’s shoulder stripe, so he could without much thought assign Schreiber and Schroeder to the ship’s boiler rooms to strike as water tenders.

         Such exceptions aside, this quirk of Navy administrivia crippled Armentrout’s efforts. Receiving men alphabetically instead of by specialty left him desperately short on vital fire controlmen and gunner’s mate candidates. Not one man in the muster made for a suitable tailor, cobbler, or laundryman. Armentrout set to work sending men to local civilian shops for crash courses in service trades. Again his efforts ran afoul of Newport, as he wrote Dyer of his superiors, “These people are not very receptive to requests for outside schools.”

         Responses from Dyer made it clear the “old man” was already plenty hot under the collar. Dyer rode his new exec hard, for Dyer had placed three New Construction submarines into commission over his career and knew the tremendous organizational challenges involved. A stream of letters from the captain requesting updates and actions kept the commander jumping with replies regarding training schools, officer billets, and ship’s organization. An early list of requests from the skipper disappeared in the mail, causing Dyer to assume his exec was dragging his feet until the matter was cleared up. The old man was hell-bent on getting back out to sea.

         There was a “large foreign extraction group” among recruits, first- or second-generation immigrants, which was a Navy concern for potential disloyalty to the American cause. Armentrout was more sympathetic; immigrants and children of immigrants shouldn’t be automatically cause for suspicion. The forty-year-old’s wife was of Latvian extraction, having entered the United States at the port of New York in 1933 as a Russian national fleeing rising anti-Jewish sentiment. They married before she obtained her citizenship, and now had a six-year-old son born in 1937 at their home port of Los Angeles.

         His shortages left him far more concerned with qualifications than ancestry, even regarding officers. Underqualified, Armentrout’s assigned navigator required an intensive course in plotting. No acceptable engineering officer appeared available. The exec identified enough men with 20/20 vision to fill his quota for lookouts, but his five-inch gunners would have to do at 18/20. With no proper training equipment available at Newport, these gunners would go down to Norfolk for temporary duty aboard USS Wyoming, a pre–World War I battlewagon being modernized for gunnery school. The window between Wyoming’s return to service and Astoria’s projected commissioning would be very tight, giving the men little time to train. His main battery gunners would be at further disadvantage with no available equipment to train on anywhere; they would have no hands-on experience with the main six-inch guns until after reporting aboard Astoria.

         Every officer and man would require a two-day firefighting school, as hard experience in battle had demonstrated the need to the Navy. Armentrout himself needed to find time to attend training in firefighting and in the ship’s Combat Information Center (CIC), which would pull him in two directions—Boston and Little Creek, Virginia. Yet leaving Newport even for a few days would cause further complication and delay. As it stood, his paperwork showed prospective Astoria officers and men scattered all along the East Coast—a precommissioning detail with the captain in Philadelphia, his aviation unit at Floyd Bennett Field in Brooklyn, his Marines at Sea School down in Quantico, Virginia. And they had yet to produce a commanding officer for the Marine detail.

         In early April Captain Dyer sent an urgent request for more qualified fire controlmen. Astoria’s completion required certain specialties within his veteran nucleus crew down at the shipyard for testing. Cramp was starting to point fingers at the Navy for delays. With a second draft of five hundred more men supposedly headed Armentrout’s way from Sampson (no one in Newport could tell him exactly when that might be), he hoped he would find more suitable candidates. At least so far most men had some amount of high school as well as acceptable eyes and teeth. He had also managed to identify additional men from radar school that Captain Dyer had requested.

         In between rushing arrivals through training courses and waiting on more recruits from Sampson, the exec reinforced haircuts, uniforms, and hygiene, and lectured on military etiquette. One week he had the barracks cleaned and painted just “to give the proper impression.” Army Armentrout remained positive, at least regarding discipline. He wrote to Dyer, “We have had only two mast reports since I arrived.” The low number of incidents requiring Captain’s Mast, the standard form of nonjudicial punishment for enlisted men, suggested little dissention in the ranks from men forced into service.

         Now if he only had more men whose Q-cards reflected potential for fire control. Hopefully the next draft from Sampson would come through. Experienced fire controlmen simply weren’t available, and training even the brightest recruits would take time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Naval Training Station Sampson, New York

         The one thing Seaman 1st Class John Frederick Lind certainly knew how to control was a baseball. The full-faced, stocky recruit had graduated high school in Rochester as an all-star pitcher. When he learned his Navy induction Q-card qualified him for Fire Control School, Lind thought he would end up “on the end of a fire hose.” Far from it: directional control of a large ship’s guns at sea was a complex science, requiring men of high mathematical aptitude. Realizing he would be expected to put massive naval weaponry on target, Fred Lind immediately thought of his brother Paul. Two years his elder, Paul teased Fred growing up that he “couldn’t hit the broadside of a bull” with a BB gun.

         How did he end up here, at US Naval Training Station Sampson, geographically close to home yet so far from everything he knew?

         Fred Lind never desired military service; that was Paul’s calling. The youngest of eight children, born of Swedish immigrants, Fred lived at home fresh out of high school when his brother enlisted in the Marines in August 1940. Paul joined a light tank company, which sent him to stations in Puerto Rico and Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. If Fred held any ambitions of pursuing his baseball career further than high school, they were put on hold by the need to provide additional income for his parents, his sister, and her husband and daughter, all living under one roof in Rochester. The Lind family needed to rebuild their finances after enduring near-poverty through the Great Depression.

         Fred found employment in 1940 at the Kodak Hawk-Eye Works, a vast production facility atop a cliff overlooking the Genesee River Gorge. The government contract work brought long days of wading through red tape and allocation issues in producing camera equipment for military defense. The war exploding in Europe weighed on everyone’s mind, but it was still half a world away. On the positive side, Fred managed some spare pay for social events, especially the early shift so he could go bowling after work—“an extremely imperative non-violable commitment.” Work overtime a little to make sure those parts get to the lathe department? Can’t today—we bowl on the first shift! I’ll call the stockroom and maybe they can take care of it.

         Along with the rest of his community, Fred’s status quo shattered on a Sunday afternoon, the seventh of December, 1941. He overheard someone ask, “Where the hell is Pearl Harbor?” Everyone scrambled to find a radio. The disposition of those around him turned rabid overnight, as Congress granted President Franklin Roosevelt a declaration of war against Japan. Not prone to cursing, Fred realized “suddenly there seemed to be a real need for expletives.” Civil words were simply inadequate. The Japanese attack on American bases galvanized his friends and coworkers with “vehement hatred.” The bastards would pay for this.

         At home the immediate worry turned to his brother in service. Letters to Paul grew into a daily task for everyone. Fred also noticed his parents expressing a concern toward him he had never before experienced. With an expanding national draft, Fred represented at his age the lone remaining ripe target in the family for the draft board. Alarmed and cautious, his letters to his brother asked for any inklings of what military service might be like.

         At the Kodak plant, routine changed as well. Secrecy replaced trust, with insistence to “report any suspicious activity or irregular occurrence,” lest there be a saboteur. Local draft board classifications and employment deferments became a hot discussion topic among supervisors. Extra hours of work replaced the bowling leagues. Gasoline rationing perhaps impacted Fred’s life the most as wartime requirements spread across the home front, resulting in reliance on mass transit and carpooling. Six to a car? Damn Japs!

         Fred spent his evenings at the family radio listening to news updates from familiar voices of broadcasters with their signature openings: Lowell Thomas—“Good evening, everybody,” and Gabriel Heatter—“There is good news tonight.” Yet much early news of action in the Pacific remained “limited to the defensive…grim and depressing.” A June 1942 victory at Midway brought an uptick in morale and spirit, which plummeted again to uncertainty with the August announcement of America’s first offensive of the war raging in the Solomon Islands. Throughout, Fred wrote letters to his brother, although Paul’s censored replies never gave an indication of where he was stationed or headed. As Guadalcanal became a daily front page and household word, Paul’s response letters stopped. Weeks of waiting stretched into long months. The mid-October revelation of three American cruisers lost in the Solomons back in August—Vincennes, Quincy, and Astoria—certainly didn’t help.

         Despite Gabriel Heatter’s encouraging broadcast sign-on, there was no good news to be had for the Lind family on a chilly day two weeks later, in late October 1942. Fred’s mother Mary shrieked “like a stricken animal” when she read the War Department telegram: Corporal Paul Joseph Lind, killed in action. In the cruelest of coincidences, the evening’s new issue of LIFE magazine included a photograph of Marine dead buried on Guadalcanal under fresh mounds of dirt covered with palm fronds. In the foreground of the photo a Christian cross bore the name of Paul Lind.

         Fred wrote, “The dreaded news crushed the entire family. I didn’t know much about grief until then, and I felt like I had swallowed a bucket of cement that had set up in my throat…How Mom and Pop were able to bear up under this is a marvel.” Fred’s rage toward Japan “deepened immeasurably.” His brother had also been his best friend. The family would eventually learn that Paul lasted just five weeks into the invasion of Guadalcanal, killed with his tank crew on a ridge while protecting the island’s vital and contested airfield on September 14. With their light tanks knocked out by Japanese guns, the Marine tankers were burned, bayoneted, and drowned.

         All eyes in the family turned to Fred with fear, for it was likely only a matter of time before his draft lottery number was called. He focused on his work, putting in more time and effort than ever before, every day waiting for the War Department to come grab him by the scruff of his neck. He purchased his share of war bonds and devoted his efforts to “shooting down Japs with our invincible products.” Evening and weekend shifts layered on as the plant further ramped up production. Fred and his coworkers at Kodak Hawk-Eye rose to the occasion, as at the close of 1942 the plant was awarded the US Army-Navy “E” for excellence in war effort production.

         A full year passed before his number was called and his parents’ worst fear was realized. In December 1943 a new blue service star joined the gold star for his fallen brother in the Lind home’s front window. Like so many thousands of other Northeast American boys, Lind headed off to report in at Naval Training Station Sampson.

         
            *  *  *

         

         They came from all walks of life, the men and boys who stepped off the train with Fred Lind at Sampson in January 1944. A multitude of draftees shuffled into ranks alongside fresh-faced boys newly eligible and eager to enlist. The assembled recruits filled the growing needs of a Navy that entered the war with a scant three hundred thousand men across the globe; the number of Navy bluejackets now in service passed two million at year’s end with another million more slated for induction through 1944. They reflected the scale of worldwide warfare: seventeen-year-old kids who lied about their age assembled shoulder to shoulder with men of thirty-odd years forced to leave behind wives, children, and the best-paying work they had seen in more than a decade.

         Not all came willingly as Lind did. Even for him, at a Navy recruit camp an hour from his front door, the culture shock permeated from the start. He wrote, “None of us had been away from home too much, and suddenly we were thrown into a group, with absolutely no choice in the matter. We met and lived with characters that we never would have selected in civilian life, and all of that was part of our indoctrination.”

         Each trainload brought high school letterman jackets alongside business suit coats. In any case attire didn’t matter; it would be promptly mailed back to family members and replaced with Navy-issue clothing from head to toe. The hairstyles and facial hair reflecting personal identity were likewise shorn away. “You’ll be sorry!” came the taunt from other men who had themselves just gone through the process.

         Located two-thirds up the eastern shore of Seneca Lake, largest of the glacial Finger Lakes, Naval Training Station Sampson stretched from a rail stop down to the water’s edge. In its second year of full-scale operation, the facility sprawled along the lakeshore, a sea of vast training halls surrounded by barracks buildings. Officially named New Recruit Training by the US Navy, Sampson’s indoctrination process was universally known to the men as “boot camp.”

         A new Navy “Boot” was called such for the leggings he wore as part of his uniform. Khaki canvas gaiters laced up the trouser seam to mid-calf and strapped under the sole of the shoe. These leggings identified the man as a recruit in training, separate from other sailors stationed at Sampson. The only uniform Fred Lind was accustomed to was a wool baseball jersey with “East High” emblazoned on the front, not “goofy looking” thirteen-button bell-bottom trousers and a flat “Donald Duck” hat.

         Fred Lind’s drill petty officer made an impression on him from the first day. The young man wrote, “We were given to understand that we were naval reserves, something other than human, and were strictly temporary, totally insignificant as compared to the regular Navy personnel. The drill non-com professed to be our mother, our father, our minister, our teacher, our boss, and our God, all rolled into one. He didn’t look anything like my mother! And our minister never talked like he did!” Lind and most of his fellow recruits were “sensible enough to keep our traps shut and let them carry on any which way they preferred.”

         Lind and his fellow Boots learned to speak a new language. Gone were familiar terms such as floor, ceiling, and wall, replaced by their nautical counterparts—deck, overhead, and bulkhead. The terms applied even in Sampson’s barracks buildings (“ships” to the men) and vast training halls. One climbed a ladder, not stairs. They conducted personal business in a head, not a bathroom. They slept in a bunk, not a bed, which during training meant a canvas hammock suspended from the second deck of their barracks over the stretch of planking where they lined up for daily inspection.

         Each man was issued a seabag which held the entirety of his new life’s possessions—bathing trunks, underwear shorts, undershirts, socks, jumpers, trousers, caps, and an overcoat. All were stamped with the recruit’s last name, followed by first and middle initials. Each article held a specific place on the deck alongside issued personal toiletries when seabags were laid out for inspection. The most a man could retain from home was a small book or a pack of playing cards. Marching four circuits around the station with this full ninety-pound seabag made for powerful reinforcement to keep noses clean and obey the drill petty officer.

         Divided alphabetically into regiments, battalions, and companies, Boots assembled daily for Morning Colors and Evening Retreat. Up at 4 a.m., they ran what they called “the grinder,” covering vast camp parade grounds while trying not to slip on icy ground. Next they drilled in formation, learned basic seamanship, and rotated through mess detail. Everyone scrubbed pots. They learned to handle dummy rifles and swab decks.

         The strict authoritarian nature of the Navy pervaded every menial task. Fred Lind learned firsthand what it meant to “salute anything that moved, and paint anything that didn’t.” Life became a daily exercise in rigorous routine, the goals—as stated in the Sampson literature—to teach the recruit to “become self-reliant, responsive to commands, and indoctrinated to the ways of the Navy.”

         In whipping wind over frigid Seneca Lake, Lind shivered in his peacoat as they lowered boats from davits into the water. They learned small boat handling, pulling oars in unison as a coxswain called the stroke. Classes in marlinspike seamanship taught eighteen basic knots as well as rigging and splicing of hemp and wire rope. Swimming instruction in the station’s vast drill halls included going over the side, improvising flotation from clothing, and climbing aboard rafts. Lind’s class was even directed in personal hygiene and proper washing of clothing.

         The duration of training that winter varied from three to eight weeks, more a function of urgent Bureau of Personnel need than the progress of recruits themselves. Some who demonstrated specific aptitude headed off to service schools such as radio or electrical, while others reported directly for active duty. Virtually all left Sampson with a rating of seaman second-class, one step up from apprentice seaman. And in the early months of 1944, the vast majority of Sampson seamen second-class were sent to fill out New Construction crew complements at east coast shipyards. They averaged six weeks in training, and whatever got missed would have to be taught and enforced later, perhaps even at sea.

         From January through April 1944, Sampson transferred hundreds of men to muster in Newport, Rhode Island, most based on the alphabet. They would report as the commissioning crew of a new light cruiser approaching completion in Philadelphia named USS Astoria. Destined for duty aboard a ship of the line, they would become “Man o’ War’s Men,” headed for battle. Fred Lind joined a draft of some five hundred newly graduated Sampson men headed for Newport and ultimately Astoria, but his orders differed. With a handful of others of similar technical aptitude, he would report to Fire Control School for an intensive training course. The group would miss Astoria’s commissioning and shakedown cruise, but their skill set was urgently needed before the ship steamed into war. The Navy would make sure the twenty-one-year old Swedish son learned how to control more than a baseball; instead he would direct and fire the most modern of naval weapons at an enemy who had taken his best friend—his big brother.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Cramp Shipyard, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

         Motor Machinist’s Mate 3rd Class Herbert Munroe Blodgett also loved to play baseball. Far from a stocky pitcher like Fred Lind, he carried the lean physique of a scrambling outfielder. Growing up a Boston Braves fan, he cheered Babe Ruth in his final season. Blodgett admired sluggers, and as a result the young man from West Concord, Massachusetts, swung a very big bat. Reporting to Captain Dyer at the Cramp Shipyard for the Astoria precommissioning crew, Blodgett made sure to bring his glove along with his seabag. Baseball season was right around the corner.

         He also brought aboard a campaign ribbon with three bronze service stars, the result of action aboard the light cruiser USS Boise. At Sicily his ship provided fire support for Dyer’s landing force. As Dyer was wounded two months later at Salerno, Boise conducted a secret mission ferrying British commandos around Italy’s “boot” to Taranto. Boise returned to the East Coast months later, and Blodgett received orders for transfer. On paper he was exactly the type of sailor Dyer and Armentrout desired to lead and teach their shipload of Boots—experience at sea, a petty officer rate, and a clean service record. They needed such men to work on the ship’s engineering plant in the runup to commissioning. Yet the slugger had to chuckle to himself at the very thought of it. Aboard Boise he had considered himself “the least important man in the engine room.”

         His entire Navy career could be viewed as what sailormen called a SNAFU—the polite version meaning “Situation Normal, All Fouled Up.” Voluntarily enlisting in November 1942, a Navy recruiter assured the eighteen-year-old kid he would receive a service school of his choice. He requested in preferential order: storekeeper, yeoman, and for lack of a third interest, diesel engines. Following boot camp and perhaps predictably, the Navy assigned him to a seven-week diesel engine school in Richmond, Virginia.

         Not that the schooling mattered much. When he had reported aboard USS Boise in April 1943, the A (Auxiliary) Division, which operated the ship’s diesel generators, didn’t need any more hands. He was placed in M (Main Engine) Division, assigned to regulate steam for one of the ship’s four geared turbine engines. Herb Blodgett didn’t know anything about steam. He found himself instantly out of his training, with precious little to do on watch but hope to learn on the job.

         In lieu of proficiency, the men took to him for his bat and his glove. Once Boise arrived in the Mediterranean, the crew created a makeshift ballfield in port while awaiting the Sicily invasion. Blodgett averaged .500 in the so-called North African League, as his division team dominated their opponents. He might have been the least valuable man in the forward engine room, but Blodgett anchored the M Division lineup in Babe Ruth fashion.

         He had to laugh and shake his head. So superfluous to Boise that they detached him upon return to New York, he became apparently so “vital” to Astoria that he reported aboard in January 1944 as one of the first few down in the engineering spaces. He carried a diesel man’s rate, motor machinist’s mate, yet he had never once operated a diesel engine at sea. Nine months removed from his training, rated for a role he had never performed, Blodgett was again assigned to M Division—steam. SNAFU. He hoped the Astoria crew would at least play some baseball.

         Living in a barracks near the Cramp Shipyard, Blodgett went aboard ship each day and below into the engine rooms, ready to assist with whatever the shipbuilders required. Even without the engines ready and running, climbing spring temperatures and lack of air circulation brought the claustrophobic compartments to an uncomfortable wilt. He knew full well the swelter they would reach once fires were lit under the boilers and the ship was underway.

         Blodgett didn’t mind the construction delays. He earned liberty to go into town almost nightly, which he used to telephone his girlfriend Betty up in West Concord. Weekend passes allowed him to take a train home to visit her in person, as well as his mother and friends. Through the end of winter and early spring, Blodgett also took in as many hockey games as he could. He watched the Philadelphia Falcons of the Eastern Hockey League play the Boston Olympics, the Brooklyn Crescents, and the brawling US Coast Guard Cutters. The Coast Guard team had a special reputation in Philadelphia after a memorable fight that pulled in the fans and eventually a police riot squad. He just hoped Astoria wouldn’t leave Philadelphia before the spring start of the major-league season. He might get a chance to watch his beloved Braves play an away game in Philly.

         Herb Blodgett wasn’t alone in finding himself out of his element in training. His friend and fellow engineer, Electrician’s Mate 2nd Class Jim Peddie, also detached from Boise for the Astoria precommissioning crew. A talented electrician also hailing from Massachusetts, Peddie knew Boise’s power plant inside and out. Peddie quickly discovered the main electrical systems built into Astoria reflected a different beast altogether. Nonrated men, “strikers” fresh from Electrical School and with experience from other New Construction builds, held far more knowledge than he did. Peddie might be a veteran with plenty of sea experience, but his expertise covered obsolescent systems not present in Astoria.

         When asked to manage circuit breakers aboard ship, he knew there were more qualified men. He graciously volunteered himself to move into lighting, where not much had changed and he could lead men effectively. He landed his own shop in charge of topside lighting and would have twelve men under him. Blodgett’s work brought more time than responsibility, but Peddie found plenty to do in testing lighting systems.

         While Blodgett found the local hockey rink, Peddie spent his liberty at a barroom near Cramp called The Tin Roof. The barroom backed up against train tracks bringing materials to the shipyard. Enjoying glasses of beer over frankfurters with hot mustard, Peddie could reach his arm out the window and touch the moving trains.

         So went the hodge-podge of New Construction—green Boots and unproven transfers. Once a ship had been to sea, sailors came aboard and transferred out in small numbers on a regular schedule. This ensured a smooth transfer of knowledge and a core group in each division that knew one another and functioned as a team. For Dyer and Armentrout, no such luxury existed with Astoria. While Armentrout mustered untested men learning new skill sets in Newport, Dyer’s precommissioning crew at Cramp brought an even greater unknown.

         Expected to immediately settle in as proficient leaders, the arriving men detached from other stations tended to be castoffs for a variety of reasons. Some like Blodgett possessed training outside their assigned specialties. Others like Peddie possessed training and proficiency in old equipment. Some might even be disciplinary trouble, with their previous command only too happy to push the problem to someone else. Most were available for a reason, and precious few had ever worked together.

         The final critical component was an area where neither Dyer nor Armentrout could exercise much control: assignment of the ship’s officer complement. The Bureau of Personnel detailed all regular Navy officers and reservists. Seven lieutenant commanders were assigned as heads of departments—Engineering, Gunnery, Medical, Communications, Supply, Navigation, and the First Lieutenant, responsible for the deck divisions. Neither the skipper nor exec had ever been to sea with any of them.

         The remainder of the Astoria officer complement, all junior, brought scant experience. Beyond a handful of combat veterans, many were “90-day wonders,” a derisive slang term applied to wartime additions rushed through three-month officer candidate schools at colleges. A few men with special skills—a lawyer, doctor, dentist, and chaplain—received commissions at higher ranks directly from civilian life. Much like the other branches of service, the Navy largely utilized its senior noncoms, the chief petty officers, to educate both “fresh-caught” officers and enlisted men. Dyer’s nucleus of veterans would have their work cut out for them with such a green crew in a new ship. The skipper held hope that at a minimum his six old Astoria men, each a petty officer and combat veteran, would lead in fostering fighting spirit aboard the new Astoria.

         
            *  *  *

         

         On April 17, a fuming Rousseau Lemon arrived with his seabag at the Cramp yard, sailors fresh from boot camp in tow. The ruddy, freckled twenty-four-year-old petty officer had said goodbye to his pregnant wife and reported up to Newport to lead and train men, just as the Navy expected. His qualifications included the loading and firing of big Bofors 40mm antiaircraft guns, and the new Astoria would carry plenty of them. His men would outfit the ship’s 5th and 6th Divisions, starboard and port 40mm mounts respectively. Now he joined the likes of Blodgett and Peddie at the shipyard for precommissioning detail. Veteran of the sinking of heavy cruiser Astoria, bitter at the Navy, bitter at the irony of this new assignment, Lemon even held reason to be bitter about his seabag. Just getting a replacement after his first Astoria had been shot out from under him off Guadalcanal brought plenty of red tape.

         Lemon had enlisted in June 1941, before the war. He hailed from San Antonio, Texas, where his father had relocated the family from Indiana following the untimely death of his mother. At seventeen and with five younger siblings, he had dropped out of high school to help his father make ends meet. His uncle ran a Venetian blind company, and Rousseau Lemon worked in the Alamo City alongside his cousins as an installer making $45 per month. After some trouble with the local law—“disturbing the peace” was the arresting charge—the US Navy became an attractive option.

         His stated reason for voluntary enlistment was “to learn a trade,” and pure chance put him aboard a heavy cruiser named Astoria in late 1941. A proud, storied ship to others, Astoria was just a name to Lemon. He joined the Navy for work, pay, and an insurance policy he kept up to date for his family. He certainly didn’t sign up for a war.

         Yet war arrived with a fury. At sea when Imperial Japan struck on December 7, Lemon and his Astoria shipmates returned to their home port of Pearl Harbor days later to find American battleships strewn like children’s toys, men and parts of men floating in a sludge of fuel oil and debris. Lemon’s deck division was assigned the terrible, nauseating task of lowering boats and fishing human remains from the morass, recovering what they could for identification and burial.

         Lemon spent his first Christmas away from home standing watch at his 1.1-inch antiaircraft gun mount. Wake Island had just fallen to the Japanese after a gallant stand by US Marines, bringing a further setback to America in the fledgling war. Astoria men seethed at the news, for they had sortied out to the Wake siege as part of a reinforcing task force, only to be recalled as they drew near enough to make a difference. Their war would have to wait for the new year of 1942 even as the surviving Marines were taken prisoner.

         The patrols in the months that followed proved fruitless and discouraging. Further Japanese advances drew the US Navy south of the equator to protect shipping lanes to vital allies Australia and New Zealand. A ninety-nine-day foray of aircraft carrier escort duty across the equator left the ship short on supplies. Lemon and his shipmates endured weeks of food and water rationing.

         In May 1942, Rousseau Lemon and Astoria edged closer to action while guarding the aircraft carrier Yorktown in the Coral Sea. Yet the battle focused elsewhere, as another American carrier, USS Lexington, was sunk. But direct combat followed shortly; a month later Lemon’s antiaircraft guns spit fire at enemy planes off Midway in a desperate bid to protect Yorktown from a similar fate. Despite their best efforts, Yorktown was bombed, torpedoed, and ultimately also sacrificed to the Pacific Ocean’s depths. Considered American victories despite the precious carrier losses, the battles sent the Imperial Japanese Navy reeling. Lemon earned two bronze service stars for his Asiatic-Pacific Campaign ribbon.

         In August 1942, America went on the offensive. Astoria covered the Guadalcanal invasion with her thunderous main battery as eleven thousand Marines made their way ashore. Lemon fought off aerial attacks from responding Japanese bombers for the two days that followed as a pointer for his quad 1.1-inch mount. Over those days the smell and taste of war merged with now familiar sounds.

         He’d learned what war was, or so he thought.

         Then came the night patrol off nearby Savo Island, where the young man witnessed wholesale slaughter. Fewer than forty-eight hours into the invasion, responding Japanese warships preyed upon Lemon’s column of ships. They struck with surprise and accuracy, raining steel the length of Astoria and two other American cruisers. Salvo after salvo aggressively sent glowing shapes slamming into Astoria, crashing through her decks and hull, igniting massive fires. With precious little shielding at his fantail mount, Rousseau Lemon watched in horror as his friends were blown apart, the screams of the dying swirling around him as they fell in the storm of naval gunfire. The surviving gunners managed precious few return shots before seeking cover behind anything not burning, anything that put some steel plating between their flesh and the onslaught.

         Following fifteen minutes of hellish pounding, the attack ended as abruptly as it had begun, with the enemy ships departing at high speed. The burning silhouettes of Astoria’s sister cruisers Vincennes and Quincy were also gone, lost to the depths of Savo Sound. Astoria lay dead in the water, fires raging amidships. A sickening miasma of burning fuel oil, aviation gasoline, paint, and flesh hung over the deck as Lemon rose from cover. He felt pain in his leg, but it didn’t appear to be bleeding. A survivor by fate, he helped treat wounded on a deck slick with their blood. All the survivors could do was hold on, fight back the flames, and wait for support from other American ships. Hours passed.

         Dawn broke before a destroyer came alongside to unload more men astern to help fight fires. Their efforts lasted until almost noon, when a dull thump below the surface suggested an exploded magazine had ruptured the hull. The stricken cruiser careened to port, creaking, popping, and growling. Lemon and his fellow survivors slipped over the side as she rolled, splashing into water thick with oil and brimming with sharks. Astoria’s bow lifted in a final fighting gesture, then slid below the surface. Rosseau Lemon’s home of the past year was gone, plunged into what would become known as Ironbottom Sound for the sheer number of sunken ships in its waters. There was nothing for the gunner’s mate to do but tread water until another responding destroyer could pull him and his fellow survivors aboard, away from the sharks.

         The odyssey home brought a blur of horror and pain. Hundreds of shipmates had been killed, wounded, or were missing. Lemon and his surviving shipmates came to learn the screams of improvised amputation, the stench of infected wounds, and the heavy rasp of bodies sliding from canvas cots into the ocean under American flags. He wasn’t even eligible for a Purple Heart, as no blood had spilled from the leg, just deep bruising sustained during the battle. Days turned into weeks as the ache in his leg healed from the action. Adding to the indignity was the expectation of transport crews that the survivors stand watches in the sweltering engineering spaces belowdecks.

         After a long journey from Nouméa, New Caledonia, back to Pearl Harbor, then aboard another transport to San Francisco, the survivors of the three sunken American cruisers were herded and locked up at the Treasure Island Navy complex. Leave and liberty were denied to ensure the press didn’t learn of the losses. The sequestration resulted in a “chair-flinging riot” as the men protested their imprisonment.

         Almost another month passed before the Navy divulged its secret to the public, when there was encouraging progress from Guadalcanal to offset the devastating announcement. The news sent a nation reeling. Survivor stories from USS Vincennes, Quincy, and Astoria plastered the front pages of newspapers for weeks. Unlike some of the men, Lemon did not speak to the press about the Savo battle.

         Navy bureaucracy further embittered the boatswain’s mate. Even replacing the contents of his lost seabag, a requirement for taking a thirty-day “survivor’s leave,” had to come from his own pocket. The $125 reimbursement claim for “personal property lost in a marine disaster,” “without fault or negligence,” due to “the operations of war,” took four months to process.

         The year 1943 brought respite. Although still technically assigned to sea duty, it couldn’t get much better than Naval Operating Base Key West, Florida. Far removed from combat, he at last enjoyed one of the most plumb assignments in the US Navy. As a gun captain on a boxy World War I–era patrol craft plying balmy waters in the sunshine of the Florida Keys, his days looked pretty much the same. Each morning his aging USS Eagle-48 put to sea with an equally outdated submarine to train officers and men in sonar operation. Save for the occasional harbor patrol, his small vessel returned every night to Pier 8 at the East Coast Fleet Sound School. The work grew so routine that one day’s deck logs could substitute for another. That was perfectly fine with him. It was, thankfully, a far cry from the hell of that night where everyone around him fell amid the exploding impact of Japanese naval shells.

         Lemon earned quick promotion and more pay than ever before. Back to back promotions brought him to a boatswain’s mate second-class rate. As a member of a small crew, he had few officers to deal with. He manned his four-inch gun, kept his nose out of trouble, and used his backlog of leave to visit his new bride. Regarding Astoria, lost with half her crew of a thousand killed or wounded, he had spent the year and a half that followed the battle working to put it all out of mind.

         Once safe at Key West, Lemon could see the finish line. He held every intention of riding out the remaining eighteen months of his Navy enlistment stateside, and then the order came: report to a new cruiser carrying forward the proud name of a man o’ war sunk in battle. He would be expected to represent the legacy and fighting spirit of the lost Astoria as a combat veteran leader of men fresh to the service. Lemon processed the orders in disbelief. A name he knew all too well, and one that brought the awful memories with it: USS Astoria.

         Not again. The orders read as a death sentence, bringing it all back. The swirling chaos in the dark, the flashes of naval gunfire, enemy shells exploding across the full length of his ship. The sailors surrounding him, many of them friends, screaming and falling. Dead men and their component parts strewn across a teakwood deck stained with lifeblood, illuminated by fires raging in the night. Rousseau Lemon knew all too well he had emerged a survivor by chance and chance alone. The new ship would certainly be headed into battle.

         No. He had done his part. He knew the realities of war, knew what hurtling steel did to the bodies of young men. It was someone else’s turn.

         The transfer order came with a few days’ leave, which he used to meet his wife in a Louisville, Kentucky, hotel to break the news. Traveling to meet from their rural central Texas home, she brought news of her own: she was two months pregnant with their first child.

         The boatswain’s mate made up his mind right there with his bride. She need not worry. A lone sailor could get lost in the vast bureaucracy of the US Navy. A man could game the system if he played his cards right. There were tricks, and Lemon knew them. There was no way in hell he was going back out there with that ship. Not again.

         Up at Newport, now down at Cramp, Lemon performed his role. He led his cadre of green seamen and trained them on the “forties,” as their antiaircraft mounts were called. It might be a slow process—the slower the better—but ultimately his second Astoria would put to sea. He knew what he had to do.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By late April 1944, a single ray of light shone through the gloom at Cramp: the pending delivery of Hull 533, the light cruiser USS Astoria. Towed submarine hulls, canceled contracts, and diverted labor permitted a concerted push by the beleaguered yard to complete the ship. Following final inspection, she would be the second warship delivered by Cramp. The Navy and Cramp agreed on a delivery date of May 17, 1944, almost one thousand days after her keel was laid. No cruiser built during the war had taken longer to deliver. The new Astoria also reigned as the most expensive and overbudget cruiser ever built.

         The Cramp Shipbuilding Company faced investigation by Congress and the Navy into their work management, their labor relations, their overtime practices, and indeed their basic competence. Even with leadership changes from both sides, strife between labor and management flared again and ran rampant. Contracts for two future cruisers and eight submarines recently canceled, the future of the yard lay in question at best. Investors had yet to see a dime of return.

         But those were problems for Congress, for the Navy, and for Cramp. George Dyer had his ship on its way, the major surface command he saw as a path to flag rank. Army Armentrout had also delivered, first with the additional specialists for the precommissioning crew and then the final draft of men headed down to Philadelphia from Newport. Not that the exec was breathing any easier. Little things still required attention with limited time before the ship was delivered. Invitations for the commissioning ceremony—how many guests should each officer, warrant officer, and chief petty officer be allowed? Should the ship’s organization books be printed or mimeographed? Cramp raised a $300 fund as a gift to the crew, and the old man wished to use it to purchase phonograph records for them to enjoy at sea, not cigarettes like the last ship put into commission. “While they won’t last forever, they will last longer than three or four packages of cigarettes,” Dyer instructed.

         As for the crew, the pair of officers had done their best. Precious few were combat veterans, even fewer cruiser men. Eighty percent of both officers and men had never even been to sea. The upcoming trial runs and shakedown cruise would be aptly named: tests of craftsmanship, equipment, mettle, and character. Petty officers like Rousseau Lemon, Herb Blodgett, and Jim Peddie would be expected to lead, surrounded by rookies. Much remained to be done before the old man could return to the war, and when he did so he would take an assemblage of neophytes under his leadership. As for Astoria, born of questionable craftsmanship, née Wilkes-Barre, the superstitious question remained whether and for how long Neptune’s curse might hold.
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