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PROLOGUE


SAILING THE SOUTH SEAS 1934–41


For young men who would never want for anything, the Fahnestock brothers certainly had a way of putting themselves into places where they could easily lose everything. Their family’s wealth and connections could potentially have turned them into the type of New York playboys that had spawned countless books and movies in post-Depression America, but someone somewhere had encouraged them to look beyond themselves and their privileged existence to make something of their youth and talents, to live a life that mattered, a life that made a positive difference for others. Like many others in those years, Bruce and Sheridan Fahnestock turned their eyes to the South Seas and the East Indies, the thousands of islands dotted across the Pacific and into the Indian Ocean, places that had only recently been exposed to the West. They would learn what they could in that vast region and they would bring that knowledge home and share it with whoever was interested. It wasn’t public service and it wasn’t charity; it was an opportunity to learn more for themselves and to then pass on to others what they had learned. Just what those learnings would be was uncertain to both of them when the planning began.


•


Adam Bruce Fahnestock was born in 1910, and his younger brother, John Sheridan Fahnestock, was born in 1912. Despite their given names, the oldest brother was only called Bruce, and the younger was known as Sheridan, though even this was usually reduced to ‘Sher’. The brothers had both been born in Washington, DC, sons of a successful inventor and businessman, also named Bruce Fahnestock. Their father was interested in just about everything that moved and that could be built. By the time Sheridan was born, Bruce Fahnestock senior held patents on early motion picture projectors, the Lanston monotype, a telegraphic machine for the transmission of pictures over telegraph lines, an automatic locomotive stoker and the dynamometer car, a travelling laboratory for testing railroads and track equipment.


Bruce and Sheridan Fahnestock both inherited their father’s love of inventions and new ideas, as well as his love of sailing, especially blue water sailing. When the boys were still young, Bruce senior moved the family back to his native New York, into a large property at Manhasset on Long Island, where he and his wife Mary renewed friendships with many of the prominent New York families.


It was a major stretch to go from sailing the waters of Long Island Sound and coastal New England to making a major exploratory voyage to and through the South Seas, but that is what Bruce and Sheridan planned to do during 1933 and 1934. Bruce had recently graduated from Brown University, where he had developed interests in both the natural world and writing, and he saw the voyage as an opportunity to work in both areas while doing something he loved. His somewhat fractious temper ruled him out as the expedition’s leader, and he was more than happy to hand that role, and the responsibilities that went with it, over to Sheridan. Finance for the project would not be a problem either as the brothers had received a small inheritance from a cousin, John Hubbard, which was more than enough to cover the cost of a boat and provisions for what would be an extended period of time away from home.


It would be a scientific expedition, with clear goals and expectations, even though it might look like a pleasure cruise. While the brothers commenced a search for a suitable vessel for the expedition, they also began to look for suitable crewmates. They would eventually settle on four other young men for the voyage; the first three were Dennis Puleston, Wilson Glass and George Harris – all twenty-two or twenty-three years old, well educated and capable sailors. The last crewman, and the oldest of the lot at twenty-five years of age, was Hugh Davis, director of the Mohawk Zoo in Tulsa, Oklahoma, selected in part because of his qualifications and in part because his zoo would underwrite some of the trip’s expenses in return for specimens.


The major sponsor of the expedition was the American Museum of Natural History in New York City. As part of that sponsorship, the Fahnestock brothers spent as much time as they could spare over a twelve-month period working as unpaid interns at the museum, honing their skills across a range of natural sciences. While Sheridan concentrated on broader areas, like history and anthropology, Bruce spent most of his time there studying entomology. When they weren’t at the museum or busy with their normal lives, the brothers would drive to the ports and harbours of New England looking for the ship that would carry the expedition.


They eventually found her, a short distance to the north, anchored off City Island at the end of Long Island Sound. She was a forty-metre, three-masted schooner named Director, recently retired after long service as a pilot schooner for the harbourmaster at Portland, Maine. She was in relatively good condition and fell within the price range they were prepared to offer. After buying the boat, the brothers sailed the Director down the sound and around to Manhasset, where they lovingly and painstakingly renovated and equipped her for the voyage to follow. It would be a long voyage too, as the Fahnestocks had decided that when their work in the South Seas was done, they would continue on to circumnavigate the world and sail all the way back to New York.


Everything went according to plan and the Fahnestocks and their crew made their final farewells before a departure scheduled on the best tide that fell around 17 December 1934. The night before the scheduled departure, Bruce Fahnestock senior told Mary that he felt ill and was having trouble breathing. He took to bed and died soon afterwards.


Mary Fahnestock immediately contacted her sons. Bruce had never been sick for a single day in his life, she told her sons, and his passing had been sudden and without pain. He would have been extremely disappointed if he thought they would cancel their expedition because of an event like this. They should therefore go ahead with their plans and, if possible, she would join them as soon as she could.


•


The Director sailed from New York some days after Bruce and Sheridan buried their father. From New York, the schooner made its way down the east coast of America and across the Caribbean to Panama where Mary Fahnestock was waiting for them; she had sailed directly there on a steamer after making arrangements for the maintenance of the family home. Clearing the Panama Canal and entering the Pacific Ocean, the expedition made stops at the Galapagos Islands and the Marquesas Islands before heading down and across to French Polynesia. From there, they sailed across to Samoa and Tonga before heading due west to the New Hebrides and the islands of Melanesia beyond. Wherever they stopped, they stayed for as long as it took to collect and document specimens for the Museum of Natural History. Hugh Davis was the expedition’s herpetologist and photographer, capturing everything they saw and everywhere they went on film and in writing.


The expedition ran into trouble while sailing among the islands that stretched from the Solomon Islands to New Britain. Bruce Fahnestock fell extremely ill with malaria and several of the others were also suffering from a variety of illnesses. A decision was made to terminate the expedition early and to sail directly to the Philippines where American assistance would be available.


Bruce became extremely ill soon after they docked at Manila. As well as malaria, he was diagnosed with a strangulated hernia, which was fixed by an operation at the American hospital in Manila. To add to their woes, Sheridan then went down with an attack of Blackwater fever, but fortunately survived.


The expeditioners agreed that they had achieved as much as could reasonably be expected and declared the expedition over in mid-1937. The Director was sold to local interests in Manila while the specimens they had collected were packed carefully into three large chests and despatched to the Museum of Natural History. All but the Fahnestocks booked passage home aboard one of the Dollar Line Steamships which operated between Manila and San Francisco. The three Fahnestocks decided to take the opportunity to visit Beijing, then a remote and exotic location.


Shortly before they arrived in the city in July 1937, Japanese militarists had staged an incident, later known as the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, during which Chinese and Japanese troops clashed. The Japanese militarists used this clash as an excuse to begin a full-scale invasion of China, and the Fahnestocks had front row seats when it began.


Sheridan was filming the ceremonial entry of Japanese troops into Beijing when a Japanese officer approached him and punched him in the head, twice, while he was peering through the lens of his camera. Sheridan, who was much larger than the Japanese, considered punching him back, but realised that hundreds of Japanese troops were watching, so he simply stopped filming and stepped back. Had the cameraman been Bruce, who was even bigger and had a fiery temperament, the outcome might have been different.


The incident served as a disquieting coda to what had been a more than interesting and quite successful cruise. It was also enough to convince the Fahnestock brothers to return home to plan what they would do next.


•


Back home in Manhasset, Bruce and Sheridan both wrote extensively of their adventures for the New York Herald Tribune and for magazines such as Harper’s and Esquire. They also collaborated on a book they called Stars to Windward and found themselves in considerable demand as occasional speakers and guest lecturers. Their mother, not to be outdone, wrote her own book, which she entitled, I Ran Away to Sea at 50; she dedicated it to ‘Daddy Bruce’. Mary Fahnestock, too, found herself in some demand as a public speaker, particularly at women’s clubs.


Based on the success of their first expedition, Bruce and Sheridan threw themselves into planning a second, larger expedition to the South Seas. Again, they were fortunate to find a benefactor to underwrite their expedition, which promised to be a lot larger and more expensive than their first. That benefactor was John Hubbard’s widow, Helen Hubbard (nee Fahnestock), who was both wealthy and extremely fond of her young cousins. One of the objectives of the second expedition, scheduled to depart sometime in 1940, was to record the music of the Pacific Islands and East Indies, which was believed to be rapidly disappearing; it was a project very close to Helen Hubbard’s heart.


Helen Hubbard’s first contribution was to purchase the vessel on which the second expedition would sail. It was a beautiful, three-masted schooner some forty metres in length, which the Fahnestocks promptly named Director II. Helen Hubbard also furnished Bruce and Sheridan with elaborate (and expensive) state-of-the-art recording equipment to record the music of the islands they visited, as well as birdsongs from the South Seas. The equipment included on-board disc cutters and cables to attach to the microphones they would take ashore to make their recordings. Finally, she bought the brothers a Piper Cub aircraft, which would be delivered to the Director II just days before its departure.


Once again the expedition was sponsored in part by the Museum of Natural History, and the brothers also negotiated a number of other sponsors based on the success of their first expedition. Early on, they agreed to broadcast a number of programs for the National Broadcasting Corporation (NBC) network over their shortwave radio. The outbreak of war in Europe in September 1939 put paid to the plan for a regular schedule of broadcasts, but it was agreed the expedition would provide occasional broadcasts for the network to air. Another plan to chart Pacific Ocean currents for the US Hydrographic Bureau also fell through because of the changed conditions brought by the European war. Implicit in the voyage was the desire of all three Fahnestocks to collect material for future articles and books.


They planned, as well, to use their Piper Cub aircraft to chart routes through the tropical reefs they would encounter and to reconnoitre the principal harbours in the region. This was partly to make their travels safer; it was also tied up in a meeting the brothers had no wish to advertise.


•


At 11.30 a.m. on 20 November 1939, Bruce and Sheridan Fahnestock paid an official visit to President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, meeting the president in the Oval Office of the White House. The brothers already knew the president through family and social connections, but this meeting was not to discuss mutual friends or society scandals. Roosevelt was well aware of the brothers’ plans for a second South Seas expedition and he asked them to keep their eyes open while they were sailing through the Pacific and among the islands of the East Indies. The United States was preparing to do whatever it could to prevent the war that had just broken out in Europe from spreading. With that in mind, Roosevelt asked the Fahnestocks to evaluate French, Dutch and British defence preparations in their colonies and dependencies, as the United States could be expected to underwrite some of them. As well, Roosevelt and his advisers were interested in any observations the Fahnestocks might have on what Japan and Japanese interests were doing in those areas. Sheridan Fahnestock, as the formal leader of the expedition, would carry an American passport annotated by Secretary of State Cordell Hull, which would describe him as being on ‘special duties’. With a good luck wish and a handshake, the meeting was over.


•


Given the significance of what the Fahnestocks hoped to achieve on this second expedition, they were as meticulous as ever in their planning, and even more meticulous in the selection of their crew. Sheridan would again command the expedition with Bruce as his deputy. Bruce would also act as scientific director, and he chose and appointed George Folster as his deputy. Folster, a graduate of the Harvard Business School, was thirty-four years of age and had worked in executive positions at a number of department stores. Dawson Coleman Glover, ‘Gubby’, was the crewman responsible for all radio communications. An impressive figure, Gubby Glover was dark-haired, well over 190 centimetres in height and had what all who knew him would describe as an ‘engaging’ personality.


Glover was studying at Yale alongside two other crewmen and friends, Bob Wilson and Phil Farley. The remainder of the crew were Ladislaw (Laddie) Reday, an engineer and recent graduate from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; George Paterson and Rollin Grant. Edward Dair, in civilian life a portrait artist, would serve as first officer and official photographer for the expedition. With the exception of Folster, all were twenty-five years of age or less, recent graduates of Ivy League universities and keen for adventure.


There would also be several supernumeraries on the expedition. Mary Fahnestock would again accompany her sons, and had spent several months studying the calorific and vitamin contents of various foods before ordering supplies for a voyage expected to last up to two years. She wouldn’t have to worry about cooking those foodstuffs though, as the ship would have its own cook, an African American named James Cole who had studied with some of the great chefs of Paris. There was also a steward named Julio Brenes to assist with the catering. Nor would Mary Fahnestock be the only woman aboard. In May 1939, Sheridan and Margaret Steele had announced their engagement and had married later that year. Margaret would accompany her husband, as would Helen Folster, the wife of George Folster. Bruce Fahnestock had also married between expeditions but his wife, Betty, and their young son would remain behind at their new home in Hartford, Connecticut.


The Director II, its crew and passengers departed New York on 1 February 1940, farewelled by Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and carrying the personal bon voyage of President Franklin Roosevelt. The Fahnestocks expected to be away for at least two years, during which they would sail some 65,000 kilometres before returning home with enough material to fill a small museum. They would spend the bulk of that time in the South Pacific and among the islands of the Indonesian Archipelago, and would studiously avoid possible areas of conflict. After passing through the Panama Canal at the end of February, they set out across the vast emptiness of the Pacific Ocean.


In the main, the second expedition travelled very much along the path pioneered by the first. After visiting the Galapagos Islands, where they picked up a young turtle as a ship’s pet, the voyage continued to the Marquesas Islands, where they had what they all believed to be an unusual, even quite haunting, experience. In those islands, it was common for the elders of the various clans to sing what they called ‘Prediction Songs’ and the Fahnestocks were anxious to record some of these. As they were doing so, they learned that one of the songs was actually about them, or at least about their ship. The song referred to the visit by the original Director some five years earlier. The song explained how the Director II was just that previous ship now grown to adulthood but, when it departed, that would be the last they would ever see of it for the ship was fated to never return.


The fact that a large part of the Western world was at war came home to them in French Polynesia. Calling in at Tahiti, French authorities there pointed to the Piper Cub aircraft and said that it would probably be considered as part of an espionage operation if it were flown anywhere near sensitive ports and harbours in the western Pacific. Rather than draw any unwanted attention to themselves, the Fahnestocks offloaded the aircraft for sale.


From Polynesia, the Director II sailed to Pago Pago in American Samoa before heading down to the Fiji Islands where they discovered undecipherable writing on several ancient monoliths and started a debate which has yet to be concluded. By then, several of those aboard were heartily sick and tired of cruising the endless ocean and visiting islands which seemed to be only marginally different from the islands they had just visited. Somewhere in the South Pacific a decision was made to sail to Australia, where everyone could take a break from the expedition and – possibly – from each other.


The Director II sailed to Brisbane and docked in the Brisbane River on 8 October 1940. The boat and its passengers became instant celebrities. They were so different, so American and such a breath of fresh air for a country at war. Various newspapers in the nation’s capital cities devoted many columns, and many photographs, to telling readers what they should know about the expedition. Helen Folster, for instance, was described as ‘the attractive young wife of George Folster’, who had already painted several appealing watercolours on the trip. Mary Fahnestock was also taking notes for a book she was thinking of writing, while her daughter-in-law, Margaret, and Helen Folster were both keeping diaries of their voyage.


Some reports mentioned that the Director II would be having some mechanical reconditioning and a general overhaul while tied up in Brisbane, but the newspapers were more interested in the ship’s pets, the Galapagos turtle, a Siamese cat and a Manchu Spaniel named ‘Siege’. Readers were also regaled with the fact that James Cole, the cook, had collected recipes at every port they called into and that by the time they docked in Brisbane, he had filled 100 pages of his notebook with them.


The crew all took the opportunity to go shopping in Brisbane, with European-style foods and meals being high on their list. The men also spent time in local museums seeking additional information, particularly on Pacific natives’ songs, and flora and fauna. The Fahnestocks also wanted to purchase charts of Queensland’s coastal waters, although that was something of a problem. At the outbreak of hostilities in Europe in 1939, the British Admiralty had ordered that all recent shipping charts be removed from sale so they didn’t find their way to the enemy. The charts the Fahnestocks eventually purchased to plot their course were well out of date.


The Fahnestocks and their crew and passengers also developed a new strategy for the expedition. The Director II would sail from Brisbane to Townsville, where the two younger women would temporarily depart for a holiday in Sydney. From Townsville, the Director II would sail up through the Torres Strait and across the Coral Sea to the Solomon Islands before skirting the north coast of New Guinea and sailing into the Netherlands East Indies. Margaret Fahnestock and Helen Folster would rejoin the expedition somewhere there. That was the plan, anyway.


They departed Brisbane on the evening of 16 October and two days later, navigating on the basis of their dated charts, the Director II ran aground on a shoal off Port Curtis, some twenty-five kilometres from Gladstone.


At first the crew thought they were not in any real distress and that they would either sail off the shoal at high tide or be pulled off by other boats. A radio message was sent out describing what had happened, and the men went to work to repair and restore the damage. But the longer they were stuck, the more water the Director II took on, and after several hours it was obvious that the ship could not be saved. By then, several boats had sailed out from Gladstone to offer assistance and the exercise became one of saving as much of what was aboard as possible. As well as valuable personal items, they made sure all the recordings that had been made on the voyage were safe. Those recordings would soon be described by the Townsville Daily Bulletin as ‘the largest mass of raw material musicologists and anthropologists have ever recorded in the South Seas’. Ten hours after it had run aground, the Director II slid off the shoal and disappeared into the deeper water that surrounded it; the second expedition was over.


•


The loss of the Director II was a disaster for the Fahnestocks – insurance estimates placed the vessel’s worth at around US$125,000 – but they seemed to take some solace in the fact that their precious recordings had been saved.


They were temporarily stranded in Gladstone where the locals took them to heart. From Gladstone, they made their way back to Brisbane where they caught the mail train down to Sydney. The Fahnestocks – Bruce, Sheridan, Margaret and Mary – departed Sydney aboard the Monterey on 22 November 1940, nine days after Laddie Reday and several others had sailed aboard the Sea Witch. The Fahnestocks returned directly to New York with their precious recordings, and began to make preliminary plans for a further voyage. Julio Brenes would follow them the following January while Ned Dair stayed on in Sydney where he was gainfully employed painting the portraits of a number of local socialites.


•


When they arrived back in New York at the end of 1940, the Fahnestock brothers collaborated on an article for Harper’s Magazine in which they reflected on one of the changes they had observed on their second voyage to the Pacific. Entitled ‘South Seas War Baby’, it described in some detail, and with some sensitivity, how French involvement in the European war had thrown the isolated French colonies in the Pacific back to their traditional ways. The particular area they described was the valley of Atuona, on the island of Hiva Oa in the Marquesas Islands group. It was a place they had visited five years previously, so they were able to compare how the war was affecting life there. They detailed in sympathetic terms how the families who lived in the valley slowly lost their reliance on imported French goods and fell back into their traditional lifestyle. They suggested, too, that those families may have been much better off without all the ‘benefits’ of civilisation.


Bruce and Sheridan Fahnestock met with President Franklin Roosevelt again on 25 January 1941, in the Oval Room at the White House, a meeting that lasted from 12.45 p.m. until 1.25 p.m. No minutes or notes from that meeting are available but it involved a third South Seas expedition, one that would have as its cover the recording of songs from throughout the Indonesian Archipelago. While making those recordings, the expedition would also take careful note of Japanese infiltration through the area and the defensive preparedness of both the Netherlands East Indies and the British colonies of Malaya and Singapore.


Unlike their first two South Seas expeditions, this third attempt would not be a major enterprise, but rather a small and focused effort. Bruce and Sheridan sailed directly to the East Indies where they chartered a yacht and hired a professional photographer named Howard Kincheloe whom they met in Java shortly after arriving there. The three men sailed to Bali and the islands at the eastern end of the archipelago, recording the music and photographing the musicians they found there. They then travelled west, all the way to Singapore, where their expedition ended and the brothers farewelled Kincheloe before returning to the United States.


•


In early September 1941, a covering letter and detailed report were brought to the desk of President Roosevelt. The package was described as ‘Letter from A. Bruce Fahnestock, 12 Chelsea Lane, West Hartford, Connecticut, and Sheridan Fahnestock, Glen Mary Farm, Great Mills, Maryland, undated, to General Watson, with enclosed letter to the President from Messrs. Fahnestock, giving their impression in connection with their trip to the Indies, Java, Madoera, Kangean, Bali, Singapore and Biliton’. On 6 September, after reading the Fahnestock report, Roosevelt put the letters and envelopes together again and added a brief note of his own before passing the bundle to Captain Beardall, his naval aide. The annotation read, ‘What do you think we should do?’


•


There was no immediate action taken by either man, and the report – and the circumstances under which it was compiled and written – remained a secret to all but a few in the Washington hierarchy. While they were pondering what to do, the world moved closer and closer to a world war, and those military authorities who might have taken more than a passing interest in the Fahnestock report had far weightier things to consider.


Bruce and Sheridan also moved on with their lives. Once again, they spoke publicly and wrote about much of what they had observed on their three expeditions to the South Seas. One of the hypotheses they advanced was that their recordings showed that at one time there were migrations from the western and northern regions of the Indian subcontinent down as far as New Zealand and out as far as Hawaii. Musicologists who had listened to their recordings said that this was indeed possible, and that a preliminary study of the music showed overlapping musical themes in island groups separated by several thousands of kilometres of ocean.


In January 1942, Bruce and Sheridan Fahnestock presented a talk on what they had collected in their three South Seas expeditions to a sold-out crowd at the Town Hall in New York City. It would be the first and only time they played segments of their musical recordings to the general public. The event, though, was something of an anti-climax. The United States was now at war following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Most in the crowd were concerned about what the war would mean for them. The Fahnestocks were concerned about how they could contribute to the war effort.




1.


MISSION X


The fact that Japan entered the war in December 1941 was not a surprise to many Americans, especially those who had watched Japanese expansionism during the previous few years and who knew that the Japanese military had even more grandiose plans for their country. The way they entered, though, came as a complete surprise to all but a few at the top of the military and political hierarchies, and even they were astounded at the sheer audacity of the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor.


The attack was one of a series of coordinated strikes, and even before the dive-bombers struck at Battleship Row in Pearl Harbor, high-level bombers had attacked Singapore and Manila, and Japanese troops had stormed ashore in northern Malaya and across the border into the British territory of Hong Kong. Within a few days, the Allies were under pressure and wilting all the way across Asia and into what would become known as the South West Pacific Area (SWPA). As those days became weeks, the Japanese gains grew at an alarming rate. The British were forced down the Malay Peninsula and into the ‘impregnable bastion’ of Singapore; American forces in the Philippines were slowly pushed back onto the Bataan Peninsula and Dutch forces in the East Indies, particularly their naval and air forces, were almost completely destroyed in a series of clashes with technically and numerically superior Japanese forces.


Within the United States, years of pursuing a policy of isolationism disappeared overnight and the country clamoured for revenge. Throughout the country, volunteers rushed to enlist in the armed forces, to do their bit, and in Washington and elsewhere, those who thought they could contribute in other ways tried to push themselves and their ideas to the forefront. Among that crowd were the Fahnestock brothers. Their president had asked them to assess the defences of the islands of the South Pacific and now many of those islands were in harm’s way, directly in front of an advancing Japanese horde. Bruce and Sheridan stepped forward and asked whether they could assist in the great national effort.


•


The Fahnestock brothers’ connections to President Roosevelt may not have given them access to the Oval Office at this time of national crisis, but they were certainly given a hearing in Washington. Sheridan was debriefed by the Office of Strategic Security (OSS) – the forerunner to the Central Intelligence Agency – on what he and Bruce had seen and learned during their most recent South Seas expedition. The Fahnestocks also let it be known that they had a plan to assist the US forces that were under such pressure in the Philippines.


It was a simple plan. During their expeditions through the South Pacific and East Indies, the Fahnestocks had learned a lot about navigation in that part of the world and a lot more about boats and shipping movements there. The seas in the South Pacific were often shallow and full of reefs and shoals that made the use of large vessels almost impossible. The Fahnestocks had noted that the overwhelming majority of inter-island trade and travel was undertaken in small ships, many of less than 100 tons, and that a large proportion of these were either sailboats with auxiliary engines or larger fishing boats that also carried general freight. They were used because they were the best, and sometimes the only, ships that could safely navigate the waters.


The Fahnestocks believed that it would be possible to support American forces in the Philippines – and elsewhere if necessary – through the use of these small non-naval vessels. The small ships would blend in to the local scene in a way that US Navy ships never could. While their payload might be limited, if enough of them were brought into use they could carry a lot of ammunition and supplies from bases in safe areas to positions where the troops were under pressure. If guerrilla operations were envisaged, the small ships would be ideal for inserting and extracting such troops, and they could also be used to carry military experts and specialised equipment. The Philippines comprised some 16,000 islands, and Japanese forces could not watch all of them or check on who was sailing between them. It was an area the Fahnestocks knew and it was a style of operation with which they were familiar.


In January 1942, as the Fahnestock brothers were preparing and delivering their presentation to a sold-out crowd at the New York Town Hall, a regular US Army colonel named Arthur Wilson was promoted to brigadier-general and made quartermaster for all the US forces that had been, and would be, despatched to Australia and beyond to confront the Japanese forces still sweeping through Asia towards Australia. Wilson knew President Roosevelt, and it may have been through him that he first learned of the Fahnestock brothers and their plan, although it is more likely that it came from sources within the OSS. Either way, he thought it was an idea that needed further exploration, especially given the situation unfolding in the Philippines.


•


One day in late January, Sheridan Fahnestock received a cryptic invitation to a meeting backstage at the Washington Auditorium. There, he found a US Army major sitting behind a plain desk. The man invited Sheridan to sit in the chair in front of the desk and then proceeded to question him on his knowledge of the Pacific, as well as his background and general thoughts on the war now raging in the Far East.


Seemingly satisfied with the answers, the major introduced himself as Arthur Wilson and said that he had been ‘made responsible’ for Australia, but didn’t provide any context for the statement. Wilson then proceeded to ask Sheridan if he would be interested in commanding a small boats operation. Before he could answer, though, Wilson continued that he – Sheridan – would have to source the boats and crews, adding that certain specialists would be given priority for the operation. Wilson concluded by saying that if Sheridan wanted to take the task on, he should assemble a small team to assist and await further instructions. Oh, and the name of the operation was ‘Mission X’.


•


Neither Sheridan Fahnestock nor the broader American public were privy to the truth about the fighting in the Philippines. Newsreels and newspapers depicted a brave and stubborn defence, led by the inspirational General Douglas MacArthur who, when reinforced sufficiently, would return to the offensive and push the Japanese back out of the islands. Nothing could have been further from the truth.


Prior to mid-1941, US Army and US Defence Department doctrine saw the Philippines as being indefensible. Should war with Japan commence, a possibility that had influenced military policy for several years, US forces in the Philippines would delay, not deny, a Japanese occupation of the islands. The time bought by those forces would be used to build up the main US Pacific forces then based in the Hawaiian Islands. At the beginning of 1941, the forces available in the Philippines to carry out this delaying action numbered around 20,000 US and local troops.


The Japanese occupation of southern Indochina on 21 July 1941 prompted a major rethink of the Philippine defence orthodoxy. In the following months, substantial reinforcements in men, equipment and aircraft were despatched to the Philippines to act as a deterrent to possible Japanese designs on the islands. Even that reinforcement was not without its critics. The Philippines was scheduled to be granted its independence in 1946, and there were those who said the Filipinos might side with their fellow Asians rather than with their colonial overlords, in which case any supplies sent there might ultimately be turned on American soldiers. In the end, though, the reinforcement of forces in the Philippines simply provided the Japanese military with one more obstacle to overcome.


On 8 December 1941, Japanese bombs rained down on recently arrived US Army aircraft lined up neatly alongside the runways at Clark Field outside Manila. The American forces were immediately on the back foot. The loss of so many US Navy vessels at Pearl Harbor accentuated the potential problems in supplying the Philippine forces with the supplies they would need to continue the fight when the Japanese invaded, which they soon did. Consequently, on 16 December, US Command in Australia was authorised to take any actions necessary to supply MacArthur’s forces.


To do that, General George Brett, then in command of US forces in the South West Pacific, was instructed to build up a supply base through local purchases of relevant materials and foodstuffs. The highest priority was to be given to those supplies specifically requested by MacArthur. Brett was also told that the forces then available to him were to handle the transportation requirements necessary to commence and continue supply operations to US forces in the Philippines. Both to cover the supplies to be delivered and for the lease or purchase of suitable vessels to carry those supplies, US$10 million was made available.


As early as the first week of January 1942, army command in the United States recognised that the relief of its forces in the Philippines was impractical, although this fact was not relayed to either MacArthur or the general public. Instead of sending a substantial relief force, a decision was made to resupply the defenders there with what were described as ‘small quantities of key items necessary to prolong the defence and improve morale’.


US Army Colonel John Robenson was to become a key part of the proposed operation. Robenson’s convoy was heading to Manila but had been redirected to Darwin. On 19 January 1942, Robenson was ordered to travel to Java to acquire boats and crews to run supplies through the Japanese blockade to US forces in the Philippines. Robenson, six other officers and one enlisted man immediately flew from Darwin to Java to begin that process.


Unfortunately, there were a number of problems with this plan. To begin with, the local boat owners were unwilling to either lease or sell their vessels for payment in anything but US dollars. When this was relayed back to Washington, US$2 million in notes of various denominations, and in eight bundles of US$250,000, were placed on separate aircraft which flew out of Tampa, Florida, on 24 January, headed halfway around the world to Java.


A more serious problem was the inability of Robenson’s team to find crews for the vessels they were hoping to acquire. Unsurprisingly, no one seemed to want to sail a small, unarmed or lightly armed boat into waters controlled by the Japanese. Most Javanese and Chinese sailors simply refused point-blank, no matter how much money they were offered.


Robenson’s team finally managed to acquire a single vessel, a small Chinese freighter named the Taiyuan, on 8 February. It was the team’s only acquisition, and it was ultimately a waste of time and money. The Taiyuan would be scuttled at Surabaya in early March, shortly before that city fell to the Japanese.


The Robenson mission was just one of a number of schemes the US Army tried to develop to get supplies through to its beleaguered forces. A number of American and Philippine freighters were scattered across the Pacific when the Japanese struck at Pearl Harbor and elsewhere. Several of them were taken over by the US Army, loaded with supplies and despatched for the Philippines as blockade runners; the army had only mixed success with them, however. One of those ships made it through to the US bastion at Corregidor, where the last American forces were holding out, while two others reached Cebu in the southern Philippines. Another two were sunk by Japanese aircraft en route to bomb Darwin on 19 February 1942. Several other missions were cancelled or abandoned when the crew threatened to walk off the ship when informed of their destination.


Finally, there were plans to use ships that were, literally, banana boats to try to reach the troops. Six decommissioned World War I US Navy destroyers had been sold off to the United Fruit Company in the early 1930s. Before their sale, they were completely stripped of armaments and were even sold without engines. United Fruit had four of the old destroyers equipped with diesel engines, which gave them a top speed of around sixteen knots, and then used them to transport cargoes of fruit between Central America and the major ports of North America.


One of those four vessels was lost at sea in 1933; the other three were chartered by the US Army at the outbreak of hostilities in the Pacific. One of those three, the Masaya (ex-USS Dale), was available almost immediately while the others would not be available for some time because they required repairs. The plan was to provision all three ships in New Orleans and then sail them to Hawaii, from where they would make a direct run to the southern Philippine island of Mindanao. It was an operation that would be run independently of the other blockade-running operations, but it too failed to eventuate. The Masaya eventually made it to the South Pacific, but no further. By then, the American position in the Philippines was beyond salvation.


•


Thankfully unaware of the US Army’s attempts to provide a steady supply line to the Philippines, Sheridan Fahnestock concentrated on putting a team together to implement Mission X, irrespective of how obscure the actual mission’s objectives may have been. His first recruit for the team was his brother Bruce, whose main interest at that time was producing a weekly world affairs program for his local radio station, WTIC, in Hartford. The brothers quickly agreed that the ideal team for their new mission would be the one that had sailed the Director II across the Pacific, and they set about tracking down their crew.


Phil Farley and Bob Wilson were easy to find. Both had returned to Yale where they were in the final year of their studies. Coincidentally, both were also completing officer training with the US Navy Reserve. Laddie Reday had already followed his brother Joe into the army and as Lieutenant Ladislaw Reday was attending the Coastal Artillery School not too far away at Fort Monroe in Virginia. Reassignment orders with a large ‘SECRET’ stamp on them quickly brought him back to Washington.


Gubby Glover was harder to trace, as he had been expelled from Yale, but he was in occasional contact with mutual friends and was tracked down because of this. Glover was in New York with his new bride, but immediately said he’d be in Washington the next day. The only crewman they missed was George Folster, who had already signed on as NBC’s South West Pacific correspondent for the duration of the war. Fortunately, there was a ready-made replacement in Sheridan’s brother-in-law, Heath Steele, who was already in the army and who was completing cavalry training with his National Guard unit at Fort Wheeler in Georgia. He, too, was quickly summoned to Washington.


Two days later, in a small office in a nondescript building in Washington, the members of the Mission X team were sworn in as soldiers in the army of the United States. The authorities recognised that Bruce Fahnestock, tall and gangly, courageous and humorous, was not the best leader for the group as he also possessed a mercurial temperament. Sheridan Fahnestock was the obvious choice as team leader; short, even stocky, he exuded an air of confidence in himself and in those who worked for him. Sheridan was made a captain and Bruce a first lieutenant, with the others from the Director II given the rank of second lieutenant. Heath Steele was made a sergeant, as was Frank Sheridan, a cousin of the Fahnestocks and the last recruit to their team.


Two days later, they received their orders and travel warrants, and almost immediately flew from Washington, DC across the country to San Francisco, where they were picked up and driven to Fort Mason, a large military base on the shoreline of San Francisco Bay. On their third day at the fort, they were issued with uniforms and all sorts of military accoutrements. Soon after that, a fleet of taxis transported the group and their new belongings to the docks, where they boarded the liner President Monroe. Seven days later, they walked off the ship in Hawaii.


The team was put up in a hotel on Oahu for a week and then travelled as passengers on a number of new B-26s, Martin Marauder bombers that were being flown to Australia for further deployment against the Japanese. That flight was a challenge. The aircraft flew at a height of about 500 metres and it emerged that few of the aircraft’s crews had made overwater flights before. As well, the aircraft’s maximum range was just 950 kilometres, so the journey was undertaken in a series of island hops.


The end of their trans-Pacific flight was anything but an anti-climax. The first three B-26s to touch down at Brisbane’s Archerfield airfield all overshot the runway and finished up in the market gardens beyond. The three aircraft were all written off but fortunately there were no injuries to either crew or passengers. Again, the Mission X team waited for a couple of days in Brisbane before being flown, without any adventures, down to Melbourne.


There they were given a number of rooms in what had been a bank building in the heart of the city and accommodation in a nearby hotel, and told to continue their planning for a small ships supply operation. It was by now early March and they were told that General MacArthur was on his way to Melbourne as well. With very little in the way of strategic or tactical knowledge, they put their heads together and began to sketch out what they thought they should do, and balanced that against what they knew they could do. There was practically no difference between the two so, metaphorically speaking, they all rolled up their sleeves and got down to business in a new role, in a new country and at the start of a new war.


•


One of the most important decisions the Mission X team would make was also one of their earliest. Their knowledge of sailing, especially for recreation or exploration, far exceeded their knowledge of boats. Previously, they had identified where they wanted to go and which vessel they thought was best suited to take them there. Now the requirement was to build up a fleet of small boats that could undertake a number of wartime tasks in foreign waters somewhere to the north and west of Australia. It highlighted their collective lack of knowledge of boats and sailing in this part of the world.


Sheridan Fahnestock first approached the Melbourne representative of Lloyd’s Register of Shipping and asked him about finding a good marine surveyor who could evaluate and advise his team on which boats were best suited for the tasks they had in mind. Lloyd’s said that they were short-staffed but recommended that Sheridan contact the Jack Savages, both senior and junior, saying that either one of them would be the best they would find in Australia.


Sheridan made some enquiries about the Savages and liked what he learned. The senior, John Joseph ‘Jack’ Savage, had commenced building boats in 1898 at Middle Park, just outside Melbourne and on Port Phillip Bay. His yard there could build boats up to thirty metres in length, and he soon gained a reputation for producing vessels of great quality and style. By the 1920s, Jack Savage was able to open a second boatbuilding shed on the Yarra River near Scotch College to produce primarily smaller recreational and sporting craft. His business continued to grow to the point where it was relocated to a major shipyard at Nelson Place in Williamstown in 1934.


Sheridan and Laddie Reday went to Williamstown to meet Jack Savage, who impressed both men. They found him, ‘white-haired, red-cheeked and jolly’. He was scaling back his own involvement in boatbuilding, handing the company over to his two sons, John – also known as Jack or Young Jack – and Tom. If the older Jack was unable to commit to assisting the Americans, the younger Jack was more than keen. At twenty-five, he was of a similar age to most of the members of Mission X and he shared their passion for sailing. Even more importantly, he was an expert marine surveyor and wanted to be involved in war work where he could apply both his skills and knowledge and, with these, make a positive contribution to the prosecution of the war.


A job was offered and agreed on a handshake, and on 5 April 1942 Jack Savage became the first Australian to be employed as part of the Mission X operation. That handshake was good enough for both sides and, even when contracts were introduced shortly afterwards, neither Jack nor Sheridan ever felt the need for one to be either offered or signed. Young Jack was given the responsibility of inspecting and then approving or rejecting the boats that were to be commandeered, purchased or leased by the US Army. In reality, and because it was work that he loved and at which he excelled, he also assumed responsibility for supervising the repair and reconstruction of the ships brought into their fleet as well as the conduct of salvage operations. Jack Savage was the person the team needed most at that point, as they simply did not have the expertise he possessed.


Sheridan and the others in Mission X had work to do, and quickly, as the tide of war swept down upon Australia. The approach of the Japanese army was one of a number of coincidental events that would shape Mission X and its contributions to the war. Those events, military politics in particular, swirling around the small Mission X operation would combine to make it a key factor in the broader struggle to the north of Australia.


•


There is always inter-service rivalry between the various elements of the armed services in any given country, and the outbreak of war is no guarantee that the rivalry will be shelved. When Douglas MacArthur arrived at Melbourne’s Spencer Street Station on 21 March 1942 after being ordered to leave the Philippines, a crowd of thousands was there to greet him as both a hero and a saviour. MacArthur clearly foresaw a major, if not primary, role for himself and the US Army troops he would command in the destruction of the Japanese thrust south. He also realised that he would need a lot more than his own personal standing and a well-heeled phalanx of media advisers to reach the supreme command he so coveted. While Pearl Harbor had decimated some elements of the US Navy, its aircraft carriers were at sea during the attack. The Navy, stung badly by Pearl Harbor, saw in those aircraft carriers and in its Marine Corps the ideal tools to stop and turn back the Japanese.


There was some degree of ill-will between MacArthur and his navy counterpart, Chester Nimitz, and to forestall that ill-will from growing into a counterproductive rivalry, a decision was made at the top level of US military command to divide the Pacific area into two theatres of war. One, the Central Pacific, would be allotted to the navy and marines. The other, the South West Pacific Area, would fall under MacArthur’s command. The decision was agreed in Washington on 30 March 1942 and the Australian government was informed of it soon afterwards; it was formally endorsed by the Australian government on 14 April.


While significant parts of the effort against the Japanese flowed directly from that decision, other parts flowed from what had occurred at and before Pearl Harbor. One was that what remained of the US Pacific Fleet would be engaged in either seeking out the main Japanese battle fleet or in supporting the marines in their efforts to wrest back islands occupied by Japanese forces. An additional complication, if one was needed, was that Roosevelt had agreed with the European Allies – primarily Churchill and Joseph Stalin – that he would support a Europe First strategy, pushing both the Central and South West Pacific theatres a little bit further down priority lists. Against this background, US Army strategic planners estimated that there would not be enough resources available from the United States to support offensive operations in the South West Pacific until the middle of 1943. This was a prospect that MacArthur would not and could not countenance.


With the division of the Pacific theatre into two components, New Guinea became the responsibility of the American and Australian armies, as were the islands to the immediate north and west of New Guinea. Many of those islands, including New Britain just to the north of New Guinea, and the islands of the Indonesian Archipelago to the west, were already in Japanese hands, and those Japanese would have to be forced out and back if the Allies were to take the war all the way back to Japan.


MacArthur was committed to following this strategy, which would require a series of amphibious assaults on Japanese positions. Unfortunately, there were no dedicated landing craft to undertake or support such assaults. The US Army Transportation Service, the arm responsible for the movement of US Army troops, simply had no ships available in the South West Pacific. The Royal Australian Navy had a number of corvettes available to assist and protect landing craft, should they become available, but the corvettes would be constrained because of the shallow water and coral reefs that covered much of the area where the fighting was most likely to take place.


The idea behind Mission X, the thought that small, shallow draught ships could operate in waters inaccessible to larger vessels, and thereby supply and support US troops in the Philippines, had come almost full circle. The Philippines themselves were all but lost – the final US forces at Corregidor would surrender on 9 April – but the concept of a small ships operation was the one idea which could sustain US Army operations in the South West Pacific until the full industrial might of the United States kicked in some time in mid-1943. Sheridan and Bruce Fahnestock did not know it, but their original proposal was about to assume a significance far greater than they could ever have foreseen.


•


One of the many assets the Americans brought to the war was a tradition of industrial organisation, the ability to bring together the various parts of an enterprise in a way that optimised the output (and the profits) of that enterprise. The idea behind Mission X was for it to be a small, irregular contributor to the war, but the circumstances facing the Allies in the South West Pacific from the middle of 1942 demanded more than that. The professionals were brought in to give shape and substance to the Fahnestocks’ ideas.


Mission X was first given a new name; it became the Small Ships Supply Command, a notionally standalone operation, but that was soon superseded as well. On 29 May, it became the Small Ships Section of the Water Branch of the US Army’s Transportation Service and then ultimately the Small Ships Division of the Transportation Service of the US Army Forces in Australia, or USAFIA. It was also given a formal mission: ‘to deliver ammunition, medical supplies and perishable food to outlying bases that could not be reached by deep draught ships, and to assist in tactical operations when required’. Finally, on 14 July, it was formally designated as simply the Small Ships Section, the name it would proudly carry for the rest of the war.


It was also given a new structure and a new chain of command composed largely of officers personally selected by Arthur Wilson, who by 21 March had become Chief Quartermaster and Assistant Chief of Staff of the USAFIA. As head of the Water Branch, he appointed Colonel Thomas Plant, in civilian life the vice-president of the American-Hawaiian Steamship Line. Colonel Thomas Wilson (no relation), formerly of the Alaska Steamship Corporation and Greyhound Bus Lines, was flown to Australia to take up the position of Chief of the Transportation Division and Deputy Chief Quartermaster of the USAFIA. An army major named Jack McKinstry was appointed as an assistant to Thomas Wilson and within weeks a formal transportation structure was up and running in Australia.


Within the larger USAFIA transportation umbrella, the Small Ships Section was also restructured. A commanding officer was appointed to the section, a Colonel Harry Cullins, who was recalled to active service specifically to head up the Small Ships. He, too, was given an assistant, Major Reford ‘Mike’ Shea, who in civilian life had been a road contractor. Neither knew very much about ships and shipping but both knew an awful lot about the US Army and military administrative procedures. Finally, Major Gordon Evans was posted to the Small Ships Section as its personnel officer. He was from the Deep South and his unmistakable accent and courtly Southern manners made him popular with everyone in the section.
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