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To the carrier aviators, aircrewmen, and sailors of the U.S. Navy who fought and won the Second World War.


Eternal father, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,

Who bid’st the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep;

O hear us when we cry to thee,

For those in peril on the sea.

Lord, guard and guide the men who fly,

Through the great spaces of the sky;

Be with them always in the air,

In dark’ning storm or sunshine fair.

O hear us when we lift our prayer,

For those in peril in the air.

—“THE NAVY HYMN”
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Note on Distances and Aircraft Code Names

Though naval usage employs nautical miles (1.15 statute miles), throughout the text distances are rendered in statute miles for a general readership.

Japanese aircraft code names appear throughout the book for the convenience of many readers. “Zeke,” “Betty,” “Val,” and other Allied names were assigned in late 1942 but are employed anachronistically here from Pearl Harbor onward.
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PROLOGUE

Kearny, New Jersey, 1958

In the tidal flats of the Hackensack River rested a warship waiting to die. She was the most honored man-o’-war in her nation’s history. In the spring of 1958, however, USS Enterprise (CV-6) was just one more project in a long line of structures due for dismembering.

Lipsett Incorporated was vastly experienced in demolition. Among its credits were dismantling New York City’s Second Avenue and Third Avenue elevated lines, as well as many previous ships.

An obsolete aircraft carrier, Enterprise had been stricken from the Navy’s register in October 1956 and purchased for scrap. Lipsett reckoned that it could turn the half-million-dollar acquisition into a profit by rendering the ship’s components into salvageable materials.

The carrier’s distinctive tripod mast had been removed at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, toppling onto the flight deck so she could clear the East River bridges en route to the Kearny, New Jersey, execution site. Propelled by tugs, Enterprise’s final journey had taken her past Brooklyn Heights and Governors Island, southwesterly into Upper Bay, thence across to Jersey. Despite the foggy weather, thousands of people and scores of small craft had turned out to witness her dolorous trek.

Now, riding easily alongside Lipsett’s pier, Enterprise was still intact, her cavernous hangar deck empty of men and aircraft. Only the large scoreboard depicting her wartime tally reminded visitors of what she had been, where she had sailed, and what she had done. She was already thoroughly demilitarized: her last aircraft gone since 1945; her antiaircraft batteries removed; her communications and radar equipment stripped away.

In her ready rooms, the chairs for pilots and aircrewmen stood empty, facing large blackboards still bearing grids for navigation, plane assignments, and weather data.

It was easy to think, Here there be ghosts.

Up in flag quarters Vice Admiral William F. Halsey had learned the stunning news of the Sunday surprise at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. He had vowed that before he and Enterprise were finished the Japanese language would be spoken only in hell.

On the after part of the flight deck, on February 1, 1942, a machinist’s mate had leapt into a parked dive-bomber and grasped a .30 caliber machine gun to shoot at a Japanese bomber bearing down upon the ship. His heroic initiative earned him aircrew status—and after the Battle of Midway, a terrible fate at the hands of his captors.

In a once boisterous ready room, Torpedo Squadron Six had been briefed for its disastrous date with glory on June 4, 1942. Fourteen Douglas Devastators had rumbled off the deck to attack the Japanese fleet threatening Midway: four returned, one so badly shot up that it was pushed overboard.

Portside aft was the landing signal officer’s platform where a darkly handsome lieutenant had delivered a virtuoso performance, bringing aboard plane after plane onto the increasingly crowded deck after bomb damage on October 26, 1942.

In the combat information center, specially trained officers and men had conducted the first generation of electronic warfare. Tracking phosphors on radar screens, they had conducted electronic triage, naming various blips as friendlies, bogies, and hostiles, taking appropriate action for each.

In the forward elevator well a Japanese pilot had plunged his Zero on May 14, 1945, killing himself and a dozen sailors and ending the Big E’s combat career.

But all that was in the past now, fast disappearing in the memory of a nation bursting with excitement over the dawning space age, hula hoops, and television.

Disposal of the ship—expected to take eighteen months—was placed in the hands of a master executioner. W. Henry Hoffman was a man of the sea. He had seen combat with the kaiser’s navy in the Great War, sailed in the Norwegian merchant marine, had taken himself to America where he demonstrated an intuitive grasp of engineering. Becoming a foreman on the New York subway system, he then returned to his nautical roots by joining Lipsett.

By 1958 Hoffman had dismantled three battleships and the luxury liner Normandie. With that extensive background, he brought to the task at hand an appreciation for the history inherent to every ship. His feelings for USS Enterprise were evident in the way he documented her destruction: Hoffman carefully recorded the process with 150 photographs, showing the phased reduction from a recognizable warship into 20,000 tons of scrap metal.

In 1959, before the project was finished, Hoffman donated the carrier’s stern plate, bearing her name, to the nearby township of River Vale, New Jersey.

Meanwhile, the process continued. The wooden flight deck was smashed to splinters by air hammers, permitting access to the cavernous hangar deck below. After the three aircraft elevators were cut up, work began dismantling the structure. It was a tricky job, as removing eight-by-forty-foot steel slabs affected the ship’s balance, and Lipsett devoutly wished to avoid capsizing the hulk. Alternately, large hunks of the bow and stern were severed, working toward the middle. Occasionally partial flooding of the hull preserved Enterprise’s trim. Fifty-ton gantry cranes hoisted each slab sliced from the hull as the process continued day by day, month by month.

Where high-powered aircraft engines once had revved up, spinning three-bladed propellers; where antiaircraft guns had chattered and boomed at inbound attackers, another cacophony erupted. The hull was crisscrossed with air lines for pneumatic hammers that raised a din while oxy-acetylene torches gushed and sparked as they bit into tempered steel.

Enterprise’s flight deck of Douglas fir was burned. Some profit was realized by stripping out miles of copper wiring and burning off the insulation so the base materials could be recycled.

Each of the four shafts and propellers weighed nearly forty tons, but even with the weight of the superstructure gone, they remained underwater. Divers cut slits in the shafts that weakened their integrity, and when they fell of their own weight, they were lifted out by huge gantries. That was the last major chore; all that remained was the dismembered center hull.

The task was finished in May 1960, when the keel was dragged ashore. There, the Big E’s structural spine was severed into manageable pieces and hauled away. Ironically, considering her history, much of the steel was sold to companies in Japan.

Lipsett had purchased Enterprise for $561,333. It was a fraction of the $20 million she had cost the American taxpayer twenty years before, but by 1958 that was the value of her 20,000 tons of steel, aluminum, copper, rubber, asbestos, wood, and assorted other materials.

In 1942 she had been priceless.

During the Second World War, the U.S. Navy recognized forty-one Pacific battles or campaigns. Enterprise was involved in twenty, a record unmatched by any other ship. The cruiser San Francisco (CA-38) finished with seventeen battle stars, and the next most engaged carrier was Essex (CV-9) with thirteen. But the Big E’s unique record was not merely the number of her engagements: far more important were her specific battles. When the need was greatest, Enterprise with her sailors and fliers had been there, from Pearl Harbor almost to VJ Day. She outlived four of the other five Pacific Fleet carriers during 1942, and the vital Midway battle would have been lost without her. Eight months later, at the end of the sanguinary Guadalcanal meat grinder, she was America’s only large carrier still steaming in the Pacific.

Because of her battle honors, the Big E was called “the fightingest ship” in the U.S. Navy. A few pretenders—late-coming carriers or surface ships of long service but little combat—tried to usurp the title but they made poor competitors.

Even discounting her record, Enterprise proved a highly adaptable lady. She bulked up from her original 25,000 tons loaded weight to 32,000 with more of everything. Wartime requirements called for more men, food, fuel, airplanes, guns, electronics, and just plain stuff than her designers ever anticipated. At the end of the war, the Big E had crammed, wedged, and finagled thirteen pounds into a ten-pound seabag.

Men were the most pliable commodity aboard and, of course, the most important. From her 1938 complement of 2,100 sailors and fliers, her manning grew to nearly 3,000. They lived cheek by jowl with each other for weeks and even months at a time: eager-earnest youngsters of seventeen and world-experienced seadogs in their fifties. Enterprise had fifteen captains during her nine-year career (nine were wartime skippers) but few made an impression. Her deck plate leaders were petty officers and chiefs who had been aboard for years and knew their jobs and their men intimately. The most influential officers were two “execs”—also aviators—who bonded with the “whitehat” enlisted men and retained their welfare at heart even after leaving the ship.

Enterprise pioneered the arcane martial art of flying from carriers at night. Her aviators became winged evangelists, preaching the heretical gospel of nocturnal tailhook aviation. In doing so, they stripped away the enemy’s advantage of darkness, exposing him to attack twenty-four hours of every violent day.

At the end of the war, the United States possessed nearly 100 carriers of all types and sizes. But the taxpayers who purchased Enterprise had come to know her as they knew no other vessel of the conflagration spanning the world’s greatest ocean. She was Enterprise—the Big E. Thirteen years after the war, Americans still remembered when she had been the last fighting flattop in the Pacific, so they strove to save her from the breaker’s yard. When that effort failed, thousands paid her homage as she made her way to the Jersey shore.

Enterprise was America’s ship, and there will never be another like her. This is her story.
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“I Have Done the State Some Service”
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Lucy L. Swanson, wife of the secretary of the navy, christens USS Enterprise on October 3, 1936. (Joel Shepherd, Enterprise Assn.)



The Roosevelts long had their hands on the helm of the U.S. Navy. In an unprecedented record, five members of the extended family served as assistant secretary of the navy for half the years between 1897 and 1936. Two made historic contributions.

The first was Theodore, who loved naval history. Following graduation from Harvard in 1882, he published a landmark account of the War of 1812. It was so thorough and well written that it remained in print more than a century later.

Despite his pince-nez glasses and portly physique, young Theodore was no dilettante. He lauded “the fighting races,” and his combative juices could boil over. In 1897 he declared, “I should welcome almost any war, for I think this country needs one.” When he saw the opportunity, he grasped it with both stout hands.

In 1898 when the battleship Maine blew up in Havana Harbor, Teddy was assistant secretary of the navy and, in the secretary’s absence, he ordered fleet units to prepare for action before a declaration of war with Spain. Thereupon he resigned to form a volunteer regiment of Eastern socialites and Western broncobusters that rose to glory in Cuba. Nine years later, having inherited the presidency from the martyred William McKinley, Teddy gleefully sent the Great White Fleet on a fourteen-month world cruise, adding an exclamation point to the drubbing that the Yankee navy had inflicted upon a European power.

Teddy’s fifth cousin Franklin was assistant secretary from 1913 to 1920, the second-longest tenure ever. Diagnosed with polio in 1921, Roosevelt was paralyzed below the waist—a fact kept from the public for the rest of his life. But he projected a vigorous image that helped propel him to four terms as the nation’s commander in chief.

Upon election as president in 1932, the patrician FDR sought to rescue the American Everyman from the grinding grip of the Great Depression. Whether his economic policies helped or hurt remains disputed, but one thing is certain: no chief executive wielded executive power more broadly or enthusiastically than Franklin Delano Roosevelt.

With an ironclad majority in the 73rd Congress, in 1933 the Democrats voted $238 million for public works. On June 16 Roosevelt issued Executive Order 6174, which required some of the public largess to be used for naval construction. Subsequently, funding was channeled to the Works Progress Administration as a job program for the Norfolk area. Those funds included two new aircraft carriers.

ENTER THE AIRCRAFT CARRIER

Between the assistant secretary tenures of Theodore and Franklin Roosevelt, by far the greatest change in naval affairs was aviation. The British Royal Navy had first flown combat aircraft from ships during the Great War, and the world’s admiralties took note. America and Japan followed, slowly perfecting the ships, planes, and operating procedures that would fight the Second World War.

By 1934 America had four flattops in commission. The USS Langley (CV-1) was an experiment dating from 1922. Upon her short, narrow deck, the first generation of tailhook aviators learned their esoteric trade, occasionally paying their tuition in blood.

Langley was followed by two fighting carriers, the sisters Lexington (CV-2) and Saratoga (CV-3), in 1927. Converted from battle cruiser hulls in compliance with the Washington Naval Treaty, they were 33,000-ton giants capable of thirty-two knots while launching seventy or more aircraft. “Lex” would die early, in the Coral Sea battle of May 1942, while “Sara” survived torpedoes and kamikazes to perish in a radioactive cloud at Bikini Atoll in 1946.

CV-4 was Ranger, the misbegotten result of treaty obligations. Too small and slow to compete in the nautical Darwinism of the Pacific war, she served briefly in European and African waters but spent most of her war days in training status. Clearly, the Navy needed larger, more capable carriers for the future.

Thus emerged the Yorktowns, contracted to Newport News Shipbuilding Company in August 1933. The name ship of the class was CV-5, laid down in May 1934. Enterprise’s (CV-6) keel was laid in July, and she was launched on October 3, 1936.

The Yorktown design was expensive. It cost nearly $1,000 per ton, and tonnage was a huge factor when the United States remained bound by naval treaties limiting the size of warships.

A carrier was a giant three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle; a 20,000-ton Rubik’s cube. For a given volume, designers had to find room for more than 2,000 men to work, eat, and sleep; for the machinery to power the ship; for seventy or more aircraft; for thousands of tons of fuel oil and aviation gasoline; for bombs and torpedoes and ammunition and food; for communications and staff space.

The Yorktown design was the product of enormous study that would shape not only a ship’s configuration but its nautical character. Throughout 1931 the Navy considered fifteen sets of specifications for the next carrier, ranging from 13,800 to 27,000 tons and a hull 730 to 900 feet long. The ninth option, “Scheme I,” was selected: tentatively 20,000 tons standard displacement and 770 feet in length, subject to modification.

Considerable foresight was needed in designing the next-generation flattops. In 1932 carrier aircraft were all biplanes, but with commissioning expected in 1937–38, the ships would operate some all-metal monoplanes—faster and heavier than existing aircraft. Naval architects made adjustments, providing larger hangar decks, bigger flight deck elevators, and more powerful catapults to launch airplanes. Heavy armor was installed, especially around bomb and torpedo magazines—a decision that would pay dividends in 1942.

But every ship is a compromise, and something had to give in the Yorktowns. That was underwater protection against torpedoes. Committed to a specific hull shape with only a twenty-four-foot draft, the CV-5 design could not accept a wider midships section without unacceptable increases in power plant and weight. The compromise required that antitorpedo protection ended just four feet above the keel, with little air space between the protective layer and the hull.

The final design naturally affected seakeeping qualities. Because the Yorktowns were “fine-ended,” the unusually narrow bows and sterns provided little buoyancy. That meant greater bending stresses at sea, translating engineering data into a ship’s physical personality—how she performed when under way. Thus, the carriers’ handling and seakeeping qualities were determined long before any of them met saltwater.

Another factor was weight of the flight deck. Steel decks would increase the ship’s rolling tendency in heavy seas with a higher center of gravity than wood. The Navy favored Douglas fir, which was resilient enough to withstand repeated impacts of landing aircraft. The new carrier’s flight decks—802 by 86 feet—were each an acre and a half of piney product from the Great Northwest.

A NAME FOR CV-6

Three quarters of a century later, it is unknown who suggested the name for CV-6, but certainly Enterprise came from a list maintained by the secretary of the navy’s office. Lexington, Saratoga, and Yorktown honored Revolutionary War battles, while Ranger had been one of John Paul Jones’s ships—all were more recognizable names than Enterprise. Six previous vessels dating to the Revolution had borne the name, including a sloop lost to the British at Lake Champlain in 1776; a successful privateer against Britain, France, and Tripoli; and a World War I vessel. None was famous, but CV-6 would permanently affix the name Enterprise to the dome of the naval pantheon.

In the Navy’s Bureau of Ships, draftsmen’s paper was consumed in wholesale lots for delivery to Newport News and conversion into riveters’ steel. As the hull was completed by stages, vital equipment was craned into place, including steam turbine engines and fuel oil bunkers as big as houses.

The Yorktowns were smaller than the Lexingtons but still good-sized for their day: 827 feet long and 114 wide, measuring 143 feet from keel to the top of the fire control mast. Fully loaded, a CV-5 ship displaced 25,500 tons of water.

Aircraft handling was an essential feature. The Lexingtons had two aircraft elevators, which proved insufficient because it took over thirty seconds to raise or lower each one. Experience with Ranger showed the advantage of three lifts, and that concept continued with CV-5 and -6, and their 1941 relative Hornet (CV-8).

Additionally, two hydraulic flight deck catapults and one hangar deck cat were installed, capable of flinging a six-ton airplane into the air. But the latter was rarely used and was removed in 1942.

Defensively, the two new carriers would be armored against the six-inch guns of light cruisers, and because dive-bombing seemingly posed the greatest threat, automatic weapons were provided. Originally the defensive batteries included eight five-inch guns and forty .50 caliber machine guns; the latter proved inadequate.

Yorktown was christened by Eleanor Roosevelt, the president’s wife and Teddy’s niece, in April 1936. The lead ship of the class raised her commission pennant in September 1937.

CV-6 was launched on Saturday, October 3, 1936, some twenty-seven months after her keel was laid. She was christened by Mrs. Lucy Swanson, wife of Navy Secretary Claude A. Swanson; she chose a passage from Shakespeare for the occasion. Quoting Othello, she declared, “May she also say with just pride, ‘I have done the State some service.’ ” Then she swung a netted champagne bottle against the towering gray edifice, christening United States Ship Enterprise.

With that task completed, the blocks holding the hull were removed and the nascent aircraft carrier slid down the ways and entered her element, the waters of the world.

Yet much more work was required. Nineteen months would pass before Enterprise was commissioned on May 12, 1938: nearly four years from start to finish. The ceremony was endangered when a predawn storm blew in to the Virginia Peninsula, threatening rain. But as an official publication noted, on Thursday morning “the sun broke through auspiciously.”


NEWT

Enterprise’s commissioning skipper was fifty-seven-year-old Captain Newton H. White, Jr. Reared in rural Tennessee where he had attended a one-room school, he struggled at Annapolis, making the varsity crew and graduating near the bottom of the class of 1907. He served in battleships and cruisers, and after the Great War he was an assistant attaché in Europe. Between sea tours he attended the Naval War College, served in the Office of Naval Intelligence, and was aide to the commander, U.S. Fleet. But White grasped the potential of aircraft. He earned wings of gold in 1919 and was well positioned for advancement in aviation. He was an early executive officer of Lexington, commanded the seaplane carrier Wright, and served as chief of staff aboard Yorktown.

That May morning Captain White read his orders and directed the first watch to be set. At that moment, USS Enterprise came alive. Other ships in the harbor rendered honors by whistle blasts, and the 200 guests on the flight deck were treated to a spectacular sight as the combined aircraft squadrons of Carrier Division Two droned overhead, sporting red tails for Yorktown and blue for Enterprise.

The original ship’s complement was 1,529 men plus about 540 in the air group: a total of some 2,070 officers, sailors, and marines. The officer most involved with those men was Commander James C. Monfort. Aboard warships the executive officer handles most personnel matters, and Monfort was no exception. An early aviator (only the thirty-fifth Navy pilot), he had served with White in Wright and Lexington.

The new carrier’s first flight operations were conducted on June 15 when the air officer, Lieutenant Commander Allan P. Flagg, logged the first arrested landing. Commander of Enterprise Air Group was forty-two-year-old Lieutenant Commander Giles E. Short, in charge of seventy-seven aircraft in the four squadrons and a utility detachment. Because the ship was CV-6, her squadrons bore the same number: Fighting Squadron Six; Bombing Squadron Six; Scouting Squadron Six; and Torpedo Squadron Six.

With Enterprise joining the Atlantic Fleet, Carrier Division Two was complete. The division commander was Rear Admiral William F. Halsey, Jr., a jut-jawed seadog whom history would know as “Bull.” Enterprise would see much of him over the next four years.

Captain White immediately set about learning his ship. The engineering spaces contained four Parsons steam turbines with power from nine Babcock & Wilcox boilers, each operating at 400 psi peak pressure. That combination produced 120,000 shaft horsepower, driving Enterprise to 33.5 knots during sea trials. She was rated one knot less in service, but still made nearly thirty-eight mph. At an economical sixteen knots she could steam 12,000 miles.

Enterprise was agile: she could reverse her course in 800 yards—less than half the figure for the faster but larger, bulkier Lexingtons. The Yorktown design’s turning ability would prove its worth time and again in combat, making her a light heavyweight contender, able to bob and weave, jab and punch against bigger opponents.

Before departing on the shakedown cruise to South America, Captain White began laying plans for an event at sea. He convened a secret meeting with several chief petty officers and a couple of favored enlisted men. One was Seaman First Class Carl Marble, a teenaged veteran of two previous carriers. When summoned to the captain’s cabin, Marble wondered, “What’d I do now?” The young storekeeper could think of no recent transgressions.

In the meeting, Marble and the co-conspirators learned their mission. White gave them full-time “freedom of the gangway,” meaning they could come and go anytime. Their mission: acquire whatever clothes, shoes, and accouterments were deemed necessary for a crossing the equator ceremony. Toward that end, traditional roles were assigned, with Chief Michael Krump taking the lead as Neptunus Rex. A senior machinist, he produced his own crown and those for the nautical court, including the Royal Queen (chief yeoman F. L. Patton) and Royal Princess (seaman Marble). A short, stout second-class electrician became the Royal Baby while the burly master at arms drew the significant role of Davy Jones. The Royal Maid in Waiting (chief storekeeper Charlie Esler) completed the entourage.

Carl Marble explained his selection as the Royal Princess: “I was nineteen years old with the best pair of legs on board.” Beyond that, he was already an accomplished mariner, having achieved Golden Shellback status aboard Lexington by crossing “zero at 180”—the equator at the International Date Line.

On July 18, escorted by the two-year-old destroyer Shaw, the Big E departed Norfolk, with her fighters and torpedo planes on board. The opportunity of taking a new ship on its shakedown cruise was relished by all, old hands and recruits alike. The sea service accords special status to those who place a ship in commission, and forever after the men who took Enterprise to the Caribbean relished the title of “plankowner.”

Several days later the ships anchored off Puerto Rico’s south coast. On July 25 Enterprise contributed a 105-man landing force and the ship’s band to a parade at Ponce. Governor Blanton Winship decided to observe the fortieth anniversary of U.S. Army landings in the Spanish-American War, complete with a flyover by Fighting Six and Torpedo Six.

The show went unappreciated by Puerto Rican nationalists. Enterprise sailors watched incredulously as a touring car sped between the ship’s band and the landing force, screeched to a halt, and ejected three men in white suits who began shooting handguns into the crowd.

Since none of the sailors had ammunition for their weapons, they could only scatter or seek cover. A clueless ensign with a movie camera was so focused on filming the parade that he failed to grasp what was happening. Chief C. F. “Jelly” Jones, one of the Big E stalwarts, yelled at the youngster, “They’re shooting real bullets!” and shoved him aside.

In the reviewing stand, white-clad officers from Enterprise and Shaw hit the deck. The would-be assassins fired about fifteen rounds, killing a local military officer and wounding others. Guardia policemen returned fire, felling one assailant and capturing another while the third escaped.

Big E sailors gawked as police picked up the killer’s fresh corpse, blood-red splotches visible on the white suit coat, and tossed it into the car “like a sack of wheat.”

Newspapers around the world reported upon Governor Winship’s coolness. Having been under fire during the Spanish war, he merely remarked, “What damn poor shots they are.” Then he delivered his prepared speech.

Upon reassembling, most of the Enterprise men adjourned to a nearby Catholic parish for sandwiches and refreshments. Sailors spiked the punch with something atypical of church socials—probably an ultra-potent Caribbean rum. Whatever the beverage, it produced spectacular results. Seamen were laid low from the church down to the pier where whaleboats shuttled inert white forms back to the ship. En route, one sailor held a friend’s feet so the man could regurgitate over the side without despoiling shipmates’ uniforms.

Marble recalled, “I’d been in the Navy three years and never saw anything like it, before or since. Guys who could barely stand up straight were carrying their buddies up the gangway. There were so many puking drunks that the watch standers didn’t even bother to take names. One bunch was hauled aboard in a cargo net—like in the movie Mister Roberts.”

It had been a hell of a day: a parade, a shootout, and an epic drunk. Enterprise’s institutional identity was partly shaped that July 25, 1938: individuals were being melded into a crew; a crew into a family.

More bonding came three weeks later.

On August 20 the navigator, Lieutenant Commander (future Vice Admiral) Ralph Ofstie, calculated that Enterprise crossed the equator at longitude 37 degrees 00 minutes west—about 300 miles north of Fortaleza, Brazil. In a rite whose origins are lost in antiquity, relays of lowly Pollywogs were initiated into the Mysteries of the Deep.

The process began on the hangar deck, with Captain White the honored guest of the royal court: King Neptune, his Queen, Baby, Princess, Maid in Waiting, and Davy Jones himself, all attended by the Royal Guard—those few Shellbacks aboard, outfitted in pirate attire. On the forward elevator the court was raised to the flight deck, then proceeded aft to the island where all manner of nautical nastiness awaited the supplicant Pollywogs.

It was a lengthy process, as Enterprise had taken 600 men straight from boot camp. However, under Captain White’s liberal reign, the sailors in the front half of the line emerged as Trusty Shellbacks in time to inflict traditional indignities upon their newfound shipmates at the back of the line.

The rigors were many and varied. All Pollywogs had to approach the Royal Baby and kiss “the Royal Ham” in the form of his rotund, exposed belly, lubricated with an odious slime of indeterminate origin. Others, selected at random or because a Shellback just didn’t like the cut of a Pollywog’s jib, were lowered into the Royal Coffin and subjected to mild electric shocks. Many stole an apprehensive glance at the Royal Guillotine. Others were dunked in the Bear’s Den—a large vat filled with malodorous water—or were tossed into mesh cages and sprayed with a high-pressure fire hose. Still more victims were subjected to the Royal Barber, who set up shop near the island and carved whatever pattern took his fancy in a Pollywog’s coiffure.

Some ships were notorious for especially rough initiations but Newton White’s supervision ensured that nobody got out of hand. Even so, one sailor died. In the excitement a fireman succumbed to an enlarged heart—shipmates thought he should not have been permitted to enlist.

After the initiation the crew anticipated liberty in Rio de Janeiro where, with ample time ashore, Enterprise sailors sought the pleasures that sailors seek. The seventeen-to-one exchange rate permitted an American to rent a beach house at Copacabana, furnishings including temporary girlfriend, at $100 for ten days. The other renowned beach was Ipanema, with its spectacular view of the Twin Brothers peaks and more spectacular scenery along the shore—even in those days famed for a lax attitude toward bathing attire. A few men ventured far uphill to view the 130-foot-tall Christ the Redeemer, though far more were content to enjoy life at sea level.

Bearing fond memories, Enterprise and Shaw departed Rio on September 20, making a mail stop in Cuba before continuing northward.

But while the excitement of Ponce and the glamour of Rio remained uppermost in sailors’ minds, the purpose of a shakedown remained undisturbed. The ship, crew, and squadrons needed a full evaluation, each as a separate entity and most importantly as a whole. From M Division running the ship’s main engines to E Division electricians, S Division supply, and R Division repair, up to the V Divisions operating aircraft, each day brought CV-6 closer to the goal of an integrated, seagoing, potentially war-fighting team.

However, a far greater enemy than any man or nation lay ahead. En route home, Enterprise learned of an impending hurricane off the East Coast. Ringing up full speed, Captain White tried to beat the storm into port but lost the race. Off Cape Hatteras, Enterprise’s 20,000 tons were battered by mountainous seas of fearful power. Amid cresting waves and shrieking wind, expansion joints opened to the maximum, rendering the flight deck untenable. Not even the hangar deck was safe: one of the metal curtains was blown in, and a spare airplane lashed to the overhead fell nose-first, crunching the propeller and engine mount. At that point the captain passed the word: “All hands lay below the main deck.” Most of the crew rode out the violent storm in the lower berthing and work spaces.

Upon return to Hampton Roads, Enterprise got down to business. The bombing and scouting squadrons “refreshed” their carrier qualifications in Northrop BT monoplane bombers and Curtiss SBC biplane scouts while the flight deck crew learned its esoteric trade. The fighting squadron with biplane Grumman F3Fs and the torpedo outfit flying Douglas TBD monoplanes qualified later. But it was no easy task: two thirds of the plane handlers, catapult, and arresting gear teams were rookies who learned their trades on the job. Those who had served aboard Lexington and Saratoga appreciated the Big E’s faster elevators, permitting shorter cycle times in bringing planes up from the hangar deck, arranging the flight deck for launch, and recovering aircraft.

Professional education was continuous, from engine room to ready rooms. In fairly short order Enterprise sailors became a team en route to becoming a crew. Sailors learned one another’s strengths and weaknesses: a squared-away seaman might prove a sloppy drunk on liberty while a goldbrick on the job would not hesitate to clobber a shore patrolman harassing a shipmate. Though the Navy rose or fell on the shoulders of the chief petty officers, mentors often emerged among lesser rates: perennial first- or second-class petty officers who couldn’t pass a written exam but knew everything about steam, electricity, hydraulics, or aircraft engines.

BALDY

Sometimes ship captains were selected almost on a whim. During a trip to Washington, D.C., Newton White stopped at the Bureau of Aeronautics. He dropped in on Captain Charles A. Pownall, who had been three years behind him at Annapolis. “Charlie, how would you like to take the Enterprise?”

Surprised at the offer, Pownall replied, “Why sure.” Satisfied with the response, White said, “Then this morning we’ll see Admiral Joe.” With that, the friends called upon Rear Admiral J. O. Richardson, personnel chief and future commander of the Pacific Fleet.

Enterprise’s first change of command ceremony occurred four days before Christmas 1938. With officers and men arrayed in white-clad ranks, the Big E’s crew heard Captain Pownall read his orders. He then turned to Newton White and said, “I relieve you, sir.” Newt White, the benevolent old-timer, acknowledged his successor’s orders, packed his sea chest, and walked off the ship. Four months later White retired to Mitchellville, Maryland, where he built a mansion adjoining Prince George’s Country Club at 2708 Enterprise Road.

In nearly eight months White had wrung out most of the Big E’s wrinkles, human and mechanical. He set the stage for the ship to begin the strenuous task of preparing for war, and when he turned over command, his successor inherited a ship and air group capable of more than either realized at the time.

The ship’s in-port period during the holidays was not very happy. The new captain recalled, “Norfolk Navy Yard was having trouble. The first day after I got aboard, the catapult blew up. . . . An explosive had been put there purposely. The clues were cold. But the next thing . . . we found some of the arresting gear was cut through with a hacksaw.”

No foreign agents were involved in sabotaging America’s newest warship. As Pownall explained it, “The workmen were hard up, and the Enterprise was their breadbasket.” Realizing that the civilian workers were trying to extend the ship’s repair time, Pownall and the navy yard commandant decided to move her to the operating base. “With the ship’s force and a few helpers we finished the ship.”

1939

Charles Alan Pownall was called “Baldy” at Annapolis, where he graduated in the lower half of the class of 1910. He came late to aviation, earning his wings in 1927 at age thirty-nine. Though pleasant and affable, he was widely considered too polite to wield authority, and later displayed a seeming distaste for combat that some attributed to his Quaker origins. However, others discounted the religious aspect, concluding that Pownall simply was too gentle a soul to deal with casualties.

Plankowners such as Carl Marble recall, “Captain Pownall was 100 percent on training.” Unlike some senior officers, he recognized that an aircraft carrier was more than a ship that embarked four squadrons, and worked his V-1 Division in efficient handling of planes on the flight and hangar decks.

Aircrews learned that there was no such thing as “routine peacetime operations.” For example, from 1939 through 1941 Torpedo Squadron Six lost five planes and sent one back for rebuild. Predictably, most of the accidents occurred at sea. An experienced enlisted pilot stalled his big Douglas on launch from the ship; an ensign stalled taking a wave-off on landing; and engine trouble put a chief naval aviation pilot into the water off Oahu. The squadron’s only fatalities occurred in April 1941 when Ensign Edgar Rowley apparently neglected to complete his checklist before takeoff at San Diego. The port wing folded during climb-out, plummeting the aircraft 150 feet into the water, killing the pilot and both crewmen, H. J. Roy and W. L. Rose.

Whatever his faults, Baldy Pownall was appreciated by the crew, which generally considered him a stern but understanding CO who demanded perfection—and usually got it. Under his tenure the communications department won the coveted “C” for excellence; M Division won an engineering “E”; and three efficiency “Es” appeared on the five-inch gun mounts. All indicated that the departments met specific high standards or outpaced their counterparts in other carriers.

Additionally, under Pownall the Big E’s baseball, basketball, softball, and rowing teams all were competitive for fleet honors. The teams were paced by stellar athletes including baseball players Chief Quartermaster C. J. “Bing” Miller and Chief Boilerman C. F. “Jelly” Jones, plus the boxing champ, Chief Watertender H. N. Sobeloff. Success in athletics built upon confidence and competence in military matters. Throughout her career, morale was seldom a problem in CV-6.

In early 1939, while America enjoyed oceanic separation from European tensions, Enterprise and Yorktown joined annual exercises in the Atlantic and Caribbean. Carriers had participated in fleet problems since 1923, but with the arrival of CarDiv Two, more options were explored. In Fleet Problem XX the Black Force defended the East Coast and environs against a White Force deploying from Europe. (At the time, only Britain remotely possessed such a capability.) It was one of the few times that Yorktown and Enterprise operated together. With identical silhouettes, from overhead the only way to tell the sisters apart was the yellow YKTN and EN on the flight decks.

Despite the European-oriented scenario of Fleet Problem XX, the eight previous exercises had been held in Pacific waters, from the West Coast to Hawaii and the Aleutians. Clearly the concern was the Imperial Japanese Navy rather than Hitler’s Kriegsmarine. Consequently, in April came a major shakeup as CarDiv Two was ordered to join the Pacific Fleet. “Hot dope” from rumormongers held that the Japanese were planning to blow up the Panama Canal, hence the hasty move to the Pacific. In any case, the carriers eased their eighty-three-foot-wide hulls through the canal’s locks, with about twelve feet to spare on each side. Exiting into the Pacific, they proceeded to San Diego on May 2. Two months later Enterprise led the carriers visiting the Golden Gate International Exposition at San Francisco’s Treasure Island.

During the exposition several Navy ships competed in the regatta, and the Big E’s crew caught the racing bug. A first-class fireman, O. E. Kelley, who had raced for the battleship California, approached the skipper. “Sir, I’ve sounded out the crew, and we want a race boat.” In fact, the sailors were willing to turn in their liberty cards so they could practice rowing more often. Pownall was impressed. “If the crew wants a race boat, the captain does too.”

With only four carriers available, flattop sailors competed against heavy cruisers, which had similar-sized crews. “Old Kelley” proved his worth that July as his oarsmen bested entries from Pensacola, Yorktown, Chicago, Indianapolis, Louisville, Lexington, and Saratoga. The winning crew received a large trophy, but better yet, each rower received a twenty-dollar gold piece from the city of San Francisco. The Big E continued racing that year, including sailing events in Seattle and Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. Ship’s morale, already high, climbed higher.
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That summer sixteen newly minted ensigns, fresh out of Annapolis, reported aboard in San Diego Bay. Enterprise shone as the new officers gaped at the brightwork: gleaming stainless steel, polished brass, and fresh-swabbed tile. She resembled a high-tone cruise liner more than a warship. To James D. Ramage of Waterloo, Iowa, “She was a beauty . . . the biggest thing I had ever seen.”

Properly decked out in dress uniforms and swords, the ensigns reported to Captain Pownall. He greeted the youngsters, then asked how many had requested Enterprise. Only Ramage and his Annapolis roommate, Grant Rogers, raised their hands; the others were indifferent or had been reassigned from the incomplete carrier Wasp. Next Pownall asked about the attitude toward aviation at the academy. One youngster admitted that they had been advised against going to carriers. Absorbing that information, Baldy Pownall assured them, “None of you ensigns will ever regret coming to this ship.”

In October 1939, following summer exercises off southern California, Enterprise (minus Yorktown) steamed west to join the Hawaiian Detachment, Pacific Fleet. Subsequently Vice Admiral Halsey rotated in and out of Carrier Division Two, temporarily shifting to CarDiv One aboard Saratoga in San Diego.

Bill Halsey had come late to aviation. A destroyer man and former naval attaché to Berlin, he received his wings of gold in 1934 at age fifty-two because so few senior aviators were available for command. Upon return to Enterprise, he resumed command of CarDiv Two. His chief of staff was Captain John H. Hoover, sardonically called “Genial John.” (It was an Annapolis affectation: reputedly the ugliest midshipman in the class of 1918 was called “Beauty” for the rest of his life.) Hoover had graduated well up in the class of ’07, but to say that he was unpopular was akin to stating that Eliot Ness disapproved of crime.

Though equal in rank to Pownall, Hoover lorded it over the captain. Because Halsey had been promoted to vice admiral in 1940, subordinates said that Hoover wore his boss’s third star in dealing with Pownall, and often it was true. Junior officers were astonished when Genial John began giving course corrections over the voice tube, not even being on the bridge. Pownall was far too easygoing to resist Hoover, and Halsey seemingly approved of the situation. The icy relationship still existed when Pownall departed in 1941.

Other pecking-order feuds occurred at even higher echelons. Upon arrival at Pearl Harbor, Enterprise became flagship of the fleet’s Hawaiian Detachment under stout, fleshy Rear Admiral Adolphus Andrews, whom aviators considered “a real Lord Plushbottom.”

Andrews was a sixty-year-old battleship man who resented aircraft carriers’ irritating tendency to operate aircraft. Said one Big E junior officer, then Ensign Jig Dog Ramage, “We didn’t particularly like the staff because they didn’t like aviators.” Andrews further irritated the pilots because he prohibited flying during the noon hour, lest his lunch be interrupted by airplane noise.

Andrews’s attitude was not unusual, as the doctrine that would transform a flattop from a naval vessel into a man-o’-war was still evolving. Yet current naval terminology still reflects the 1930s argot: blackshoe versus brownshoe. When wearing khakis, surface officers and submariners wore black shoes whereas aviators sported brown shoes—nearly as much a badge as wings of gold.

“There was a tremendous animosity against aviation at the time,” explained Jig Dog Ramage. The blackshoes kept the ship’s wood flight deck scrupulously scrubbed of oil stains that drip-prone aircraft engines typically deposited, courtesy of brownshoe airmen.

Sailors also felt the discrimination. Later, Radioman Ron Graetz of Torpedo Squadron Six said, “It was obvious through peacetime months and until the first time we had action where airplanes proved themselves that a great many of the old ‘sea dogs’ not connected to aviation thought we were kind of unnecessary gear. It was not real uncommon to hear them refer to us, occasionally, as ‘damn airdales,’ and the aviation personnel were all fed at a different chow line from the rest of the crew.”

1940

Following Andrews aboard was Admiral James O. Richardson, newly appointed commander in chief, U.S. Pacific Fleet. Two years previously he had approved Pownall as Newton White’s successor. In 1940 Richardson brought his considerable staff to the Big E for a week’s orientation in Hawaii, and to Enterprise men “It was hate at first sight.” Finding room for sixty or more staffers was a nontrivial function aboard ship, where space was always at a premium. The staff “immediately took over everything” so something had to give, and that meant the junior officers. Jig Dog Ramage said, “We got along like cats and dogs; there wasn’t anything about it that was pleasant.” Richardson’s people behaved as Congress intended for officers and gentlemen, whereas aviators often did not (“We were kind of dirty and noisy”).

When the blessed day arrived that Richardson’s retinue returned to the battleship Pennsylvania, the admiral’s flag lieutenant left an envelope with payment for the food consumed during the staff’s durance vile. Thereupon a reservist, Ensign Bill Himmel, seized a rare opportunity for mischief. Gaining access to the envelope, he inserted the contents of a “liberty kit,” including a condom and a prophylactic salve that sailors called “Marine toothpaste.”

The mess treasurer, Ensign Joe Roper, opened the envelope and saw what he saw. Being Annapolis-raised, he made the logical assumption. Thereupon he took himself and the offending items to the executive officer.

Commander Felix Budwell Stump was a popular Virginian known for his low boiling point, but even so the liberty kit was simply too much. “Those goddam blackshoes!” he exclaimed. “They’re insulting the Enterprise!”

Stump took Roper to report the offense to Captain Pownall. Even Baldy’s gentlemanly nature was piqued, and satisfaction was required. Once upon a time it could have meant cutlasses at dawn or pistols at twenty paces. In the twentieth century nothing would do but a face-to-face confrontation: the captain’s gig sortied with Pownall, Stump, and the very junior Mr. Roper, crossing the bay to the flagship Pennsylvania.

The visitors were suitably impressed. “Pennsy” was a showboat. One officer said, “The deck was so clean that you wouldn’t dare step on it.”

Working their way up the nautical food chain, Pownall and company arrived in the presence of the CinC himself. Once the carrier officers pled their case, Admiral Richardson offered a gentlemanly apology, and the pleaders returned to their casually dirty, cheerfully noisy home, having gained satisfaction.

A week or so later, Bill Himmel asked Roper, “Did you get that little thing I sent you?”

Joe Roper was nonplussed. Whereupon Himmel explained about “that little item” in the staff’s envelope.

There ensued an “Oh my God!” moment as Ensign Roper, who had graduated in the top 15 percent of the class of ’39, pondered his career prospects. However, he could only present himself to Commander Stump, who presented himself to Captain Pownall, who repeated the trio’s trek to USS Pennsylvania, presenting themselves to the commander in chief.

Genuflection is rarely a military posture, but Admiral Richardson’s thick carpet must have offered a suitable cushion for the supplicants, as all was forgiven.

Richardson’s willingness to hear the details of so minor a case spoke well for his consideration of subordinates, whatever his staff’s attitude. Certainly the admiral had greater matters in mind. Franklin Roosevelt was considering moving the Pacific Fleet from California to Hawaii, presumably as a deterrent against Japan’s increasing ambition. Tokyo’s aggression in China—dating from 1931 and continuous since 1937—seemed to call for sterner measures than diplomatic maneuvering. Subsequently Richardson told Roosevelt that moving the fleet to Pearl Harbor would only tempt the Japanese into attacking; he was fired for his advice in February 1941.
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The reality of duty in Hawaii did not always match the brochure.

In those prewar days, recruiters sometimes portrayed the islands as near idyllic. Certainly there were benefits for some: Commander Edward P. Stafford wrote, “the big outriggers and surfboards crowded the breakers and the Kanaka beach boys pretty much took their choice of the lush young flesh that covered the sand.”

However, many ordinary sailors and GIs considered Honolulu overrated. The two hotels—the Royal Hawaiian and the Moana—were inevitably crowded. Consequently, servicemen frequently took themselves to Hotel Street in Chinatown, where they found cheap food, diluted liquor, and professional companionship. Some ships required an enlisted man to present a written invitation to a civilian home in order to get liberty. Many crewmen abandoned the effort: one sailor was granted only two liberties in nearly two years.

Meanwhile, the Big E shuttled between Hawaii and the West Coast, ferrying equipment from San Diego or undergoing modifications at Bremerton, Washington. Relatively little aviation training was accomplished—a situation that did not fit well with Commander Edward C. Ewen, commander of Enterprise Air Group.

CEAG Ewen featured prominently in an episode that fall when Navy Secretary Frank Knox came aboard. The new secretary was shown to the flight deck to view the aircraft: monoplane Douglas TBD torpedo planes and Northrop BT dive-bombers with semi-retractable landing gear, plus biplane Grumman F3F fighters and Curtiss SBC scouts with fully retracting wheels. There Ewen took up the tour.

Frank Knox had been around. One of Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, he became a journalist and prominent Republican newspaper publisher who had run for vice president in 1936. Nevertheless, he supported the administration’s foreign policy and accepted FDR’s offer as SecNav in July 1940.

Surveying the gleaming, blue-tailed airplanes, Knox remarked that they looked impressive. Eddie Ewen could have tossed off a casual remark, but he did not. Tall and well built, the former football and lacrosse player replied, “Mr. Secretary, these planes are not fit to die in.”

Knox probably did not expect such candor, but Ewen pressed ahead. He seized the opportunity to educate the secretary on the aeronautical facts of life, explaining that Mr. Knox’s navy lagged well behind other countries in aviation. Standing to one side, Ensign Jig Dog Ramage overheard the discussion. Long after he said, “I considered that a lesson in leadership.”
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The Christmas season of 1940 included release of an MGM film, Flight Command, starring Robert Taylor and Ruth Hussey—and USS Enterprise. Director Frank Borzage was a thorough pro: in 1929 he won the first Oscar for best director.

The Navy Department had assigned Fighting Six to support the film, and production began at North Island, San Diego, in June. When the ship was recalled to Hawaii in August, a Marine squadron had to fill in for Enterprise’s planes. Though there was little carrier footage, the F3Fs appeared incognito as the fictional Hell Cats squadron: “the best, the nerviest, the most loyal outfit that ever climbed into one of Uncle Sam’s planes and took it into the blue of God’s heaven.” It proved one of the best recruiting films of the period.

1941

In April 1941 CarDiv Two was split, with Yorktown returning to the East Coast for Franklin Roosevelt’s ill-named “neutrality patrol,” watching for European combatants approaching American waters. In truth, the patrol was directed against Germany. Enterprise sailors would not see their teammate again for several months, and then in far different circumstances.

That spring Enterprise was back in San Diego, where she appeared in another splashy film, Dive Bomber, starring Errol Flynn and Fred MacMurray. The script was written by former Commander Frank “Spig” Wead, a medically retired aviator who became the subject of a postwar John Wayne film. Dive Bomber was directed by the tyrannical, talented Michael Curtiz, who three years later won the Oscar for Casablanca. His collaborations with Flynn included the 1939 historical drama The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex.

Errol Flynn was in his prime. His swashbuckling reputation from Captain Blood, The Sea Hawk, and The Adventures of Robin Hood was only enhanced by a string of offscreen dalliances and scandals that kept the tabloids rolling. If any movie actor defined “glamorous,” it was Flynn.

Bill Halsey disliked him on sight.

Warner Brothers committed an exceptional $1.7 million budget to Dive Bomber, the same as for The Sea Hawk and only slightly less than for Robin Hood. Despite a tense international situation, about 1,000 Navy personnel were allotted to the production at San Diego and Los Angeles.

Principal filming began in March on a tight schedule, as Dive Bomber was slated for summer release. Curtiz’s cameramen spent a week on board Enterprise filming flight deck operations. Halsey was perennially cranky because filming interfered with training, yet he had no choice but to cooperate. Nevertheless, Wild Bill made his displeasure known frequently and loudly. Witnesses reported that the day shooting wrapped, he leaned over the bridge railing and yelled downward, “Now get the hell off my ship!” Reportedly Errol Flynn turned, rendered honors with a single-digit salute, and dived off the flight deck into San Diego Bay. The film crew roared in approval.

Fred MacMurray was known as “a regular guy” who, before departing, used one of the officer’s heads. In honor of the occasion, the crew hung a sign saying, “Fred MacMurray pissed here!”

Dive Bomber was released in August 1941. Though Enterprise’s airplanes were portrayed in glorious Technicolor, they were hopelessly obsolete by European standards. Nevertheless, optimism reigned. Among Dive Bomber’s cast was Regis Toomey, later interviewed by film historian James H. Farmer. “Toomey said the fliers were talking about the forthcoming war,” Farmer recalls, “insisting they would make a quick victory over the Japanese, believing all the stories about near-sightedness and copied, second-rate aircraft designs.”

Fortunately, by premiere time Fighting Six was learning how to fly and maintain monoplane Grumman F4Fs while the scouts and bombers were receiving Douglas SBDs. That fall the new machines were named Wildcats and Dauntlesses while the four-year-old TBDs became Devastators. They were the aircraft that the Big E would take to war.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF SKIPPER

Enterprise received her third captain in March 1941. When Pownall was relieved on the 21st, he had been in command for twenty-seven months. Nobody else came close to that record, before or after, and he left the Enterprise a going concern. For the rest of his life he considered her “a wonderful ship with a wonderful crew and wonderful officers.”

The new skipper proved a totally different breed of naval cat from Baldy Pownall. George Dominic Murray was a natty Bostonian out of the Annapolis class of 1911. He was passionate about deep-sea fishing and flying: the Navy’s twenty-second pilot, he had won his wings in 1915.

High among Murray’s priorities was sorting out the relationship with Halsey’s staff. Knowing of the tension between Pownall and Hoover, Murray bided his time, awaiting the best opportunity to confront Genial John.

The chance came late one afternoon when Murray was showering in his cabin. The officer of the deck (OOD) received a course change order from Hoover and astutely did two things: he said, “Aye, aye, sir,” and dispatched a messenger to the captain’s cabin. Minutes later a moist Murray materialized on the bridge. “Young man,” he asked the OOD, “what are you doing?”

“I’m coming left to the new course, sir.”

Feigning ignorance, the skipper asked, “Why?”

“Sir, I was directed to do so by the chief of staff.”

Though short, pleasant, and normally quiet, G. D. Murray nurtured a heavyweight attitude in a welterweight frame. He spun on a squishy heel and stalked up to the flag bridge, where the ensuing dialogue was intense, loud, and brief. The bridge watch exchanged knowing glances, and probably more than a few grins.

Murray reappeared on the bridge. “Young man, who is the captain of this ship?”

“You are, sir!” the OOD exclaimed.

“And don’t you ever forget it!”

With that, Commanding Officer, USS Enterprise, departed the bridge, and thereafter Genial John Hoover gave no more orders. But the frost on the relationship between staff and ship only grew thicker in coming months. Hoover’s replacement as chief of staff did absolutely nothing to improve matters.

Halsey held himself above the squabbles of mere captains, apparently content to remain the grand old man on the flag bridge. The admiral’s lax attitude proved an early indication of his inattention to detail—a trait that would rise up and bite him repeatedly in 1944–45.
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In the berthing compartments and work spaces—and especially in the messes—the machinations of captains and admirals were largely ignored even when known. Of far more import was food.

Chow aboard Enterprise was tops, and to sailors that was a big deal indeed. It featured in the ship’s growing reputation within the fleet, with her fabled food becoming a recruiting tool. A plankowner in the communications division told a chief looking for men to re-up, “If you will put it in writing that I can stay aboard the Enterprise, I will ship over!”

Most evenings in port Enterprise showed movies on the hangar deck, and word got around. At Pearl Harbor sailors from other ships came aboard, not because Enterprise’s films were better, but because her cooks and bakers provided a famous spread. After the movie, the galley crew laid out tables full of cookies, cobbler, or pies. Knowing that the visitors would scarf up most of the goodies in the hangar bay, Enterprise men went down to the mess deck for coffee and whatever cake was provided that day. Life was good.

OFFICERS AND MEN

Enterprise was not only a ship: she was a thirty-two-knot, 20,000-ton classroom. Officers learned life lessons about command and leadership, often from the keel up. One reason for the Big E’s exceptional leadership was uncommon longevity. Chief Yeoman James M. Martin served in the Big E an incredible seven and a half years. He reported aboard as a first class petty officer in M Division (main engines) and finally departed as a chief in November 1945. Three others matched his record.

Those junior officers who paid attention could absorb lessons not taught at Annapolis. As a junior officer in the deck division, Ensign Jig Ramage was mentored by the leading petty officer, Joseph Van Kuren, a plankowner. Bosun’s Mate Van Kuren was a genuine old salt, complete with a full-rigged sailing ship tattooed across his chest. Ramage later recalled, “There was never a problem, and I learned very early not to meddle with things that were working right, because he had that division running just like a watch.”

The division’s chief boatswain was Fred Filbry, who imparted essential knowledge by demonstrated competence. Officers realized that if they listened to him, they learned how to do things. Filbry acted more as an overseer than a hands-on leader, allowing his highly competent petty officers to run the division. His sage advice to ensigns, “Always be around but don’t interfere.”

Relations between officers and enlisted men remained good throughout Enterprise’s career, and were frequently excellent. Some prewar veterans cite Baldy Pownall’s attitude as setting the stage, as they appreciated an Academy graduate who was considerate of sailors.

The pro-enlisted atmosphere at the top trickled down to the junior officers. One example was Seaman First Class Ron Graetz, fresh out of radio school in early 1941. Though nominally assigned to the bombing squadron, for six months he bounced between mess duty and the first division’s deck force “where I spent a little over a month chipping paint and painting.”

Then a shipmate lent a hand. A fellow radioman mentioned Graetz to Ensign Severin Rombach, Torpedo Six’s twenty-seven-year-old communications officer. Rombach liked what he heard and requested Seaman Graetz as his radioman-gunner. Almost immediately Graetz found himself flying in the rear cockpit of the Douglas TBD with “T-2” painted on the side: the number two torpedo plane. It was the beginning of an unusual association: “We got along so well, that he wrote his mother in Ohio and gave her the address of my mother in Iowa, and they corresponded regularly.”

Amid the work and training, some squadron parties included officers and enlisted men, a rarity in many ships. One dramatic example occurred during a Fighting Six event in Hawaii in November 1939. Joining the party was tall, slender Lieutenant (jg) Jim Gray, twenty-five years old and an Annapolis graduate. He had learned to fly in 1930 when, at sixteen, he became the youngest pilot in America. During the beach festivities Machinist’s Mate Frank Malkov had swum out to aid another sailor but was defeated by the undertow and cresting breakers. Gray sprinted into the surf but could not reach Malkov, who drowned. Nevertheless, Gray swam out to Seaman J. E. Dickens and towed him to shore. Then, with another man, the pilot rescued Machinist’s Mate Joseph Wisniewski.

A year later Gray received a Navy Department commendation. He would feature prominently in the Big E’s future.

Another example of officer-enlisted relations occurred in May 1941 when Lieutenant (jg) Norman J. Kleiss reported to Scouting Six. The Texan was delighted; he considered flying from Enterprise “the best of all worlds.”

Preparing for his first carrier landings, twenty-six-year-old “Dusty” Kleiss was approached by twenty-one-year-old Aviation Machinist’s Mate Bruno Peter Gaido. With nothing to lose but his life, the Wisconsin sailor asked if he could ride along. Kleiss was astonished: “This is my first carrier landing and I’m supposed to have only sandbags in the rear seat.”

Undeterred, Gaido irreverently asked, “You got wings, ain’t ya?” Then he replaced the bags with his own stout frame. Thus encouraged, Kleiss related, “With that supreme confidence I made a half dozen perfect landings.”

That year, aviators arriving in Enterprise found a different atmosphere from the early days when flying was barely tolerated. Kleiss said, “The ship’s company knew our needs and our limitations. They may have regarded aviators as oddballs, but not as a condescending elite. By then the problem of ‘brownshoe’ versus ‘blackshoe’ did not exist. The decisions of Captain Murray and his exec, Commander [Tom] Jeter, regarding actions for discipline and infractions were only exceeded by the Ten Commandments.”

From the ready room perspective Kleiss said, “Officers and enlisted men respected each other. The enlisted men respected officers for their knowledge and experience. The officers respected the enlisted men for their skills, perseverance and abilities.”

Yet some sailors such as Aviation Ordnanceman Alvin Kernan had another view. “Few enlisted men knew an officer as a person, which meant that the deaths of the pilots when they came were not felt very personally. We felt them as fans feel the loss of a game by their football team. There was always a lot of tension between the enlisted men and the officers, largely based on the enlisted men’s real fear of officers, who looked down on them, and the officers’ reciprocal fear that their orders would not be obeyed by men they never quite trusted.”

Judging by the comments of most Enterprise sailors, Kernan’s impression, while shared by some, remained the minority view. More held to the opinion of scout pilot Dusty Kleiss: “We were a family.”

Bill Halsey could be surprisingly friendly toward enlisted men, especially unusual in an era when admirals reputedly conversed with the Supreme Being. Electrician’s Mate John J. Kellejian’s battle station on the flag bridge often put him beside the task force commander. During a general quarters emergency drill there was little to do in flag country, prompting Halsey to ask Kellejian if he played cribbage. The youngster had never heard of it so the admiral exclaimed, “Don’t worry about it, son. I’ll teach you.”

After a tutorial, Halsey declared the electrician ready to play, the stakes being a nickel a round. “I lost my ass,” Kellejian said, losing more than fifty games, but since sailors never had much money, the admiral seemed to forget the debt.

Following Halsey’s death in 1959, Kellejian—long out of the Navy—received a summons from the admiral’s estate, demanding payment of a debt of $2.80. Kellejian phoned Halsey’s sister, who explained that Wild Bill had carried the amount as a joke to share with friends. The debt was forgiven, but John Kellejian kept the summons as a souvenir of his costly lessons at the knee of Admiral William F. Halsey.

With food and board provided, enlisted men (called “whitehats” for their “Dixie cup” caps) and chiefs could build a reserve if they were frugal. In 1942 a chief petty officer with a permanent appointment earned $138 per month (about $1,800 in 2010). That was grandiose compared to the starting $54 a seaman second class received. For each three years of service, pay increased 5 percent to a maximum 50 percent above base pay, so longevity counted for penny-pinchers.

Parsimonious as wartime pay might seem today, the figures alone lack context. In 1940 a motorist could fill his new $850 car with 15-cents-per-gallon gasoline. But that typical automobile represented nearly half the average annual income—quite a stretch when a new house cost $4,000 to $6,500.

OMENS

During 1940 events in Asia convinced many American military men that war with Japan was inevitable. In retaliation for Tokyo’s aggression in China, the Roosevelt administration imposed increasingly strict embargoes, limiting exports of petroleum and steel to Japan. When Japan signed the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy that fall, war clouds darkened on the geopolitical horizon. During port calls on the West Coast, Bull Halsey cast a leery eye from the flag bridge, watching Japanese ships loading gasoline and tons of scrap metal. War was coming. He could feel it.

Enterprise took note. The Pacific Fleet moved to Hawaii in February 1941 and the Big E began to “strip ship” in April. That meant removal of unnecessary flammable and “splinterable” equipment: wooden boats and furniture; canvas awnings, linoleum, excess rope—and a great deal of paint. In peacetime paint was a preservative, protecting metal from maritime rust. But paint also was highly combustible, a hazard in combat. With hostilities a possibility, the crew set about the onerous, filthy task of chipping it off. Sailors detested the chore.
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