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To fellow sailors—past, present, and future.











“Any man who may be asked in this century what he did to make his life worthwhile, I think can respond with a good deal of pride and satisfaction: I served in the United States Navy.”

—President John F. Kennedy  August 1963
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Prologue


Solomon’s Gold
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“It is scarcely believable that I can remember it with pleasure, and affection and a sense of beauty,” the soldier-turned-author James Jones would write. “One can hardly credit that a place so full of personal misery and terror, which was perfectly capable of taking your life and on a couple of occasions very nearly did, could be remembered with such kindly feelings, but I do. The pervasive mud, jungle gloom and tropical sun, when they are not all around you smothering you, have a haunting beauty at a far remove. When you are not straining and gasping to save your life, the act of doing so can seem adventurous and exciting from a distance. The greater the distance the greater the adventure. But, God help me, it was beautiful.”

Rising in dramatic relief from the floor of the sea, the island’s verdant peaks soar to a height of 7,000 feet, their rugged purple crests clear and sharp against the backdrop of a brilliantly blue tropical sky. Upon approaching the leeward coast, the mariner’s eye will take in the sparkling turquoise water and foaming white surf lapping onto gently sloping beaches of golden sand, backed by swaying coconut palms. The eye is then drawn irresistibly into the dense hinterland beyond, a dark mass of tangled rainforest and green plains of kunai grass rippling in the ever-present sea breeze.

But a tropical paradise it is not, the island’s seemingly idyllic features belying the many and varied perils to be found within. The softly waving fields of kunai grass serve as a fitting example. Appearing lush and pleasing from a distance, kunai grass will grow taller than the height of a man and is as sharp as a bayonet along its edge. The grassy plains themselves are flanked by many acres of mangrove swamps, the miasmic breeding grounds for millions upon millions of malaria-bearing mosquitoes. The blazing equatorial sun maintains the temperature of the dank air at a near-constant 85 degrees Fahrenheit. Frequent tropical rains, often exceeding 100 inches in a year, keep the dark volcanic soil a soft, fetid, and disease-ridden quagmire and the surrounding jungle a miserable, dripping steambath. The landscape is vigorously defended against all trespassers by intrusive clouds of biting insects, scorpions, venomous coral snakes, leeches, huge scuttling land crabs, and giant creeping centipedes. In the numerous coastal estuaries, saltwater crocodiles doze beneath the nearly stagnant, scum-covered surface.

It was not until 1568 that the existence of the island was even known to Europeans. In the summer of that year a 150-man expedition of sailors, soldiers, cartographers, and priests, led by the Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña de Neira, departed the shores of Peru aboard the sister galleons Los Reyes and Todos Santos, sailing westward into the vast reaches of the South Pacific. Several weeks later, in dire need of food and fresh water and their numbers thinned by scurvy, the explorers landed on the island’s northern coast.

Discovering flecks of alluvial gold along the muddy banks of one of the island’s many rivers, Mendaña would conclude, with the sort of sixteenth-century conquistadorian logic that boggles the twenty-first-century mind, that he had found the source of Solomon’s gold, nearly 9,000 miles from that ancient Hebrew king’s Levantine stomping ground. Mendaña therefore declared that the surrounding archipelago should be called the Solomon Islands, while granting permission for one of his subalterns, Pedro de Ortega Valencia, to name this particular island after his Andalusian hometown: Guadalcanal.

“The Terrible Solomons,” as a visiting Jack London would eventually call them, lie approximately 400 miles to the east of New Guinea’s tail and about 1,300 miles to the northeast across the Coral Sea from Brisbane, Australia. The chain consists of 6 rather large and 900 smaller islands and islets, arranged in two roughly parallel columns stretching northwest to southeast for nearly a thousand miles, the columns separated by a long and narrow sound that plunges to a depth of over 20,000 feet.

Beginning with Mendaña, the explorers of rival European empires would call upon the Solomons at varying intervals over the next three centuries, seeking gold, spices, slaves, or whatever else they could find to pillage or exploit for the glory of their respective kings under the justifying banner of Christendom. Ignoring centuries-old place names given to the different islands by their Melanesian tribal natives, the explorers would rename several in honor of sponsoring nobles or beloved homelands.

After the Spanish had their turn christening Guadalcanal, San Cristobal, Malaita, Florida, and Santa Isabel, the French would arrive to name one of the larger islands Choiseul, in honor of the foreign minister that served Louis XV. The leader of the French expedition, Louis Antoine de Bougainville, bestowed his own name upon the largest of the Solomons, located on the northwestern end of the chain. Then came the British, who established a crown protectorate over the Solomons and dubbed four of the lesser island groups within the archipelago the Treasuries, the Shortlands, the Russells, and the New Georgias.

The transecting channel, which ran from the Shortlands on the northwestern end to Savo Island on the southeast, would thereafter be labeled as New Georgia Sound on Admiralty charts. A few of the islands would remain relatively unbothered by Europeans and retain their exotic-sounding Melanesian names: Buka, Vella Lavella, Kolombangara, Savo, Gavutu, Tonambogo.

Aside from the local Melanesian population largely forsaking the practice of head hunting and cannibalism, by the year 1941 the Solomons were hardly more civilized than they had been in Mendaña’s time. As their ancestors had done for literally thousands of years, most native islanders lived and worked contentedly in their primitive coastal villages, eking out a modest existence by fishing, hunting wild pigs, and subsistence farming local root vegetables like taro and sweet potatoes. Modern amenities such as electricity and clean running water were virtually nonexistent, and the primary means of transportation remained the dugout canoe.

A far-flung and mostly forgotten backwater of the British Empire, the Solomons were home to fewer than a thousand whites, most of whom were British, Australians, and New Zealanders employed as foreign service officers, interisland steamship captains, missionaries, oil prospectors, or plantation managers. The chief export was copra, the dried kernels of coconut meat used in the manufacture of vegetable oils, and copra plantations were by far the largest employers in the islands. A handful of District and Patrol Officers of His Majesty’s Colonial Service, along with their cadre of native policemen, maintained law and order, collected taxes, performed customs inspections, mediated disputes between native tribes, and managed a host of other governmental affairs.	

The sheltered anchorage of Tulagi Harbor, seat of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate 20 miles north of Guadalcanal, was the only modern settlement of any appreciable size. There a small collection of government offices, the Resident Commissioner’s house, an obsolescent wireless station, an executive golf course, a cricket pitch, a ten-room hotel, a small government-run hospital, and a Chinese mercantile district were situated along the waterfront. The Tulagi Club, an exclusive, private clubroom of the type found in every British overseas holding from Kingston to Calcutta to Hong Kong, featured a bar with billiard tables, tennis courts, and a swimming pool. The only military presence in the archipelago was a detachment of two dozen commandoes of the Australian Army’s 1st Independent Company stationed on Tulagi and a like number of Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) personnel operating a seaplane base on the nearby conjoined islets of Gavutu-Tanambogo.

The residents of the Solomons would probably have continued to live in peaceful isolation and obscurity for many years, and perhaps would still be doing so even today, had it not been the desire of the militant Empire of Japan to bring the islands into their proclaimed “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.” In 1931, Japan subjugated neighboring Manchuria, and since 1937 had been executing a brutal and protracted war of conquest on the Chinese mainland. On September 27, 1940, the Japanese signed the Tripartite Agreement to form a military alliance with Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, two nations already at war with Great Britain. That same week, Japanese troops forcibly occupied Vietnam in French Indochina, a move that was seen as a direct threat to British-controlled Malaya and Singapore.

A near-total dependency on foreign oil, however, served as the Achilles’ heel of the Japanese military juggernaut. Over 80 percent of Japan’s oil was imported from the United States, with the remainder coming mostly from British Borneo and the Dutch East Indies. In an effort to curb further Japanese aggression in the Far East, in July 1941 the government of the United States imposed a full-scale oil embargo against Japan. This was accompanied by the closure of the Panama Canal to Japanese shipping, the freezing of Japanese financial assets in the United States, and a ban on further shipments to Japan of high-octane aviation gasoline and scrap metal used in the manufacture of war material. The British and Dutch were quick to follow with painful sanctions of their own, completely cutting off Japan’s access to foreign oil.

On December 7, 1941, the Japanese suddenly attacked the American naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, with over 300 carrier-based aircraft, killing 2,400 Americans and destroying or heavily damaging eighteen ships of the US Pacific Fleet, including eight battleships. The attack represented the first objective outlined in the Imperial Japanese Navy’s “Operation Order Number 1,” which had been signed into action by the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, aboard his flagship Nagato in Saeki Bay on November 5.

“In the east, the United States Fleet will be destroyed and United States lines of operation and supply lines extending toward the Far East will be cut,” the order stated. “In the west, British Malaya will be invaded and the Burma route, British lines of operations and supply lines extending toward the east will be cut. The enemy forces in the Orient will be destroyed and enemy bases of operations and areas rich in natural resources will be captured.”

American, British, and Commonwealth forces in the Far East, which had long considered themselves militarily superior to the Japanese in nearly every category, were caught completely off-guard by an Asian rendition of blitzkrieg warfare that swept rapidly across the Pacific Basin with stunning efficiency. The strategic and tactical coordination of Japanese naval units along with their seamanship, gunnery, skilled use of torpedoes, and proficiency in night combat far exceeded their supposed capabilities. Japanese naval aviators proved among the best in the world, and in their hands new combat aircraft such as the Mitsubishi A6M Zero fighter easily outperformed their British and American opponents. The Japanese soldier, thought to be comically doltish, nearsighted, physically weak, and no serious threat to the armies of the west, instead displayed remarkable endurance, skill, and tenacity on the field of battle. In short, the Japanese were performing what was thought to be the impossible, and at a frightening pace.

Within hours of the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese bombers flying from airfields in Formosa swiftly neutralized American air power in the Philippines. Japanese forces then seized the American territory of Guam and invaded Burma, Thailand, the Philippines, and Malaya. By Christmas, the exhausted and surrounded American and Filipino troops of General Douglas MacArthur were withdrawing to defensive positions on Luzon’s Bataan Peninsula. The British had surrendered Hong Kong. The stubborn defenders of Wake Island, an American base 2,300 miles west of Hawaii, had likewise been forced to capitulate. The Japanese then landed on British Borneo to begin seizing the coveted oil fields. Singapore would fall next, an utter debacle that resulted in the surrender of 80,000 British and Commonwealth troops.

“When I reflect on how I have longed and prayed for the entry of the United States into the war,” British Prime Minister Winston S. Churchill stated in a personal cable to US President Franklin D. Roosevelt, “I find it difficult to realize how gravely our British affairs have deteriorated by what has happened since December 7. We have suffered the greatest disaster in our history at Singapore, and other misfortunes will come thick and fast upon us. Your great power will only become effective gradually because of vast distances and the shortage of ships. It is not easy to assign limits to the Japanese aggression.”

The ultimate goal of Japan’s campaign of destruction against Allied forces in the Far East and the near-simultaneous capture of their overseas military installations was “to establish a policy of autonomous self-sufficiency and economic independence.” Known as the “Southern Plan,” the capture and consolidation of British and Dutch possessions in Southeast Asia would secure vast reserves of crude oil, rubber, rice, metal ores, and other strategic resources vital to the continued expansion of the Japanese Empire.

In the days following their invasion of the Dutch East Indies, Japanese forces would push even farther into the southern hemisphere. Following an intense bombardment by carrier-based planes on January 23, 1942, the Imperial Japanese Army’s South Seas Detachment, a brigade of 5,000 rigorously trained and disciplined light infantry seconded to the navy’s 4th Fleet, stormed ashore on the island of New Britain in the Bismarck Archipelago. The invasion force quickly routed the garrison of Australian troops based in and around the port city of Rabaul, just 175 miles from Buka, the northernmost of the Solomon Islands. Almost immediately the Japanese began transforming Rabaul and its excellent anchorage, Simpson Harbor, into a major air and naval base complex to support further conquests.

That was quite enough for the European inhabitants of the Solomons, most of whom fled for Australia or New Zealand after the Japanese landed at Buka in early March. For the duration of the war, the majority of native tribes dispersed throughout the islands would remain steadfastly loyal to the British Crown, while the allegiance of a few swayed with the wind like indigenous coconut palms––and the prevailing wind was coming from Tokyo. As the Japanese closed in, several British and Commonwealth planters, mission teachers, prospectors, and colonial administrators living in the Solomons gathered caches of weapons, ammunition, and supplies. Then, equipped with government-issued wireless radio sets and accompanied by their most devoted native scouts, they melted into the jungle highlands.

As commissioned officers in the volunteer reserve of the Royal Australian Navy or the British Solomon Island Protectorate Defence Force, they were to serve as “coastwatchers,” setting up observation posts and clandestine radio stations, gathering intelligence, and reporting on the strength and disposition of Japanese forces operating in the Solomons. The early warning and human intelligence they would relay to friendly forces over the course of the next two years would prove invaluable, and is credited with saving the lives of countless Allied soldiers, sailors, and airmen. The coastwatcher organization would be code-named “Ferdinand” by its officer-in-charge, Commander Eric Feldt of the Naval Intelligence Center in Townsville, Australia. The name had been taken from Munroe Leaf’s character of the pacifistic bull, made popular by a 1938 Walt Disney animated film.

“It was a reminder to them that it was not their duty to fight, and thus draw attention to themselves,” Feldt would later record. “Like Disney’s bull, who just sat under a tree and smelled the flowers, it was their duty to sit, circumspectly and unobtrusively, and gather information. Of course, like Ferdinand, they could fight if they were stung.”

The Imperial Japanese General Staff would begin planning two more southward thrusts immediately following the capture of Rabaul, each spearheaded by the 4th Fleet under Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Inouye. Two ports on the Papuan Peninsula, Lae and Salamaua, were to be seized during the second week of March 1942. In early April, the South Seas Detachment would launch an amphibious invasion against the Allied base of Port Moresby, while elements of the Special Naval Landing Force would assault Tulagi in the Solomons and begin developing the island as a seaplane base and naval anchorage.

Should this come to pass, the result would be an even more isolated Australia, with Japanese forces dominating the continent’s northern and eastern approaches. Long-range reconnaissance aircraft and seaplanes fanning out from these newly acquired Japanese bases would ensure that no Allied convoy steaming westward from the United States would be safe. Troop transports, cargo ships and their escorts would be forced to run a deadly gauntlet of Japanese land-based bombers and submarines, or perhaps even cruisers and destroyers, undoubtedly sustaining heavy losses while fighting their way to Australia.

If the Allies yielded the Solomons, the idea of consolidating Australia into a base for future offensive operations in the western Pacific would most likely have to be abandoned. Where the next Japanese hammer blow would then land was anyone’s guess: The New Hebrides, New Caledonia, Fiji, American Samoa, New Zealand, or even Australia itself would be laid bare to invasion.












Chapter One


The Mosquito Fleet

“This young man has run away from home. He’s underage and not entitled to enlistment. I want you to cancel it and send him home.”

Senator Francis E. Warren of Wyoming lifted his eyes from the telegram on his desk and fixed his gaze upon the man sitting before him. The youngster was rather short and slight of build, with light-colored hair and eyes, high cheekbones and a pair of protruding ears that seemed much too large for his head. But he also carried himself with a certain quiet confidence and possessed the rough hands, sunbrowned face, and well-worn, practical clothing of a seasoned ranch hand. Something wasn’t adding up.

As it turned out, the message had been a lie, the desperate act of an anxious father. Emory Scott Land was, in fact, nineteen years of age and therefore quite old enough to enlist in the army. It was the spring of 1898, and the United States of America had just declared war on Spain. Without bothering to notify his parents, “Jerry” Land had left home and caught a ride on an eastbound freight train for Cheyenne with the intention of joining the Rough Riders, a regiment of volunteer cavalry being raised by Theodore Roosevelt. Land’s father, a prominent cattleman from Laramie, was seeking Senator Warren’s help in foiling the plan, most likely at the urging of the young man’s panic-stricken mother.

“Do you want to serve your country?” Warren asked sympathetically.

“Yes, sir,” the deeply embarrassed Land replied.

“Well, why don’t you take the examination for the Naval Academy?” Warren suggested. “You’re supposed to be a bright young man. The examination will be held next week here in Cheyenne.”

After returning to Laramie “with his tail between his legs,” as Land himself would later admit, he thought the matter over and decided to return the following week to sit for the exam. Three months later, and having never before seen an ocean, Land found himself boarding another eastbound train for Annapolis, Maryland. He would finish fourth among the Naval Academy Class of 1902 with the rank of cadet lieutenant commander. Sick with fever on the day of graduation, Land was astonished when his exalted hero, Theodore Roosevelt, who by then had become president of the United States, appeared suddenly at his bedside to present his diploma.

The day would mark the beginning of a distinguished career of naval service that would span the next four decades. After two years of sea duty with the Asiatic Fleet aboard the battleship Oregon, Land was sent to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to obtain a post-graduate degree in naval architecture. Becoming a specialist in submarine construction, he was a chief designer for the navy’s pioneering S-class of submarines in the 1920s. Brilliant, innovative, and a tireless worker––he would continue working as a consultant for General Dynamics right up until his death at the age of ninety-two––Land collected many decorations and accolades as he moved steadily up the ranks of the officer corps.

After being selected for flag rank in 1932, Rear Admiral Land became chief of the Bureau of Construction and Repair, the forerunner of the Bureau of Ships. An outspoken proponent of standardization with regard to naval construction, Land believed the navy should invest in ships of simple, efficient, and functional design that, in time of war, could be produced on a massive scale by many different shipyards. As the navy’s construction chief, and later as chairman of the US Maritime Commission during World War II, Land would champion a long list of highly successful ship design projects, which included the Gato-class fleet submarine, the Fletcher-class destroyer, the Liberty cargo ship, and the Patrol Torpedo (PT) boat.

The motor torpedo boat, a small, speedy craft capable of launching self-propelled torpedoes, had been in use by the navies of many foreign nations since the late nineteenth century. Knowing that they could never hope to match the tremendous power of the Royal Navy on the high seas, the French developed the Jeune École, or “young school” concept of naval warfare, which called for high-speed torpedo boats and submarines to diminish the strength of a larger enemy battle fleet with aggressive hit-and-run attacks.

In the initial stages of its development, the Imperial Japanese Navy embraced the Jeune École strategy, purchasing two dozen torpedo boats laid down in French and British shipyards. At the Battle of Tsushima in May 1905, after a Russian armada of fifty ships had been utterly decimated in a daylight surface action by the superior gunnery of Japanese battleships, surviving Russian vessels were then subjected to relentless nocturnal attacks by Japanese torpedo boats, which led to the total capitulation of the Russian fleet the following morning.

The Motoscafo Armato Silurante, or MAS torpedo boat, was used with deadly effectiveness by the Italian Navy during the First World War, performing many daring raids against the Austro-Hungarian battle fleet in the Adriatic Sea. In December 1917, two MAS boats roared into the port of Trieste and launched two torpedoes that sank the coastal defense ship Wien at her berth. The Italians would score again in spectacular fashion on June 10, 1918, when the MAS-15 sent two torpedoes crashing into the Austro-Hungarian dreadnought battleship Szent István off the coast of Croatia. After losing propulsion and developing a heavy list, the Szent István capsized and sank with the loss of eighty-nine lives, a visually dramatic event famously captured on film from the decks of a nearby escort ship.

In the years following the First World War, the Regia Marina continued to produce faster and more deadly classes of MAS boats. The Coastal Forces of the Royal Navy also made extensive use of what they classified as MTBs, the most ubiquitous being the Vosper 70-footer, while the Germans developed the schnellboot fast attack craft, later known to Allied forces as the E-boat.

Historically, the US Navy had shown very little interest in the development of small combatant craft like the motor torpedo boat. The reason for this was quite simple. After suffering through many decades of neglect and decline, the navy enjoyed an invigorating renaissance beginning in the 1890s. Spurred on by the work of visionary navalists such as Alfred Thayer Mahan, Benjamin Tracy, and Theodore Roosevelt, the United States amassed a robust fleet of modern steel-clad, steam-driven battleships and cruisers. The navy’s mandate was to ensure the safe and unfettered communication of seaborne commerce, protect American interests abroad by the forward projection of seapower, and in time of war, concentrate its forces to destroy the enemy fleet with the use of overwhelming firepower. It was—and still is—a “blue water navy.”

American naval strategists tended to view the motor torpedo boat as a purely defensive weapon, more suitable for protecting shorelines and harbors against attacks by marauding enemy warships. The French, Japanese, Italians, and British may have previously employed motor torpedo boats in the littoral environment with marked success, but these were nations geographically positioned in close proximity to their enemies. The tremendously long coastline of the United States might be unfortified and exposed, but any potential attacker would be required to steam across one of two vast oceans in order to reach it. The mission of the US Navy, by design an offensive force, was to locate and sink a hostile fleet long before it came within sight of American shores.

A period of rapid overseas expansion occurred with the coming of the twentieth century, however, and for the first time the United States began acquiring territory abroad. After the brief but vicious war with Spain in 1898, the Philippines, Puerto Rico, and Guam were ceded to the United States. The following year, the Stars and Stripes was raised over the Hawaiian Islands. By 1914, a transisthmus canal had been completed in Panama and was being operated under American control. It had been deemed necessary to garrison all of these new acquisitions with American troops, and to establish a network of “advanced bases” for the US battle fleet.

The advanced base provided for the fueling, repair, and replenishment of naval vessels, along with facilities for the rest and recuperation of their crews. This allowed warships to remain forward-deployed for longer periods, patrolling vital commercial shipping lanes, extending American naval power and hegemony into a selected region, and returning to the mainland United States only periodically for major repairs, reconditioning, and the rotation of personnel. Units of the fleet frequently called upon advanced bases at Cuba’s Guantanamo Bay, Panama’s Galeta Island, Cavite in the Philippines, or Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. After only a few day’s respite, they were back at sea and underway to continue their mission. It was therefore necessary for the advanced base to be capable of defending itself, using military units stationed at or near the installation for that purpose. These were usually the composite defense battalions of the US Marine Corps, the US Army’s Coastal Artillery Corps units, and the land-based fighter and bomber squadrons of the US Army Air Corps.

In 1920, Major Earl H. “Pete” Ellis, an intelligence officer on the staff of Marine Corps Commandant John A. Lejeune, completed an exhaustive reconnaissance of the islands of the Central Pacific and reported his findings in the landmark Operation Plan 712, Advanced Base Operations in Micronesia. Rife as it was with the sort of ill-considered rhetoric that helped perpetuate a widespread perception of Japanese mental and physical inferiority, and thus a gross underestimation of a future enemy’s military prowess, Ellis’s work otherwise reads like an oracle’s prophesy with regard to the coming Pacific War. It would serve as a guidebook for the development of amphibious warfare doctrine and the defense of advanced bases for both the Fleet Marine Force and the US Navy.

“The defense must be such as to leave the greatest possible mobile sea and air force free for its legitimate work: the destruction of enemy sea and air power,” Ellis wrote. “When the advanced base fixed and mobile air defense does not effect the degree of security desired on account of natural harbor characteristics or other reasons, a mobile sea defense as needed must be assigned to supplement them . . . the defense would normally consist of the following types: patrol boats with light guns, antiaircraft guns and depth bombs; mine sweepers; destroyers, submarines and aircraft assigned for counterattack.”

Rear Admiral Land, himself a naval visionary, viewed the motor torpedo boat as just the sort of “mobile sea defense” platform the navy required for the security of its overseas bases, as advocated by planning officers like Pete Ellis. On December 5, 1936, Land wrote a memorandum on the subject for the Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral William H. Standley.

“Developments since the war of the motor torpedo boat type, then known as Coastal Motor Boats, have been continuous and marked in most European navies,” Land wrote. “There has been considerable interest in the fundamentals of the type among the small boat designers and builders in this country, out of a patriotic desire to develop pleasure boats which may be of value for naval use in the event of mobilization.”

“The results being obtained in the foreign services are such as to indicate that vessels of considerable military effectiveness for the defense of local areas are being built, the possibilities of which should not be allowed to go unexplored in our service,” Land continued. “It is, of course, recognized that the general strategic situation in this country is entirely different from that in Europe, so that motor torpedo boats could not in all probability be used offensively by us. It appears very probable, however, that the type might very well be used to release for offensive service ships otherwise unavoidably assigned to guard important geographic points such as an advanced base itself.”

“If the department concurs,” Land offered, “this bureau suggests the inauguration of an experimental program of such boats and will endeavor to have included in its appropriations for experimental work, funds for the construction of two boats each year, preferably one by contract on designs of private naval architects and one from departmental designs.”

Land first had the memorandum reviewed by Rear Admiral Harold Bowen, who pledged the support of his Bureau of Engineering, before forwarding the proposal to the office of the CNO. There it was reviewed by Rear Admiral William S. Pye, Assistant Chief of Naval Operations, who agreed with Land’s assessment that a well-designed motor torpedo boat, given satisfactory speed and armament and with a properly trained crew, could provide a formidable mobile defense for an advanced naval base. Pye was also aware that General Douglas MacArthur, in his capacity as military advisor to the Commonwealth government of the Philippines, had been vigorously petitioning the Navy Department for assistance in developing a fleet of motor torpedo boats for patrolling the many thousands of miles of vulnerable coastline in that expansive and strategically important archipelago.

After receiving Admiral Pye’s willing endorsement, Land’s memo was sent on to Secretary of the Navy Claude A. Swanson. The Secretary then referred the matter to the General Board of the Navy, an advisory panel of nine senior naval officers, most of whom were in the process of winding down their long careers and looking forward to retirement. The board served to coordinate the efforts of the navy’s eight material bureaus and deliberated on a broad scope of topics ranging from the technical to the philosophical, everything from global strategy and fleet tactics to the desired specifications for a particular ship or weapons system.

Emory Land’s proposal would be returned to the SECNAV “in” basket after receiving the lukewarm approval of the General Board. The reason for the board’s acquiescence seems to have been an overriding fear that the failure to explore the merits of the modern motor torpedo boat might leave a foreign aggressor in possession of a potent tactical capability that the US Navy itself did not possess. Such a failure could not be allowed to occur on their watch, especially at a time when war in the Pacific seemed likely. On May 7, 1937, Swanson signed his approval to Admiral Land’s recommendation—and the experimental program that would produce the US Navy PT boat was born.

***

The Shore Establishment Division of the Secretary of the Navy’s office, listed as SOSED on the navy’s interminable roster of bewildering acronyms, was designated as the point agency for the new PT boat project. Within SOSED’s purview was a small craft program, which concerned itself with awarding contracts for the design and construction of various harbor launches and lighters. Since the PT boat was to be used in the defense of shore installations, it made sense, at least in the short term, to assign the responsibility of its development to SOSED’s small craft specialists. Commander Robert “Mick” Carney, a future Chief of Naval Operations who would serve as Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey Jr.’s trusted chief-of-staff during much of the Pacific War, was named project officer. According to his daughter, Betty Taussig, Carney so thoroughly enjoyed the hands-on work of evaluating new PT boat designs that “he was like a little boy loose in an electric train shop.”

The PT boat initiative also attracted the keen interest of the sitting president of the United States. Franklin Delano Roosevelt simply couldn’t help himself; a passionate and unapologetic navalist, as a young man he had idolized his distant cousin Theodore, following in his footsteps to become Assistant Secretary of the Navy. Later, as commander-in-chief, FDR took no special pains to conceal the fact that the navy was his favorite among the armed forces, and often referred to the sea service as “my navy.” Naval vessels were his preferred mode of transport when traveling abroad, his most beloved being the heavy cruiser USS Houston. Two of Roosevelt’s sons had been commissioned into the Naval Reserve while a third had joined the Marine Corps, and the president kept the close confidence of many senior naval officers whom he considered dear friends. Like Winston Churchill, who would use the self-styled sobriquet of “former naval person” in their personal correspondence, Roosevelt would find the temptation to involve himself in naval matters far beneath his station quite impossible to resist.

During Roosevelt’s tenure in the Navy Department, the acquisition of small combatant vessels for antisubmarine patrol and coastal defense had been something of a pet project for the young Assistant Secretary. Over the objections of the General Board, who insisted that the money could be better spent elsewhere, Roosevelt managed to win congressional approval for the construction of 440 Submarine Chaser (SC) patrol boats. Of these, 120 were operated by American forces while the balance were transferred to Allied navies during the First World War.

The effectiveness of Roosevelt’s SC boats in combatting the German U-boat menace, and the question of whether or not the navy received an adequate return on its investment, was the subject of some debate within naval circles both during and after the war. There is little conclusive evidence to confirm that American SC boats were responsible for the sinking of a single enemy submarine during World War I. Proponents of the SC would tout their deterrent effect, claiming that their mere presence had caused German U-boat commanders to shy away from the American coast, while their detractors agreed that the type had been appropriately named “submarine chaser,” rather than “submarine destroyer.”

Despite this past experience, or perhaps vainly because of it, President Roosevelt would lend his enthusiastic support to the new PT boat program. He would closely monitor its progress through his naval aide, Rear Admiral Daniel J. Callaghan, and also through Charles Edison, a son of the late Thomas Alva Edison then serving as Assistant Secretary of the Navy. Roosevelt charged Edison with securing from Congress the necessary funds for the project. Following a conference at the White House on June 9, 1938, Edison would tell reporters that the president “had decided to call upon the skill of American speedboat designers to create a mosquito fleet of superlative speed.” One wonders if even FDR picked up on Edison’s rather obscure historical reference, for the term “mosquito fleet” dates back to the Second Seminole War of 1835–1842, when the US Navy employed a number of flat-bottomed boats to transport soldiers and marines throughout the Florida Everglades.

In July 1938, the House Appropriations Committee passed a measure providing $15 million for “the construction of experimental vessels.” Over the course of the next two years, eight PT boat prototypes would be developed, based off designs by the yacht builders Henry B. Nevins of New York; Sparkman and Stephens of Newport, Rhode Island; and by the navy’s own Bureau of Construction and Repair. Designated PT-1 through PT-8, they were laid down in the yards of the Fisher Boat Works of Detroit, Higgins Industries in New Orleans, Fogel Boatyard of Miami, and in the Philadelphia Navy Yard.

Ranging in length from 56 to 81 feet, the first seven models featured hulls fashioned from mahogany, spruce, or oak, while the navy-designed PT-8 was of aluminum construction. In accordance with the navy’s performance demands, each boat was designed to achieve a top speed of at least 40 knots, with a range of 275 miles at top speed and 550 miles at cruising speed. The specified armament included at least two .50-caliber heavy machine guns, two 21-inch torpedoes, and four depth charges.

The Electric Launch Company, or Elco, a subsidiary of the submarine manufacturing firm Electric Boat Company of Bayonne, New Jersey, had in the meantime obtained a 70-foot Scott Paine motor torpedo boat from Great Britain at the company’s own expense, which was then designated PT-9. During trials conducted in rough winter seas off the coast of Rhode Island, the performance of the PT-9 so impressed Commander Mick Carney that on December 7, 1939, exactly two years before the attack on Pearl Harbor, Elco was awarded a contract to produce eleven PT boats based on the Scott Paine design.

The Chief of Naval Operations at that time was Admiral Harold R. “Betty” Stark, a former commander of the Asiatic Fleet’s torpedo flotilla, which included several of the navy’s first steam-driven torpedo boats. In April 1940, Admiral Stark issued orders for the formation of the first two motor torpedo boat squadrons. Rather than PT boats being individually commissioned as United States Ships, Stark decided that the boats would be referred to only by their hull numbers and would not be christened. Instead the squadron would receive a commission with the boats assigned to the parent unit, much like aircraft were assigned to carrier-based fighter or bomber squadrons. This provided a streamlined command organization for administration, training, maintenance, and logistics, and allowed for a degree of interchangeability between boat crews.

Motor Torpedo Boat Squadron One, known as MTBRON 1 in the truncated verbiage of the navy, was activated on July 24, 1940, at the sprawling Norfolk Navy Yard in Virginia’s Hampton Roads. Lieutenant Earl Caldwell, a tough and exacting destroyer officer who had been serving as an instructor at the navy’s torpedo school in Newport, Rhode Island, was selected as commanding officer. Since Charles Edison’s announcement, the catchy phrase “mosquito fleet” had gained traction with the popular press. Shortly after taking command, Caldwell wrote to Walt Disney in California, asking the cartoon maker’s help in designing a unit insignia for MTBRON 1 featuring a mosquito. Disney, himself a veteran of naval service, turned the job over to one of his staff artists, Hank Porter.

Within days, Caldwell received Porter’s drawing of a scowling mosquito wearing a white sailor’s hat, riding a speeding torpedo over the crest of a breaking wave. When wire service photographs of Caldwell’s new flagship PT-9 appeared in newspapers sporting the clever mosquito-on-a-torpedo emblem, requests for Disney-designed unit insignia began flooding into the company’s Burbank studio from American military units stationed around the world. There were so many, in fact, that Disney had to assign Porter and another cartoonist, Roy Williams, to perform the work full time. Over 1,200 were produced before the end of World War II, all free of charge.

MTBRON 2 was established on November 8, 1940, with Caldwell overseeing both units until another destroyer officer, Lieutenant William Specht, arrived in February to assume command. Like Caldwell and Specht, several “plank owners” of the original PT boat squadrons were officers and petty officers of the regular navy, men with considerable seagoing experience. Most of these were “tin can sailors,” veteran destroyer men chosen for their knowledge of torpedo warfare and night combat tactics as well as their expert seamanship. As more names were added to the squadron muster rolls, however, an increasing number of PT crewmen were drawn from the ranks of the Naval Reserve.

Dark clouds of war were gathering on the horizon, and the US Navy was laboring mightily to build up its strength in terms of both manpower and ships. The United States had been a signatory to the Five Power Treaty of 1922 and the London Naval Treaty of 1930, both of which stringently curtailed future naval construction. In just nineteen months of involvement in the First World War, the United States suffered 53,000 combat deaths, leading to a strong isolationist sentiment among many Americans and leaving their elected officials reluctant to attach their names to any proposed defense spending legislation. Austerity measures imposed by three consecutive Republican administrations had resulted in only a handful of naval vessels being laid down in American shipyards during the 1920s. On his inauguration day of March 4, 1933, President Roosevelt inherited a navy that was pitifully understrength in terms of both ships and sailors.

“To maintain a navy which is not strong enough to win in battle is the worst form of extravagance,” Representative Carl Vinson of Georgia would proclaim on the floor of the House in 1934. At the urging of President Roosevelt and with the technical assistance of naval officers like Emory Land, Vinson introduced a series of naval appropriations bills that led to a revitalization of the American shipbuilding industry, created thousands of jobs in the midst of the Great Depression, and ultimately allowed the US Navy to fight and win the Second World War.

In June 1933, the US naval register would list just 311 commissioned vessels, including aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, submarines, minecraft, and auxiliaries. That number would swell to some 790 ships of all types by December 1941. Correspondingly, the number of US naval personnel on active duty would more than quadruple during the same period, from 9,481 officers and 79,727 enlisted men in 1933 to 38,601 officers and 332,274 enlisted men by December 1941.

Only a fraction of the new officers came from Annapolis—the Naval Academy Class of 1940, for example, consisted of just 456 graduating midshipmen. The majority were Naval Reserve officers recalled to active duty or ROTC students who upon graduating from college received the gold bars of a navy ensign. Still others were young college graduates with little to no military training who completed a three-month Direct Commissioning Program and were known throughout the navy as “Ninety Day Wonders.”

For patriotic young men who joined the navy seeking adventure, and who had grown up watching the likes of Douglas Fairbanks and Errol Flynn on the silver screen, the notion of tearing across the water at the wheel of a sleek powerboat bristling with machine guns and torpedoes held a deliciously dangerous and romantic appeal. Duty aboard a PT boat would therefore become a highly sought-after assignment. Among the graduates of one V-7 Direct Commissioning Course held on the East Coast in 1941, over 200 newly minted ensigns applied for just thirty available slots in the new PT squadrons.

Many of these coveted billets would be filled by Naval Reserve officers graduated from Ivy League institutions. In selecting officers for PT duty, navy detailers were instructed to seek out those with previous sailing experience who were adept in the handling of small boats. At the time, pleasure craft ownership and the pursuits of yachting and powerboating were for the most part reserved for the affluent. Many of these young men already held membership in the exclusive yacht clubs of the Eastern Seaboard, and the summers of their teenage and college years had been spent sailing Sparkman and Stephens yawls or racing Chris-Craft speedboats through the waters of Cape Cod, Ipswich Bay, or Nantucket Sound.

These well-heeled sons of New England and the Mid-Atlantic region shared a rich nautical heritage—perhaps even a few were descended from those who had sailed, or at least financed, the swift and well-armed privateers that preyed upon British merchantmen during the American Revolution. Future PT boat skippers would include reserve officers like Henry S. Taylor, a Yale man from Long Island, New York; the brothers John and Robert Searles of Englewood, New Jersey, both graduates of Princeton; and a Harvard alumnus from Brookline, Massachusetts, by the name of John F. Kennedy.

Dick Keresey was from Delawanna, New Jersey, and had graduated from Dartmouth College and Columbia Law School before joining the navy under the V-7 program in 1941. Hoping for a billet in naval intelligence, he was instead assigned to the torpedo school in Rhode Island. Keresey would jump at the chance to join the PT squadrons then being formed, though he later admitted that he “would have volunteered for bomb disposal” in order to be released from his dreadfully boring assignment.

“I remember very clearly the first time seeing a PT boat,” Keresey said. “I tell you, I fell in love with that PT boat the minute I saw it, and what really finished me off was when they leveled off the engines. The sound of those engines starting, it’s a sound I’ll remember all my life. They started up with a whine, and then a cough, and then that rumble. It was a beautiful sound.”

“I fell in love with the boats,” said former Boatswain’s Mate First Class Robert Lenehan, who served aboard PTs 114 and 120. “When I first got on PTs, I thought that there was nothing in the world that ever rode any slicker, or better, or faster, or more exciting.”

Initially, two officers and eight enlisted sailors were assigned to each boat crew. As the boats evolved into more complex vessels with additional weapons and radar, the crews grew in size, ranging from twelve to seventeen officers and men. Generally, the boat captain held the rank of lieutenant or lieutenant junior grade (jg), while the executive officer (XO) was usually a lieutenant (jg) or an ensign. The complement of enlisted personnel would often vary, but usually included a boatswain’s mate or a deck sailor to supervise the care and maintenance of the boat, a quartermaster specializing in navigation, a cook, a radioman, two or three gunner’s mates to maintain and man the deck guns, two or three motor machinist’s mates watching over the engines, and at least one torpedoman to care for the steel “fish” that delivered the PT boat’s lethal striking power. Quite often a cook, motor machinist or boatswain would man one of the gun positions when the crew went to battle stations.

After graduating from boot camp in either Great Lakes, Illinois, or San Diego, California, enlisted personnel qualified for their occupational rating and ascended to the rank of petty officer by attending one of the navy’s service schools, or by “striking” for a rating as an apprentice seaman aboard ship. Like the majority of their officers, the enlisted men detailed to the PT squadrons were for the most part recently mobilized reservists, and despite having an average age of only twenty-one years old, many were already qualified petty officers. From the outset, each man was required to not only be thoroughly proficient in performing his primary job, but also possess a working knowledge of his shipmate’s job functions in case that man were to become incapacitated.

“On a naval vessel, generally you always had one particular job that you did,” Lenehan explained. “But on a PT boat, there was the constant possibility in action that somebody would be killed. So everybody had to have a certain amount of understanding of everybody else’s job. That was one of the unique things about PTs.”

“You had to learn everything on the boat—navigation, radio, torpedoes, everything that performed,” said John O’Keefe, a motor machinist’s mate on the PT-107. “You had to be able to step up and take over as skipper of the boat if you had to. Everybody had to do it. When I went in, at the first of the war, it was necessary for you to be single to get into the PTs. You couldn’t ride a boat and be married. You had to be an honor student at your service school. You had to volunteer for PT service.”

***

To Caldwell and his men fell the task of “shaking down” the new PT boat prototypes and determining their strengths and weaknesses. A preliminary series of exercises along the East Coast was conducted to allow the crews to become accustomed to the handling characteristics of the experimental craft and to give the newly installed engines a critical “breaking-in” period. After MTBRON 2 took possession of the first batch of ten Elco 70-footers, both squadrons were ordered to migrate south for the winter of 1940, cruising from Norfolk to Miami and thence to Key West and Cienfuegos, Cuba, all the while putting the boats through their paces and evaluating their seakeeping properties.

As the formation motored southward along the Atlantic coast amid the crisp winds and rolling groundswells of autumn, the men with little blue water experience—and even those who had previously served aboard destroyers—would quickly learn the value of the small craft sailor’s adage “one hand for you, one hand for the boat.” The novelist Robb White, a naval officer who fought in the South Pacific, once sketched a telling description of what it was like to ride across the open sea aboard a PT boat.

“It took you only once to find out why they told you not to fall down on a PT boat,” White wrote. “Standing up, holding on, your bent, loose knees absorbed the pounding of the hull against the sea, your body balanced with the astounding roll and pitch. If you fell down, when you tried to push yourself up, the deck dropped out from under you, then the boat came up as you came down.”

By the time the flotilla arrived in Miami, the experimental boats of MTBRON 1 were suffering from a multitude of structural and mechanical problems, and the decision was made to send the ten Elcos ahead to complete the shakedown cruise to Cienfuegos.

“We got ‘shaken down’ all right,” recalled Jack Searles. “Coming back, a heavy storm hit us halfway between Cuba and Key West. One of our PT boats had her bow demolished and was almost swamped.” At one point during the passage from Cuba, Searles’s commander ordered him below to the chart room to plot their position by dead reckoning.

“There was no quick solution,” Searles would explain. “For the past twenty-four hours, there had been many changes in course and speed. Allowance had to be made for heavy seas, changes in direction, and the velocity of the winds. Suddenly, the skipper was at my elbow, asking if I had his position yet. I replied, ‘Yes, sir. But, excuse me.’ I reached down, grabbed a large wastebasket, and filled it half full of upchuck. The exhaustion, heat, motion, and smell of gas was more than I could stand. ‘We are right here,’ I said, turning to the chart and marking it with our DR position.”

Fundamental flaws in design, questionable seaworthiness, temperamental marine engines that failed to endure the rigors of sea trials, and production delays eventually led to the first seven PT designs being rejected by the navy. The Elco boats of MTBRON 2 performed reasonably well during the shakedown cruise, but after the decision was made to arm the navy’s PT boats with four 21-inch torpedoes instead of two, the 70-foot Elco was also deemed inadequate. Their hulls were simply too short to accommodate all four torpedoes. Elco’s naval architects then went to work on a 77-foot version of the Scott Paine design, which was readily accepted, and two dozen were ordered. After spending the winter in south Florida, both squadrons proceeded to New York Harbor, where the 70-foot Elcos were transferred to the Royal Navy under the Lend Lease Act.

In an effort to settle upon a standard PT boat design, the navy invited competing firms to participate in what would come to be known as the “Plywood Derbies,” a series of grueling, 190-mile high-speed endurance tests held on the waters of Long Island Sound in July and August of 1941. The “derbies” pitted the Philadelphia Navy Yard’s PT-8 against nine other prototypes manufactured by Elco, Higgins, and the Huckins Yacht Company of Florida, boats that ranged from 70 to 81 feet in length. Under the watchful eyes of officers from the Board of Inspection and Survey, the boats raced eastward at full throttle from the mouth of New Haven Harbor, rounded the north light of Block Island, and sprinted for the finish line on Long Island’s Montauk Point.

The boats were evaluated not only for their speed, but also for their maneuverability and durability while running the punishing course. The first of the Elco 77-foot boats, PT-20, turned in the most impressive performance, followed by the Higgins PT-70 and the Huckins PT-69. In the end, Huckins received a government contract to build eighteen boats, which were used for training and coastal patrol duties and never saw combat. The Elco design, further refined to a length of 80 feet, and the Higgins 78-footer would become the standard PT boats of the US Navy.

***

Contrary to popular legend, PT boats were not made entirely of engineered plywood. Their hulls were actually made of solid mahogany, harvested from the Gold Coast of Africa or the forests of British Honduras, milled into six-inch-wide planks, and fastened to a skeleton of wooden frames using thousands of brass screws. A tightly stretched layer of aircraft fabric impregnated with a phenol resin glue was then applied with hot irons to make the hull watertight, followed by a second, outer layer of mahogany planks. Each layer was three-eighths of an inch thick. The main deck was also mahogany, with strongback timbers supporting the gun and torpedo mounts. The boat’s low-profile charthouse, machine gun turrets, and the interior bulkheads that separated the hull into watertight compartments were, in fact, fashioned from marine-grade fir plywood.

The hull of a PT boat, as written in navy specifications, was designed to be “of the lightest weight, consistent with adequate strength, stiffness and durability for the service intended, and with an eye to simplicity for mass production.” A 77-foot Elco, 20 feet wide at the beam and drawing 4 feet of draft, would displace around 46 tons. A “hard chine,” or steep V-shaped angle to the hull, allowed the boat to “plane,” or skim smoothly across the surface of the water. This lightweight “planing hull” design, along with a muscular power plant, was responsible for giving the PT boats their impressive speed.

The Elco, Higgins, and Huckins PT boats were powered by three monstrous Packard 4M-2500 marine engines. These were liquid-cooled, 2,490-cubic-inch (40.8-liter) V12 motors capable of generating up to 1,500 horsepower, each driving its own independent propeller shaft and fueled by 100-octane aviation gasoline. The Packard was equipped with a Holley aircraft carburetor and centrifugal supercharger. Designed specifically for use in PT boats, the Packard motor was derived from the First World War–era Liberty aircraft engine. Ironically, the first adaptation of the Liberty engine to a maritime environment occurred during the Prohibition period of the 1920s, when they were installed into “rum runner” speedboats by enterprising smugglers. After the repeal of Prohibition, a few of these resourceful artisans actually found employment with the Elco and Higgins boatworks. According to one PT officer, when discussing solutions to a daunting technical problem, it was not uncommon for an Elco or Higgins employee to preface his remarks with the phrase: “Well, back when I was a rummy, we used to . . . ”

It can therefore be said that criminal ingenuity helped win the war.

Speed was essential, not only to the PT boat’s potency in combat but for its very survival. When all three engines were properly tuned and running smoothly, a PT boat with a clean hull was capable of achieving speeds in excess of 40 knots. Since any increase in the overall weight of the boat often resulted in a corresponding decrease in speed, armor protection for the boats was kept to a minimum. Initially, only the cockpit was protected by armor plating. Many boat skippers had the armor removed, feeling an obligation to share in the same hazards faced by their gunners and torpedomen, who were required to perform their duties while exposed to enemy fire.

A widely circulated sea story told of one young bluejacket, newly assigned to duty aboard PT boats, who ducked into his machine gun turret to avoid an incoming volley of enemy bullets. When the sailor was later informed that the turrets were made of nothing more than 3/4-inch plywood and contained no armor, he fainted on the spot. Later it became common practice while in the combat theater for PT crews to scavenge the remains of crashed airplanes for armor plating, which they would then install around the more vulnerable topside positions of their craft.

The PT boats had a decidedly low-slung and streamlined topside profile, both for the purposes of improved aerodynamics and to help avoid detection by limiting the height of the boat’s silhouette against the horizon.* The clean forecastle had storage for a 50-pound anchor, ready service boxes of ammunition, and vertical hatches leading to stowage and crew spaces below. On some of the earlier PT models, a pair of First World War–vintage .30-caliber Lewis machine guns, dubbed “peashooters” by the boat crews, were mounted on pedestals just forward of the charthouse. Later a Swiss-designed 20-millimeter Oerlikon automatic cannon was swivel-mounted on the foredeck.

The charthouse amidships enclosed the open-air cockpit, where the helm, engine throttle controls, instrument panel, compass, searchlight, radio whip antennae, and torpedo director were located, and where the boat’s skipper, XO, and quartermaster usually stationed themselves. The cockpit was flanked fore and aft by two hydraulically operated gun turrets, each mounting a pair of hard-hitting and reliable Browning M2 Basic Aircraft .50-caliber machine guns capable of firing 800 rounds per minute with an effective range of 2,000 yards. On either side of the boat, two torpedo tubes were mounted in tandem, each containing a 21-inch by 21-foot Bliss–Leavitt Mark 8 torpedo. Another low-profile structure, the canopy for the day room cabin, stood just abaft the cockpit, upon which a life raft was stored and the boat’s signal mast erected. On later-arriving models a larger mast was installed, topped by a football-shaped SO-type radar dome.

The after portion of the boat contained dispensing racks for up to eight Mark 6 depth charges. Many boats carried only two, since each depth charge weighed 325 pounds. A large access hatch and ventilating shafts for the engine room were between the depth charge racks. Another gun station was usually––but not always––centered on the fantail. This would evolve from a battery of Lewis guns to a 20-millimeter Oerlikon and eventually a single Swedish-designed 40-millimeter Bofors automatic cannon. Secured to the stern transom was the smoke generator, a pressurized cylinder containing 32 gallons of titanium tetrachloride. When released into ambient air, the liquid chemical immediately transformed into a dense screen of white smoke. This was intended to conceal a darting PT boat from view and hopefully spoil the aim of enemy gunners.

Belowdecks, the PT boats were deceptively spacious and well appointed. A saltwater head was located in the bow. Just aft of the head were the crew’s living quarters, where tiered bunks were built into the port and starboard bulkheads along with a mess table and gear lockers. The captain and his XO each had a small stateroom connected by a shared head. Lying to starboard was an officer’s wardroom, which was roughly the size of a seating booth one might find in a roadside diner. A gunnery locker on the starboard side amidships stored ammunition and spare parts as well as a complement of small arms, which included Colt .45-caliber pistols, 1903 Springfield and M1 Garand rifles, M1 carbines, Thompson submachine guns, Mark 8 Eureka signal flare pistols, and often a 12-gauge Winchester pump shotgun.

Between the officer’s quarters and the engine room was the crew’s day room, a place of refuge for the boat’s “moto-macs” from the intense heat and incessant noise generated by the three rumbling Packards. The day room also provided additional berthing space. Beneath the day room were three fuel tanks, each holding 1,000 gallons of aviation gasoline when filled to capacity. In the engine room the three Packard motors were positioned side by side, along with the auxiliary generator, heat exchanger, and electrical panels. Just abaft the engine room was a shallow compartment known as a lazarette, which included a workbench and storage for tools.

The chartroom, as the name suggests, contained a chart table along with navigation and radio equipment. A small but functional galley included stowage for canned foodstuffs and utensils, and an electric stove, freezer, and refrigerator. Armor plating would often be found mounted to the galley bulkhead behind the refrigerator, a testimony to the high value placed on the appliances by the boat crews. For the boats that didn’t have a trained cook on board, the job of preparing the communal meal often fell to a sailor who might display a certain flair for the culinary arts. A rather lighthearted pamphlet produced by the Bureau of Ships, titled Know Your PT Boat, offered some valuable wisdom for those assigned to the shared duty of “mess cranking,” the navy’s term for assisting with meal preparation and the washing of dishes.

“A bit of advice about the cook,” it read. “He’s likely to be temperamental and have his moods. He needs help at meal time. So keep him in good humor by mess cranking without griping and helping him get supplies. He may serve you breakfast in bed some morning. Generally, he’s a good gunner, too. You’ll learn to count on ‘cookie.’”

“The galley stove with all its attachments and source of power must be known by everyone,” Know Your PT Boat further advised. “Above all, remember to have your generator running and galley switch ‘on’ when the stove is operated. Also bear in mind that finding and destroying the enemy is more important than a hot pot of Joe. So don’t gripe if the galley must be secured to give the needed juice to the radio equipment.”

***

In September 1941, the armies of Nazi Germany were preparing to lay siege to the Soviet cities of Kyiv and Leningrad. In all German-occupied territories, Jewish citizens were ordered to display a yellow Star of David prominently on their outer clothing. In London, Charles De Gaulle announced the formation of the Free French government-in-exile. While on Neutrality Patrol in the North Atlantic, the destroyer USS Greer fired upon the submarine U-652, an incident denounced as an “act of piracy” by the German government. President Roosevelt responded by issuing orders for the US Navy to “shoot on sight” any German U-boats found within American territorial waters.

In the United States that September, the Brooklyn Dodgers clinched the National League pennant for the first time in twenty-one years, while the New York Yankees defeated the Boston Red Sox to finish first in the American League. In a defense of his heavyweight boxing title held at New York City’s Polo Grounds, Joe Louis defeated Lou Nova by technical knockout in the sixth round. Movie audiences flocked to see Gary Cooper’s portrayal of Sergeant York and the Bob Hope comedy Caught in the Draft.

The first of 2,700 Liberty cargo ships, the SS Patrick Henry, was launched at the Bethlehem Shipyard in Baltimore. Construction began on the Pentagon building in Arlington, Virginia. Across the Potomac, in an ornate conference room on the second floor of the Old Executive Office Building on Pennsylvania Avenue, Japanese ambassador Kichisaburo Nomura would continue to negotiate with American Secretary of State Cordell Hull for the purpose, ostensibly, of averting an all-out war in the Pacific.
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