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To the rescuers, the survivors,
 and those who did not make it
 back to shore







PROLOGUE




Orleans, Massachusetts

She sits quietly at the end of a long wooden pier in Rock Harbor. Weekend warriors steering sleek pleasure boats with stocked coolers pass by on their way out to Cape Cod Bay without so much as a glance in her direction. As you approach from the parking lot, you notice the large sign from the National Register of Historic Places bolted to a wooden pylon above the dock. The sign offers a brief hint of her past and then kindly asks you for a small monetary tribute. You stuff a dollar or two in a donation box and continue to the end of the pier and down a metal plank. As you make your descent, you think about what brought you here: a story that seems larger than life. The anticipation builds as you carefully navigate the steep slope down to the floating platform below. You suddenly catch sight of her out of your left eye. To the uninformed, she is an unimpressive sight. She is just 36 feet long and almost looks like a toy compared to the larger boats in the harbor.

The vessel is sparkling white after having been lovingly restored by a team of competent volunteers. Near her bow reads her name in large black stenciling. She does not carry a memorable moniker like the Can Do or the Andrea Gail, and in fact she doesn’t have a name at all. The boat is called by its classification: CG36500. The CG signifies that it is a Coast Guard vessel, the 36 refers to its length in feet, and the 500 is the identification number assigned to this particular 36-foot motor lifeboat.

You step aboard and suddenly the boat feels even smaller. You walk along the narrow port side placing one foot in front of the other with one hand held firmly on the wooden railing for balance. You make your way toward the wheelman’s shelter and plant your hands on the wheel as you stare through the windshield and imagine what it must have been like on that fateful night. But try as you might, you cannot replicate the horrendous conditions that made this vessel a legend. The breeze you feel is light; it is not a fierce wind that slaps your face and bites at your flesh. The sea is calm now, not as it was on that night so many years ago when the water rose in a wall of sea and salt seven stories high.

Your daydream is broken up by the stern voice of the boat’s new captain. Coxswain Peter Kennedy calls you forward to the survivor’s cabin near the bow of the vessel. The coxswain opens a small hatch and motions for you to step inside. You climb down a short ladder into the vessel’s dark catacomb. You try to get adjusted to the small space. Kennedy, a fit and tall man standing six-foot-four, follows you down the ladder and into the hold. The cabin was built to hold twelve men, but even with just two people it feels tight and claustrophobic. You sit there and glance up at all the life preservers tacked along the walls and that’s when it really hits you. You ask yourself, How was this tiny boat able to save so many lives? The answer rests not only in the vessel’s design, but in the four brave young men who guided her.









TANKER SECTIONS AND THEIR RESCUE BOATS




PENDLETON STERN

36-Foot Motor Lifeboat “36500” skippered by Bernie Webber

PENDLETON BOW

Cutter McCulloch

36-Foot Motor Lifeboat “36383” skippered by Donald Bangs

FORT MERCER BOW

Cutter Yakutat

Cutter Unimak

36-Foot Motor Lifeboat (from Nantucket) skippered by Ralph Ormsby

FORT MERCER STERN

Cutter Acushnet

Cutter Eastwind

Merchant Ship Short Splice
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PART ONE













CHAPTER ONE

CHATHAM LIFEBOAT STATION


The sea is master here—a tyrant, even—and no people better than ours, who have gone down to the sea in ships so often in so many generations, understand the subtle saying…“We conquer nature only as we obey her.”

—E. G. Perry, 1898






CHATHAM, MASSACHUSETTS
February 18, 1952

Boatswain’s Mate First Class Bernie Webber held a hot mug of coffee in his large hands as he stared out the foggy window of the mess hall. The cup of mud wasn’t half bad. It came from a three-gallon pot and was brewed by mixing the coffee with a couple of eggshells to help the grounds settle at the bottom. The minister’s son from Milton, Massachusetts, watched with growing curiosity and concern as the storm continued to strengthen outside. The midwinter nor’easter had stalled over New England for the last two days, and Webber wondered if the worst was yet to come. He watched as windswept snow danced over the shifting sands and large drifts piled up alongside the lighthouse tower in the front yard of the Chatham Lifeboat Station. At one time, two lighthouses had stood here; together they were known as the Twin Lights of Chatham. All that remained of the second lighthouse was an old foundation, and on this morning it was completely covered by snow.

Taking a sip of his coffee, Webber thought of his young wife, Miriam, home in bed with a bad case of the flu at their cottage on Sea View Street. What if there was an emergency? What if she needed help? Would the doctor be able to reach her in this kind of weather? These questions were fraying his nerves and Webber fought to put them out of his mind. Instead he tried to picture the local fishermen all huddled around the old woodstove at the Chatham Fish Pier. They would be calling for his help soon as their vessels bobbed up and down on the waves in Old Harbor, straining their lines. If the storm is this bad now, what will it be like a few hours from now when it really gets going? he thought.

Webber, however, wouldn’t complain about the tough day he was facing. The boatswain’s mate first class was only twenty-four years old, but he had been working at sea for nearly a decade, having first served with the U.S. Maritime Service during World War II. Webber’s three older brothers had also served in the war. Paul, the eldest, had been with the Army’s 26th Division in Germany. The so-called Yankee Division had fought in the Battle of the Bulge, joining General George S. Patton’s Third Army in capturing the fortified city of Metz. Bob, his next brother, helped protect the homeland with the U.S. Coast Guard. The third, Bill, had helped build the Alaska Highway as a member of the Army Transportation Corps.

Bernie had followed his brother Bob into the Coast Guard, but it was not the kind of life his parents had planned for him. From early childhood, Webber’s father, the associate pastor at the Tremont Temple Church in Boston, had steered him toward a life in the ministry. The church deacon even paid for Bernie to attend the Mount Hermon School for Boys, located 105 miles away in Gill, Massachusetts, a small town hugging the Connecticut River. Established in 1879, the school boasted prestigious alumni such as Reader’s Digest founder DeWitt Wallace and James W. McLamore, who founded Burger King. Needless to say, Bernie was something of an economic outcast amongst the prep school crowd. He arrived at Mount Hermon carrying serious doubts and wearing his brother’s hand-me-down clothes. He was not a strong student and he privately questioned why he was there. Webber knew in his heart that he did not want to follow in his father’s footsteps. He was thinking about running away from school when fate intervened; a childhood friend who had crashed his father’s car came looking for a place to hide out. Webber obliged his buddy’s request, ensconcing him in one of the dorm rooms and swiping food from the school cafeteria for him to eat. The two were caught after just a few days but they didn’t stick around long enough to face the consequences. Instead they fled to the hills and cornfields surrounding the school and eventually made it back to Milton.

The Reverend Bernard A. Webber struggled to understand the actions of his wayward son as young Bernie quit school and continued to drift. A year later, at the age of sixteen, Bernie got an idea that would change the course of his rudderless life. He heard that the U.S. Maritime Service was looking for young men like him for training in New York. If Bernie could complete the arduous training camp, he could then serve the war effort on a merchant ship. After his father reluctantly signed his enlistment papers, he quickly joined up and was schooled on the fundamentals of seamanship at the U.S. Maritime Service Training Station in Sheepshead Bay, New York, where he also received training from former world heavyweight champion Jack Dempsey, then serving as a commander in the Coast Guard as well as the athletic instructor at the training station. When he was finished, Webber shipped out on the SS Sinclair Rubiline, a T2 oil tanker that ran gasoline from ports in Aruba and Curacao to American warships of the U.S. Third Fleet in the South Pacific. During this time, the young man realized that he would not spend his life in the ministry or any other job on dry land. Bernie Webber had been born to the sea. He enlisted in the U.S. Coast Guard on February 26, 1946, and was sent to its training station at Curtis Bay, Maryland. In letters to recruits at the time, the commanding officer of the Coast Guard training station summed up the life and duty of a Coast Guardsman this way:


Hard jobs are routine in this service. In a way, the Coast Guard is always at war; in wartime, against armed enemies of the nation; and in peacetime, against all enemies of mankind at sea; Fire, Collision, Lawlessness, Gales, Ice, Derelicts, and many more. The Coast Guard, therefore, is no place for a quitter, or for a crybaby, or for a lying four-flusher, or anyone who cannot keep his eye on the ball. Your period of recruit training is a time of a test, hour by hour and day by day, to determine whether or not you are made of the right material. It is up to you, as an individual to prove your worth.



Webber was now on duty in Chatham, a tiny outpost at the elbow of Cape Cod. His worth and his mettle had already been tested many times in the unforgiving waters off the Cape. It was one of the busiest and most dangerous places for anyone who made their living on the sea. The director of the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey made a point of this way back in 1869. “There is no other place in the world, perhaps,” he wrote about the waters off Cape Cod, “where tides of such very small rise and fall are accompanied by such strong currents running far out to sea.” In fact, seamen referred to the area as “the graveyard of the Atlantic,” and for good reason. The sunken skeletons of more than three thousand shipwrecks were scattered across the ocean floor from Chatham to Provincetown. The first known wreck was the Sparrowhawk, which ran aground on December 17, 1626, in Orleans. The crew, along with colonists bound for Virginia, managed to get to shore safely, and the vessel was repaired. But before it could hoist its sails again, another devastating ocean storm came along and sunk the Sparrowhawk for good. The episode was detailed by Governor William Bradford in his diary of the Plymouth Colony. Two hundred years later, erosion brought the wreckage into view in a mud bank along the Orleans coastline. The famous HMS Somerset also met her fate in the treacherous waters off Cape Cod. The ship, immortalized in Longfellow’s poem “The Midnight Ride of Paul Revere,” was wrecked in the shoals off Truro during a violent gale on November 3, 1778. Twenty-one British officers and seamen drowned when their lifeboat overturned coming ashore. The ship’s captain, George Ourry, surrendered to Truro selectman Isaiah Atkins on behalf of his 480-man crew. The survivors were taken as prisoners of war and were then marched to Boston, escorted by town militias along the way. (Paul Revere, who had once rowed stealthily past the Somerset to alert Lexington and Concord of the British invasion, was later given the ship’s sixty-four guns to help fortify Castle Island in Boston Harbor.) As author Henry C. Kittredge observed in Cape Cod: Its People & Their History (1930), “If all the wrecks which have been piled upon the back-side of Cape Cod were placed bow to stern, they would make a continuous wall from Chatham to Provincetown.”

Bernie Webber’s baptism under fire had come during an evening in 1949 when he responded to his first distress call at the Chatham Lifeboat Station. The Gleaves-class destroyer USS Livermore had run aground on Bearse’s Shoal, off Monomoy Island. Luck had sailed with the Livermore up to that point. Her crew had managed to dodge Nazi U-boat wolfpacks while escorting convoys to Iceland bound for England in the months before the United States entered World War II. On November 9, 1942, the destroyer took part in the Allied invasion of North Africa, providing antisubmarine, antiaircraft, and fire support off Mehdia, French Morocco. The Livermore had survived the war relatively unscathed, a fact that some of her crew members ascribed to the fact that she was the first American warship to be named after a Navy chaplain, Samuel Livermore.

First Class Boatswain Mate Leo Gracie took Webber and a crew on a 38-foot Coast Guard picket boat over the treacherous Chatham Bar to where the Livermore lay with a Naval Reserve crew stranded on board. The ship rested high up on the shoal and was leaning dangerously on its side. Webber and the men stayed with the destroyer for the rest of the night as salvage tugs were called in. The next morning, the Coast Guardsmen assisted in several failed attempts to free the warship before finally achieving success and sending the Livermore safely on its way. Webber smiled as the Livermore’s crew cheered him and his crew. The sailors had given him quite a different reception hours earlier when they pelted him with apples, oranges, and even eight-ounce steel shackles, because in their eyes the rescue mission was taking too long. It was all part of a friendly rivalry between the Navy and the Coasties. The Naval Reserve crew was no doubt a little embarrassed that its rescue came at the hands of the Coast Guard, or the Hooligan’s Navy as they called it.

Yes, the life of a Coast Guardsman was often a thankless one, but Webber would not trade it for any other job in the world. And now, just after dawn, he gazed out the window of the mess hall, listened to the wind howl, and wondered what the day would bring.









CHAPTER TWO

THE PENDLETON


The North Atlantic was a convulsion of elemental fury whipped by the sleety wind, the great parallels of the breakers tumbling all together and mingling in one seething and immense confusion, the sound of this mile of surf being an endless booming roar, a seethe, and dread grinding, all intertwined with the high scream of the wind.

—Henry Beston






Captain John J. Fitzgerald, Jr., was new to the SS Pendleton, but he was not new to the unpredictability of the New England weather. Fitzgerald had taken over command of the 503-foot, 10,448-ton T2 tanker just one month earlier, but the lantern-jawed resident of Roslindale, Massachusetts, was familiar with these waters and had a healthy respect for the dangers of the North Atlantic. Fitzgerald was born in Brooklyn, New York, and was the son of a Nova Scotia sea captain. The Pendleton skipper had followed his father into the Merchant Marine and served as a tanker captain during World War II. After the war, both father and son went to work for National Bulk, a shipping concern working out of New York.

The Pendleton had departed Baton Rouge, Louisiana, on February 12, 1952, bound for Boston. The tanker was carrying 122,000 barrels of kerosene and home heating oil from Texas; its nine cargo tanks were fully loaded. Like most tanker crews, the men aboard the Pendleton were a mixed lot of old buddies and total strangers. It was also a classic melting pot of races, creeds, and colors. Some men spent their downtime getting to know each other playing cards, while others weren’t looking to establish close bonds with their crewmates and instead volunteered for as many overtime shifts as they could, hoping for a heavy wallet by the time they walked off the ship.

It had been a difficult voyage for Fitzgerald and his crew of forty men from the very beginning. The Pendleton had run into a severe storm off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, and the bad weather stayed with them like a dark omen on the journey up the coast. Now, five days after their departure, the crew faced its toughest challenge yet: a blizzard that showed no sign of weakening. Nine inches of snow had already fallen in the Boston area, where an army of five hundred city workers used two hundred trucks and thirty-five snow loaders to clear the downtown area and the narrow streets of Beacon Hill. The South Shore was also taking a pounding as huge waves ripped down thirty feet of seawall in the coastal town of Scituate. Farther south on Cape Cod, more than four thousand telephones had been knocked out as thick ice and snow brought down one line after another. In Maine it was even worse. Much of northern New England was getting buried under two feet of heavy wet snow. It had grown into the most dangerous winter storm in years. More than a thousand motorists in Maine had found themselves marooned on snow-covered roads under drifts ten to twelve feet high. Many were trapped in their automobiles for as long as thirty-six hours before help arrived. A scheduled snowshoe race had to be canceled in Lewiston, Maine, because of too much snow!

The Pendleton reached the outskirts of Boston Harbor late on the evening of Sunday, February 17, and its forty-one-year-old skipper was looking forward to rejoining his wife, Margaret, and their four children; several crew members also called New England home and were anxious to see their families. Any reunions would have to wait, however, because the visibility was poor and so Captain Fitzgerald could not see the beam of Boston Light through the blinding snow. Without such a beacon to guide them, there was no way Fitzgerald would risk the lives of his crewmen by taking the massive tanker into Boston Harbor and around the thirty-four islands that dotted the area. Instead, Fitzgerald smartly ordered the Pendleton back out to sea, where the ship could ride out the storm waiting for better visibility before making port.

As the hour approached midnight, the Pendleton found itself caught in the middle of a full gale with arctic winds blowing in every direction. Oliver Gendron had just finished a pinochle game with the boys of the engine crew. The forty-seven-year-old ship steward from Chester, Pennsylvania, had collected his winnings and was about to return to his regular quarters in the forward section of the ship when his buddies pleaded with him to stay put. The seas had now reached the height of small buildings and venturing outside might mean being swept off the ship and into the frigid ocean. In order to get back to his quarters, Gendron would have had to leave the aft section and cross the catwalk, which on this night would be especially treacherous. Gendron agreed with his mates that it was simply too dangerous to leave the stern, so he grabbed a bunk and tried to get some sleep.

By 4 A.M., the Pendleton, despite trying to hold its position in Cape Cod Bay, was pushed by the winds over the tip of Provincetown and into the ocean just east of Cape Cod. Monstrous seas were now shipping over the stern, but the vessel was riding well and Captain Fitzgerald expressed no fear for the safety of his men. The next two hours would change that. At approximately 5:30 A.M., Chief Engineer Raymond L. Sybert of Norfolk, Virginia, ordered the officer on watch not to allow any of the crew to go out over the catwalk from bow to stern. He also slowed the ship’s speed to just 7 knots.

Minutes later, at approximately 5:50 A.M., a thunderous roar echoed through the bowels of the ship. The crew felt the gigantic tanker rise out of the turbulent ocean. This was followed by a shudder and an earsplitting crash when the Pendleton nosed down seconds later.

Eighteen-year-old seaman Charles Bridges of Palm Beach, Florida, was asleep in his bunk before the ship lurched and cracked, but the terrible sound made him bolt to his feet. “I grabbed my pants, shoes, and a life vest, and ran topside,” recalls Bridges. “I went into the mess deck where some of the other men had gathered. The power was out and it was still dark outside so it was hard to know what was going on. Before anyone could stop me, I grabbed a flashlight and ran up to the catwalk to see what the men on the bow of the ship were doing. I shined the flashlight on the steel floor of the catwalk and quickly followed it amidships. The waves were enormous and their spray was whipping across the deck, mingling with the cold sleet falling. Then I stopped in my tracks because the catwalk floor disappeared, and I realized just two more steps and I’d drop straight down into the ocean.”

Bridges wheeled around and scurried back to the mess deck, shouting, “We’re in trouble! The ship has broke in two!”

Some of the men talked of immediately lowering the lifeboats. But Bridges told them they were crazy, that the lifeboats wouldn’t stand a chance in the enormous waves.

Down in the lowest deck of the ship, where the fire room was located, no one knew what had happened, but Fireman Frank Fauteux of Attleboro, Massachusetts, feared the worst. Fauteux, a nine-year veteran of the sea, was a large man with thick whiskers that ran across his square jawline, giving him the look of a modern-day Captain Ahab. He had survived the torpedoing of his destroyer in the Mediterranean during World War II, as well as the explosion of the SS Grandcamp in 1947, which triggered a fifteen-foot tidal wave that killed hundreds in Texas City, Texas.

Fauteux felt the Pendleton lurch and heard the loud explosion that followed. He fought to brace himself as a more violent lurch rattled the wounded ship. Fauteux immediately thought of the disasters he had escaped in the past and believed his luck had finally run out. Moments later, Chief Engineer Sybert came running into the fire room. “The ship has split in half!” he hollered.

***

Just after the ship had sheared in half, First Assistant Engineer David Brown, who was on duty in the watch room in the stern of the Pendleton, put the engines on dead slow ahead. Moments later, Chief Engineer Sybert ordered Brown to cut the engines completely. By now the entire crew had woken up to the thunderous roar and was scrambling out of their quarters to find out what had happened. All had felt the ship rattle, and many had seen a huge ball of fire. Henry Anderson, a maintenance worker (known as a “wiper”) from New Orleans, was lying in his sack when he felt what he later described as a “big bump.” Anderson grabbed his life jacket and ran to the mess hall, where he could see the damage firsthand. “Another fellow and myself got a hammer and nailed the door shut because the water was pouring in,” he recalled.

A second wiper, thirty-five-year-old Fred Brown (no relation to David Brown), had been shaken awake in his bunk. He had taken a job aboard the Pendleton after working many years as a commercial fisherman in Maine’s rugged Casco Bay. More than forty ships had met their fate off the Maine coast, a statistic that had not been lost on the former fisherman. Fred Brown had a wife and four children to support back in Portland, and he believed that working on a tanker would be safer than working on a fishing trawler. When he first heard the earth-shattering sound, Brown thought the Pendleton had hit a rock. “I heard a big cracking noise,” he said later. “It was like the tearing of a large piece of tin.” Brown pulled on his clothes and sprinted up to the deck, where he huddled with several of his fellow sailors, forming a human shield against the pounding surf that washed over the stern. Brown was stung by blasts of freezing sea spray as he stood with the other men, stunned at the sight of the ship’s bow floating away and disappearing into the driving snow. At the time of the break, Captain Fitzgerald and several of his officers were in the forward bridge house. Now they were gone.

Forty-six-year-old Joseph Zeptarski had been working the sea since 1926 and had never fallen from his bunk before. The native of Central Falls, Rhode Island, had just finished his watch as officer’s messman and was sound asleep when the tanker split. Zeptarski was hurled off his bunk and onto the cabin deck, where he woke up dazed. He struggled to his feet, grabbed his life jacket, and went topside, where he was met by the biggest waves he had ever seen.

Forty-nine-year-old Wallace Quirey, the ship’s third assistant engineer, had seen plenty in his twenty-five years at sea, but he had never seen or felt anything quite like this. Following the explosion, Quirey reached for his life jacket and for his Bible, which his mother had given to him eight years before. Quirey had taken the Bible on every trip since and it served as his spiritual life preserver. As he and others raced out of their quarters and climbed the ladder topside, the Bible was knocked out of his hands in the panic. Quirey watched it tumble down the ladder as he was being pushed forward by waves of his fellow crew members who were all trying to get topside themselves. There would be no time for him to go back and retrieve it. “I got to the stern and the waves must have been fifty-five feet high,” he recalled. “They swept the boat deck, the highest deck and came five feet away from breaking right at the top of the mast.” Others on board the ship placed the wave height at more than seventy feet.

Quirey located the ship’s youngest crew member, sixteen-year-old Carroll Kilgore, and held him close as they continued to get knocked around by the wind and the waves. Quirey and the others had all been keeping a close eye on the teenager from Portland, Maine, throughout this trip. Kilgore had just signed his enlistment papers four weeks earlier. As Bernie Webber had done nearly a decade before, the wild-haired, gap-toothed Kilgore had joined the Merchant Marine seeking a life of thrills and adventure. A month later, he now found himself crouched on the stern getting slammed by waves, as frightened as a child on what was his first and possibly last voyage.

The shivering seamen looked on with a flicker of hope as the Pendleton’s bow came briefly back into view. The bow brushed against the stern and then drifted away like an apparition, holding Captain Fitzgerald and seven of his crewmen—Chief Mate Martin Moe, Second Mate Joseph W. Colgan, Third Mate Harold Bancus, Radio Operator James G. Greer, Seaman Joseph L. Landry, Seaman Herman G. Gatlin, and Seaman Billy Roy Morgan—all trapped on board.


Nearly every member of the ship’s command staff was now separated from the rest of the crew. The battered survivors on the stern whispered a prayer for their comrades’ safety and then looked toward their ranking officer for guidance and hope.

At just thirty-three years of age, Chief Engineer Raymond Sybert found himself in charge of the stern section of the Pendleton. Sybert mustered the crew, which now consisted of thirty-two men, and ordered all watertight doors closed, except for those connecting the fire room to the engine room. Sybert also assigned watch details, including lookout watches at both ends of the boat deck. He then went to assess the damage and saw that the Pendleton was spilling its load of home heating oil and kerosene into the sea, the thick black liquid covering the frothy crests of angry swells that rose and fell around the ship. The tanker had broken in two at the bulkhead between the number 7 and number 8 cargo tanks.

The Pendleton was a T2-SE-A1, commonly known as a T2 tanker. But these ships had gained a more dubious nickname, and some critics referred to them as “serial sinkers” and “Kaiser’s coffins.” The trouble with T2 tankers dated back nearly a decade, beginning on January 17, 1943, when the Schenectady split in half while still at the dock! The ship had just completed its sea trials and had returned to port at Swan Island, Oregon, when suddenly she cracked just aft of the bridge superstructure. The center portion of the ship buckled and lifted right out of the water, leaving its bow and stern to settle on the river bottom. Like the Schenectady, the Pendleton had been built hastily for the war effort. Constructed in Oregon by the Kaiser Company in 1944, the Pendleton now called Wilmington, Delaware, home. By all accounts, she looked sturdy enough. Her length was 503 feet, with a molded beam sixty-eight feet across and a molded depth of thirty-nine feet, three inches. She was powered by a turboelectric motor of 6,600 horsepower with a single propeller eleven feet across. But the ship’s strong outward appearance concealed the subpar welding methods used in its construction. As in many T2 tankers built during that era, the hull of the Pendleton was most likely put together with “dirty steel” or “tired iron,” in other words, steel weakened by excess sulfur content. This put the ship at great risk in high waves and frigid ocean. The builder tried to compensate for the flaw by fitting the Pendleton with crack arresters. These were better-quality steel straps placed around the hull of the ship. The crack arresters were designed to stop any fracture in a welded part of the hull from spreading to the rest of the vessel. This was not the first time that the crack arresters had failed to do their job. The ship had suffered a three-way fracture in the bulkhead between number 4 starboard and center tanks just one year before in January 1951. The three-way fracture had never been repaired. Amazingly, the Pendleton passed its last Coast Guard inspection on January 9, 1952, in Jacksonville, Florida, with flying colors.

***

Now that the Pendleton was torn in two, the strong waves began carrying the stern section of the ship south from Provincetown down the jagged arm of Cape Cod. The bow section was drifting in a nearly identical path but at a higher rate and farther offshore. The radio room was located in the bow, but Captain Fitzgerald had no way to send an SOS signal. When the ship split in half, the circuit breakers kicked out in all circuits, leaving the bow without power, heat, or light.

Chief Engineer Sybert and his men did retain power on the stern, but had no radio equipment to send a distress message. The aft section did have a little portable radio receiver, however, and as the turbulent morning wore on, the seamen gathered around and listened to reports that the Fort Mercer, an almost identical T2 tanker, was also in grave danger somewhere off Cape Cod. Coast Guard crews had already been dispatched to help the Mercer but there was no talk about the Pendleton. The crew members must have looked at one another with the same question running through their minds: Who will come to save us?









CHAPTER THREE

THE FORT MERCER


The waves were wild, heaving, and precipitous. They rolled toward us unpredictably and without quarter. And as they drew near they more closely resembled mountain ranges than ocean waves. They tossed our ship as if it was inconsequential, and we fought to hold our ground as the canyon-like troughs and steep green slopes swept by us on both sides.

—Spike Walker






At about the same time as the Pendleton split, the SS Fort Mercer was locked in its own battle with the seas off Cape Cod. Captain Frederick Paetzel was not taking any chances with the storm that had overtaken his 503-foot oil tanker. Paetzel kept the Mercer’s bow pointed into the rising seas, holding position, prepared to ride out the storm. The captain had guided the ship safely since leaving Norco, Louisiana, and now, just thirty miles southeast of Chatham, he wasn’t too far from his final destination of Portland, Maine. He might be delayed by the storm, but rough seas in the North Atlantic during the month of February were not unexpected, and he would bide his time until the storm blew itself out.

The nor’easter, however, showed no signs of weakening. Instead it intensified with each passing hour. By the time a pale hint of light indicated dawn’s arrival, mountainous waves had grown to fifty and sixty feet and the wind approached hurricane strength, hurling a freezing mix of sleet and snow at the vessel. The Mercer took a terrible pounding yet rode the seas as well as could be expected, without any excess pitching or rolling.

Then, at 8 A.M., Captain Paetzel heard a sharp crack echo from the innards of his ship. He wasn’t immediately sure what had happened, but soon the captain, along with several crew members, saw oil spewing over the ocean from the starboard side of the Mercer, and they knew the Mercer’s hull had cracked.

The forty-eight-year-old captain immediately slowed the vessel’s speed by a third and positioned the ship so that the waves were on the port bow, to keep the fracture from growing. After Paetzel alerted the rest of his crew about the emergency, he radioed the Coast Guard for assistance, reporting that his ship’s seams had opened up in the vicinity of the number 5 cargo tank and its load of fuel was bleeding into the sea.

Once the Coast Guard was notified, Paetzel and his crew of forty-two men could only pray that the ship stayed together until Coast Guard cutters arrived. The German-born captain had been at sea since he was fourteen but he’d never seen a storm like the one he was caught in, nor had he ever heard the sickening crack of metal giving way to the sea.

***

Approximately 150 miles away, aboard the Coast Guard cutter Eastwind, radio operator Len Whitmore was doing his best to ignore the rolling motion of the ship and focus on the radio. A fishing vessel, the Paolina, out of New Bedford, Massachusetts, was overdue, and the cutter was involved in the search. The Eastwind was in the last known vicinity of the fishing boat, and Len repeatedly broadcast over the radio, hoping to make contact. Voice communication at the time was rudimentary and could only span about forty or fifty miles. Beyond that range, the only method of communication was Morse code, also known as CW, for Continuous Wave. Now Len was using his voice on the radio, hoping the Paolina was still afloat nearby, but his gut told him that the odds of finding the vessel were getting long as the storm continued to strengthen.


Len had learned Morse when he attended the Coast Guard radio school in Groton, Connecticut. His entry into the Coast Guard was a circuitous one, starting when he was just seventeen. On a spur of the moment, Len, his brother Bob, and a friend, Frank Gendreau, Jr., decided it was time to see the world beyond their hometown of Lynn, Massachusetts. The three young men initially set their eyes on the Navy and went to the local recruiting office to enlist. Although Len passed the physical, neither of the other two boys did, and the three of them left the office still civilians. They discussed their next option and Len’s friend and brother decided that if the Navy wouldn’t have them, maybe the Coast Guard would, and the three young men tried to enlist. Again, however, Bob and Frank failed the physical while Len passed. Thinking the third time would be a charm, Bob and Frank went to the Air Force recruiting office and were accepted. Len, however, had his sights on the sea, not the skies, and decided he would go it alone, and joined the Coast Guard.

After boot camp at Cape May, New Jersey, the young seaman was sent to Chatham Lifeboat Station, where he performed radio work as well as miscellaneous tasks, including painting the station’s 36-foot motor lifeboat, the 36500, under the watchful eye of coxswain Bernie Webber. “It wasn’t all work, however,” recalls Len. “Chatham was where I learned how to party after hours. We had some great guys there, and I knew I had found a home with the Coast Guard.”

After six months at Chatham, Len attended radio school, and upon graduation his first long-term assignment was on the Eastwind, a 280-foot icebreaker. At that time the Eastwind was involved in the secret mission to construct Thule Air Force Base in Greenland, acting as an escort and breaking ice for supply ships. This was done through the spring and summer of 1951, and in late September the Eastwind returned to its home port of Boston, where it was sent out on shorter missions of thirty days.

In late January and into early February 1952, Len, now twenty years old, and fellow crew members aboard the icebreaker were dispatched to the Hudson River in New York. “We broke ice from West Point to Albany,” says Len. “When this job was completed the Eastwind was scheduled to head back to Boston, and some of the crew was allowed to disembark the ship in New York for some time off, and then drive up to Boston and meet us.” Consequently, the crew of the Eastwind was short-handed when they were slammed by the storm south of Nantucket and told to search for the missing fishing vessel Paolina and her crew of seven.

The morning of February 18 is one Len will never forget. “I had just come on duty in the radio room at eight A.M., and was calling for the Paolina, when suddenly I heard a strong SOS in CW [Morse code] in my earphone. It was the Fort Mercer.” Len sat bolt upright, taken aback by the distress call that came out of the blue. He quickly acknowledged the Mercer’s message while motioning to another Coastie in the radio room to run and get Chief Radioman John Hartnett. Then he alerted Coast Guard regional communications station, which at the time was located in Marshfield, Massachusetts.

“I broadcast a message to all ships and stations to stop sending signals on the 500 KC frequency because we had a distress message. Normally this frequency is a cacophony of signals as it is the international calling and distress frequency that is monitored continuously by all ships at sea and shore stations. But once we let it be known we had an SOS, it became eerily quiet.”
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