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FOREWORD

WORLD WAR II’s US SUBMARINE FORCE STORY IS ONE OF DEVOTION, innovation, patriotism, and loss. As a percentage, subs garnered the most casualties recorded during the war. Much has been written of the brave men who went to sea in our submarines between 1939 and 1945.

As a career submariner, I have been closely associated with those who served in support of freedom during World War II and upholding the American Dream. I have been fortunate to know many of these heroes and I am a believer in their “can-do” spirit and aggressiveness. They were the very best that America had to offer!

Last Man Down: USS Nautilus and the Undersea War in the Pacific is an exceptional success. Never before has an author meshed patrol reports, bureaucratic documents, comments of crew members, and senior officer oral histories in a completely coordinated method. As I read the manuscript, I became thoroughly absorbed by the reality of what Dave Jourdan was providing the reader.

This book paints a clear picture of what our brave submariners experienced during World War II. Furthermore, it shows how proud our “old boat” crew members were of their slow, aging, and in many ways, decrepit boats!

This effort is the very best I have ever read regarding life on the “pig boats” of World War II. Last Man Down provides us all we need to know regarding the bravery, enthusiasm, and camaraderie that was and remains the spirit of the US Submarine Force!

Vice Adm. Albert H. Konetzni Jr. (Ret.)
Former Commander, Submarine Force, US Pacific Fleet (COMSUBPAC)





PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

THIS BOOK IS A TRUE STORY. ALL EVENTS PORTRAYED TOOK PLACE AS I have described them to the accuracy of the historical record. All places, dates, and times have been taken from primary sources, including ship logs, official war diaries, and contemporary reports. I have relied on a number of secondary sources to fill in details such as ship characteristics, methods of operation, strategies, and tactics. These include several history books, official US Navy histories, operating manuals, historical photographs, film, and sound recordings.

I have colored the account with material from a collection of interviews with veterans who served on USS Nautilus during the war, including Buzz Lee, Red Porterfield, Bob Burrell, Jerry Gross, and Pat O’Brien. Although the descriptions are vivid, and fill in much detail missing from primary sources, the accuracy of eyewitness reports is always open to question, and clearly memories have degraded with time. A few of Buzz Lee’s stories, for example, could not have happened as he described them according to the timing of the primary record. In some cases, he may have confused events from different patrols, or “adopted” tales of other men’s experiences. Keeping this in mind, I always relied on the primary record for particulars of time and place, but used the interviews to complete details and portray the feelings and reactions of the participants.

Family members of key Nautilus crew were helpful providing documents, memorabilia, and research support. Notable among them are Foy Hester Jr., son of Chief Electrician Foy Hester, and Larry Brockman, nephew of Captain William Brockman. Also, Peggy Haeger, daughter of Executive Officer Ozzie Lynch, provided copies of Lynch’s 16-mm film shot on board Nautilus.

I have also drawn on personal experience as a US Navy submarine officer, using equipment and procedures that—in the 1970s—were surprisingly similar to World War II submarine operations. I have visited World War II Pacific battlefields on Midway, Saipan, Yap, and Tarawa. I enjoyed a tour of USS Lionfish (SS-298), a Balao-class submarine on exhibition in Fall River, Massachusetts, that patrolled Japanese waters near war’s end. I consulted with diesel boat sailors from the postwar era to help validate submarine operations procedures I describe.

I have taken some liberties in describing events on Nautilus, including dialogue and details of operations. The latter are drawn from NAVPERS 16160, The Fleet Type Submarine, which was the operating manual for World War II boats. The standard terminology for diving, surfacing, launching weapons, and other common submarine evolutions was established by then and is still used today. Although I cannot be sure of the exact words used, I believe the dialogue is authentic. Again, all events—diving, surfacing, coming to periscope depth, launching a torpedo, observation angles, speeds, headings, torpedo settings, and many other details—are accurate according to contemporary logs.

I owe many thanks to those who helped me tell this story, all these years later. Jeff Morris conducted some of the original research at the National Archives in Washington, DC, beginning in 1997, and more recently Foy Hester, Tom Vinson, and Rod Blocksome who helped me capture images of every page of each day’s deck log for the entire Nautilus war history. Jeff Palshook and Spence King connected with several Nautilus veterans through the organization SubVets in the late 1990s and conducted many of the interviews noted above. Those recollections were extremely valuable and inspirational. Michelle Cooper also conducted interviews and greatly supported my research. Spence, Foy, Vice Adm. George Emery (ret.), Adm. Jim Stavridis (ret.), and Vice Adm. Al Konetzni (ret.) read my draft and offered many excellent suggestions and helpful guidance.

My family has been a constant source of support and encouragement. Lynn was always eager to hear me read after every writing session, and I looked forward to those pleasant ends to long days of research and writing. Eric is an avid reader of history and I appreciate his insights. Bethany, now a freelance graphic designer, produced and revised all my illustrations and prepared the photographs for publication. Many thanks and much love to you all.

This book continues my theme of recognizing wartime heroes of the past and the explorers and historians who uncovered details of their histories. I hope in some small measure through these contributions their sacrifices and achievements will never be forgotten.

Cape Porpoise, Maine
December 2021






PART I

INTO THE JAWS OF THE EMPIRE

THE SUN WAS SETTING OFF THE PORT BEAM AS USS NAUTILUS NOSED into the quiet harbor and made her way to the Sand Island pier. The scars from recent aerial bombardments were evident on Midway Atoll as the crew topside solemnly surveyed the scene before them. Twenty-four-year-old radioman Harold “Buzz” Lee was on the quarterdeck and was shocked by what he saw. “As soon as we got inside the entrance buoys, we went to quarters topside, all in a line with hats on. God almighty, Midway was a terrible thing to see. The whole island was still smoking. Next to us there were wooden buildings on Sand Island, and they were all burned.”1 The atoll was a mess—the Eastern Island power plant was destroyed; gasoline lines used for refueling planes were set afire; the command post was flattened; Sand Island oil tanks were burning, and many buildings were wrecked. Plumes of oily black smoke billowed into the sky. Remarkably, in the three days since the air attack on the naval island base, much had been repaired, including flight facilities. Thankfully, the submarine docks had escaped damage.

In the waning twilight, the submarine moored. Dockyard workers soon began refueling, rearming, and resupplying her and the other boats2 arriving there, returning from the Midway battle. Nautilus would be shoving off again in less than forty-eight hours to continue her first war patrol.

Besides the submarines, the other vessels in the harbor were PT3 boats, which had been on daily patrols around the island, watching for Japanese submarines, sighting aircraft, and picking up downed pilots. Since the bombing of Midway, which commenced on June 4, 1942, they had been engaged in a more solemn duty—burial at sea. On June 6, a parade of PT boats left the harbor and ceremonially cast eleven dead Marines and sailors to the deep; each morning, over the next several days, the grim ritual was repeated as more bodies were found in the wreckage and men died of their wounds. Buzz Lee remembered seeing the fate of fallen comrades:


The only other ships there were the PT boats. On them were our dead—it was the saddest thing to see—wrapped in canvas and covered with bunting. They were lined up on the decks, three or four in a row. Then the boats would leave, slowly, to sea. They’d tie a big five-inch shell between their legs for weight, then slide them off gently to the bottom of the ocean. We stood there in awe, grateful that it wasn’t us.4




Most of the casualties from Midway Island were pilots: twenty-two navy, two-dozen army air force, and another thirty-six Marine pilots perished in attacks on the Japanese fleet and in defense of the island. Most of them were lost at sea, downed in their flaming aircraft. Another twenty men died on the ground, a remarkably small tally considering the destruction of the facilities, including barracks, mess hall, chapel, and the dispensary.

In all, some 186 American flight crew from the carriers USS Enterprise, USS Hornet, and USS Yorktown, and Naval Air Station Midway were lost in defense of the island. Counting those on the ground and sailors lost in the sinking of USS Yorktown and the destroyer USS Hammann, more than four hundred US servicemen lost their lives. The Japanese suffered the destruction of four carriers and their aircraft, the heart of the Japanese air fleet, along with a heavy cruiser and other ships that endured damages. More than three thousand Japanese sailors died in their failed attempt to take Midway.

Nautilus suffered strikes by aircraft and several depth charge attacks during her twelve-hour encounter with the Japanese fleet on June 4. Forty-two depth charges were dropped on her, some close enough to cause damage. For the ninety-two crew members on board, every officer and enlisted man on his first war patrol, the experience was horrifying. “I thought I was going to die,” remembered Lee. “I thought it was the end.” There was nothing to be done, nowhere to turn, and no way to help a shipmate through the ordeal. It didn’t help to see the fear in another man’s eyes. “You didn’t even look at anybody else. You just held on and sat there. What are you going to do? You’re helpless.”5

In spite of the horror and risk of destruction, Lt. Cdr. William Brockman, captain of Nautilus, skillfully and aggressively engaged the enemy, firing torpedoes at a battleship, a destroyer, and the aircraft carrier Kaga in the fleet. Though none of his torpedoes hit the mark—or if any did, they failed to explode—the actions of the submarine played a significant role in the outcome of the battle.6

The Imperial Japanese Navy was severely bloodied at Midway. The loss of four heavy aircraft carriers, all veterans of the infamous surprise attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, was crippling, and the destruction of more than 250 carrier-based aircraft was a serious blow. More grievous was the loss of 130 aircrew, including experienced pilots who could not be easily replaced. As the Japanese fleet retreated from the waters west of Midway, Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto, commander of the Combined Fleet, had suffered a crushing defeat, the first real setback of the war in the Pacific. However, the Japanese fleet remained one of the most powerful navies in the world, and still fielded the most formidable naval air force in history. With nine aircraft carriers and more than one thousand warplanes in operation, the Japanese considerably out gunned the American Pacific Fleet with just three carriers still afloat. A similar superiority was enjoyed by the Combined Fleet with battleships at eleven to three, nearly double the number of cruisers, and more destroyers, submarines, patrol craft, sub chasers, and auxiliaries. For the time being, Admiral Yamamoto consolidated his forces in defense of his Pacific bases and the Japanese homeland. The turning point in the Pacific war had passed with the Battle of Midway. The grim and grisly work of defeating the Japanese Empire was just beginning.

The US fleet was not yet strong enough for a major naval offensive, but the Americans moved quickly to keep the initiative after the Midway victory. Although the navy could not attack on the sea, with fifty-six submarines in the Pacific theater an undersea campaign was feasible. Rear Adm. Robert English, submarine Pacific Fleet commander, took immediate steps to deploy his boats to Japanese waters. He took harsh measures with his staff and submarine commanders, dismissing all who he felt were not aggressive enough or competent enough to meet his standards. A few of the older hands who had performed well were sent stateside to commission new boats and train fresh crews. He also asked the Pacific Fleet commander, Adm. Chester Nimitz, to construct a major submarine base at Midway.

Following the battle, six boats were ordered to put in to Midway to refuel, rearm, and proceed directly to Japanese Empire waters. Among them was Nautilus and her aggressive and highly regarded skipper, Bill Brockman. Her destination: the Honshu coast of Japan, near the entrance to Tokyo Bay, to seek the enemy in his home waters.

Into the jaws of the empire.


Notes

1. Interview with Harold “Buzz” Lee, March 2005.

2. Submarines are often referred to as “boats,” especially by submariners. This is thought to be a historical convention dating back to the early days of small submersible boats that were carried and launched by larger vessels.

3. Patrol Torpedo boats. Small, fast, and inexpensive, these vessels were used throughout the Pacific during the war.

4. Interview with Harold “Buzz” Lee, March 2005.

5. Interview with Harold “Buzz” Lee, March 2005.

6. See The Search for the Japanese Fleet: USS Nautilus and the Battle of Midway (Jourdan, 2015) for the full story of the submarine’s role in the battle.







CHAPTER ONE

Honshu

THERE WAS NO TIME FOR A HERO’S WELCOME AS NAUTILUS TIED UP TO the Midway submarine pier on Sunday evening, June 7, 1942. While Captain Brockman went ashore to deliver his interim patrol report, the crew set to work making repairs and preparations to return to sea.

On June 4, the submarine made several torpedo attacks against Japanese warships and the enemy had counterattacked with depth charges. The shock waves and concussive jarring of forty-two undersea explosions over a period of a few hours had rattled the crew and caused some damage to the vessel. Most serious was the rudder, knocked loose during the attacks. It developed a knocking noise and was binding in its bearings making it difficult to move. Other derangements included seawater leaks, a ruptured hydraulic line, and a few electrical shorts. The brunt of the work fell on the torpedomen who busied themselves moving 3,800 pound weapons around and making repairs to malfunctioning tubes. Brockman characterized the damage to the ship as “negligible,” though the crew may have disagreed. His assessment was fair considering what was to come in the ensuing weeks of war patrol.

Chief Bosun’s Mate Floyd “Red” Porterfield took charge. As chief of the boat, he was the senior enlisted man and worked directly with executive officer Lt. Cdr. Roy Benson to manage the crew. He also led the torpedomen during battle stations and took a particular interest in their work.

“John, let’s get cracking. I want those tin pickles1 sorted out during the midwatch. Mind we’ll be refueling in the morning and the pier will be busy.”

“Got it, chief,” replied John Sabbe, first class torpedoman. “O’Brien’s moving fish with Bacon, Galli, and Campbell. I’m working with Porter and Lewis on tube one. I told the other guys to get some sleep. I doubt they will with all the shit going on around here.”

“There’ll be time to sleep when we get underway. I don’t want to go up against the Japs again with a FUBAR2 tube,” replied Red. “If you get it working by morning XO3 says we can cycle people ashore for a look around. We get underway on Tuesday afternoon.”

“Christ, chief, that’s the day after tomorrow! We just got here! Any idea where we’re going?”

“We’ll find out when we get there—they don’t ask my advice. Let me know soon as you have anything on tube one.”

“Will do, chief.”

Red Porterfield was a tall, ruddy redhead with a booming voice and language as colorful as his visage. He hailed from Quay, Oklahoma, about as far from the ocean as one could be, but had proved to be an accomplished sailor and a natural leader. Just two months earlier he had advanced to chief at barely twenty-five years of age and was named “chief of the boat.”4 Though fairly junior, he obviously had the confidence of Captain Brockman to be given such a position of responsibility. He did well enough that he was commissioned as an ensign the following year. Sailing on all but the last of Nautilus’ fourteen war patrols, Porterfield would eventually hold every officer position except commanding officer and communicator.

John Sabbe reported on board Nautilus shortly before Porterfield in 1941, and the chief relied on him to manage the torpedo division. Of medium build, with brown hair and unremarkable features, Sabbe was a quiet, but firm leader. He was one of seven crewmen who served on all fourteen Nautilus war patrols, and was promoted to ensign in 1944.

“John, I want to tell you something,” said Porterfield before moving on to check on other work on board.

“What is it, chief?” wondered Sabbe, fearing the worst. “Something wrong?”

“No. Not wrong. I wanted to tell you I was talking with the captain after things calmed down, after the depth charging. He told me he was surprised to see the “ready” light5 come up so fast. He couldn’t believe we had the tubes reloaded so quick. Captain was real happy with that.”

“Oh, thanks, chief! I’ll tell the boys. They’ll be tickled to hear it.”

“OK, don’t get a swelled head. But keep it up. There are more Japs to shoot out there!”

“Right, chief!”

The Nautilus crew worked through the night, conducting a “blanket drill” (taking a nap) whenever possible. By morning much progress was evident, and a number of crewmen were allowed ashore. There being few working facilities and many signs of the Japanese bombing just a few days earlier, it was not a relaxing diversion.

One man left the boat for good—according to Lee, he “went mad” during the depth charging suffered by Nautilus during the battle. Interestingly, the captain’s patrol report mentions that a man was transferred off the boat at Midway owing to “arthritis.” The official muster roll says that Seaman First Class William Troutman was transferred to Naval Air Station Midway on June 9 “for further transfer, US Naval Hospital, Pearl Harbor, Territory of Hawaii.” Arthritis seems an unusual affliction for a young seaman, and hospitalization a drastic measure. Perhaps the captain was reluctant to put the true nature of the sailor’s ailment in the official report? Considering the horrors experienced by the young Nautilus crew, and the frightful unknown of patrols to come, it is remarkable that only one of the men failed to retain his sanity.
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Captain Brockman reported to makeshift headquarters (the island command post having been wrecked by Japanese bombs) to report to Admiral English, who had rushed to Midway from his base in Pearl Harbor to meet his incoming skippers.

“Welcome, Bill, sit down!” The admiral, excited to greet his most successful commander, quickly dispensed with formalities. “Well done out there! We really licked’em, didn’t we?”

“Yes, sir, we sure did,” Brockman replied, taking a seat. The thirty-seven-year-old commanding officer was an imposing figure who was big enough to play football on the offensive line at the Naval Academy, which no doubt enhanced his image. He was described by shipmate Buzz Lee as a “tough guy” and stern, commanding tremendous respect from the crew. “He had a way about him; you immediately knew that he had command.” Brockman was more than a physical presence; he was also capable—he “knew what he was doing.” He was demanding of his officers, and was described by his executive officer (and future admiral) Roy Benson as “a difficult man to shave, and told his own crew very little of what was going on.”6 But his most notable trait as a submarine captain was his willingness to boldly pursue the enemy. Lee said, “He was the bravest man I ever knew. He never turned away from anything.”7

English said, “Well, you handled yourself very well. We need more aggressive captains and I want to make an example out of you. I’m putting you and your crew in for some commendations.”

“Thank you, sir. The men did their jobs. And I have some good officers on board.” He handed the admiral his interim patrol report, covering the actions of June 4. “Here is a narrative covering the day of the battle. I’ll include that with my regular patrol report when we return, but I thought some things might be of immediate interest.” He went on to detail some observations about Japanese sonars noted by his chief sonar man, Irving (Ike) Wetmore. “Sir, I also want to add that all the officers and men were excellent. I particularly want to note Lt. Hogan, our diving officer. Nautilus is not an easy boat to handle, but he did an expert job. I think he deserves special mention.”8

“Very well, very well,” said English. “I’m sending you right back out there. We need to keep the pressure on and sink some more ships. And I have another job for you, which you might find interesting.”

English then launched into a strange and surprising proposal. Nautilus, being one of the largest submarines in the US fleet, sported two six-inch deck guns, forward and aft of the superstructure. Weapons of this caliber were normally carried by warships the size of cruisers, hence Nautilus and her mates Narwhal and Argonaut were sometimes called “cruiser subs.” Though these guns were meant to sink ships. English had another idea.

“Take a look at this.” English spread out several detailed charts of Tokyo Bay and the surrounding waters on the southeast side of the Japanese main island of Honshu. He jabbed his finger at a spot on the north shore of Hayama Bay, just twenty-five miles9 from the Japanese capital.

“Right here is Emperor Hirohito’s summer palace, a place called Hayama,” said English. He looked up at Brockman. “I want you to shell it.”

“Sir?” Brockman was stunned.

“Shell it. I want you to use those six-inch cannons of yours to flatten the palace. We might catch Hirohito at home. Think of what that would do for morale! You’d be a hero, like Doolittle!”10

This was a recklessly dangerous idea. The maximum range of the guns was just thirteen miles. To approach the summer palace close enough for an effective bombardment would call for a perilous transit through shallow water teeming with Japanese patrol ships and dotted with navigation hazards. To use the weapons, the submarine would have to surface, revealing its position and exposing it to larger shore-based artillery. Nautilus was ill-suited for the task. She was large, old, slow, and lacked the maneuverability needed for tricky near-shore operations. It was clearly a near suicidal feat that amounted to nothing more than a stunt. Brockman studied the chart carefully, quickly recognizing the dangers he and his crew would face. His thoughts turned from the details of the chart to how to deal with his boss and his crazy idea. He noted that English didn’t mention any intelligence to support the speculation that the emperor was in residence.

“Admiral, I will think about this,” he said carefully after a few minutes of study. “I would like to discuss it with my officers.”

“Of course, of course,” English replied. “You do that.” He knew he could not order Brockman to take such a risk. “You have your patrol orders. Now, get back out there and create some havoc!’

“Aye, aye, sir!” Brockman saluted, gathered the charts, and headed back to his ship. He never brought up the idea with his officers, and the admiral’s ill-conceived caper was never mentioned again.11
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“Ahead full. Steady on course two-nine-five.” The officer of the deck, Lieutenant Frank Hess, had directed the massive 371 foot, 4,000 ton submarine out of the Midway lagoon, headed south to clear the atoll, then turned northwest at full speed toward the setting sun. The date was June 9. Their destination, more than 2,100 nautical miles away, was a patrol area a scant twenty miles from the Japanese coast at the approaches to Tokyo Bay. There they would lurk, seeking enemy warships and merchant vessels to attack.

Nautilus cruised on the surface into calm seas, a warm tropical breeze bathing the men on the bridge. The low rumble of diesel engines and sluicing of seawater past the hull were the only other sounds. The vibration of machinery operating below punctuated the gentle pitch and roll of the vessel as it moved though the waves. Captain Brockman stood beside Hess and a pair of lookouts, contemplating the dramatic events of the past few days, imagining what might be in store in the following weeks for the ninety men under his command.

“Mr. Hess, is the ship rigged for dive?” Brockman already knew the answer, but he was not one to dispense with formalities. The submarine had already been “rigged for dive” shortly after getting underway. This involved making all weight compensations and setting all hull openings in a position of readiness for diving. That way, the officer of the deck could order a dive at any moment to escape attack or detection. A submarine is always ready to dive.

“Yes, sir. All compartments have reported,” replied Hess.

“Very well. Go ahead with the trim dive,” Brockman ordered. He then descended the bridge ladder and entered the conning tower, a small compartment that sat atop the main pressure hull that housed the attack center.


[image: Pearl Harbor, circa 1940 looking northwest. Battleship Row is center; the sub-marine base is lower right. U.S. NAVY.]
Pearl Harbor, circa 1940 looking northwest. Battleship Row is center; the sub-marine base is lower right. U.S. NAVY.





[image: Midway Atoll, November 1941. Eastern Island is in the foreground. Sand Island with its submarine base beyond. U.S. NAVY.]
Midway Atoll, November 1941. Eastern Island is in the foreground. Sand Island with its submarine base beyond. U.S. NAVY.



“Go ahead with trim dive, aye, sir,” called Hess as the captain disappeared down the hatch, repeating the order to be sure it was understood. He then announced, “Clear the bridge!” followed by an order to the control room below, “Diving officer, submerge the ship!” Immediately, the chief of the watch signaled two blasts on the diving alarm, ah-OO-gah, ah-OO-gah. He announced, “Dive, dive,” over the announcing system known as the 1MC. Upon this command, the crew sprang into action throughout the ship. Without further orders, the engine room watch stopped the diesels and answered “All ahead standard” speed, the electric motors that drove the propellers now relying on battery power alone. Engine and ventilation intake and exhaust valves were shut. The bridge party scrambled down the ladder into the conning tower, traditionally the officer of the deck at the rear of the procession. Hess closed the conning tower outer hatch and announced, “Last man down, hatch secured.” By then, the chief of the watch had already opened the bow buoyancy and main ballast tanks vents, allowing tons of seawater to flood into the tanks. Nautilus was on her way down.

Hess quickly took his place at the periscope stand and peered through the raised number one periscope. Looking fore and aft, he noted water washing over the deck and a double row of geysers created by columns of air escaping from the ballast tanks. “Tanks venting,” he called, confirming that the vents had opened properly.

In the control room below, Tom Hogan, the diving officer, watched the control panel in front of him covered with red lighted bars. One by one, the red bars changed to green.

“What’s Mr. Hogan looking at, chief?” whispered Wane Campbell. An apprentice seaman, Campbell had reported on board shortly before Nautilus left Mare Island, California, and sailed into battle at Midway. He and chief electrician Foy Hester were huddled in a corner of the cramped control room—Campbell the trainee, Hester the veteran mentor. Foy was not an imposing figure at below average height and a slender 136 pounds, and he was known to generally keep to himself. Behind his ruddy complexion, dark hair, and deep-set brown eyes was a serious and thoughtful man, an expert in his trade, well respected by his shipmates. Foy had joined the crew in 1936 and was one of the longest tenured men on board. With fifteen years of naval service already behind him, he was a fount of experience and a great resource for young sailors.

“Mr. Hogan is looking at the ‘Christmas tree.’ That’s what we call it on account of the red and green lights. Red means an open hull valve; green means shut. We need them all green before we submerge.”

Just then, Hogan saw the last light change from red to green. “Green board,” he called out, followed by “Bleed air.”

Hester continued explaining to Campbell, quietly so as not to disturb the proceedings, “Now the chief of the watch will let a little high pressure air into the hull to see if it’s sealed tight. You watch that needle there on that pressure gauge and see if it moves.” Sure enough, the air pressure in the control room (and inside the rest of the pressure hull) rose slightly. The chief shut the valve and announced, “Pressure in the boat!” He vented additional ballast tanks to accelerate the dive.

“Five degrees down, make your depth six-five feet,” said Hogan. “Five down, aye!” “Make my depth six-five feet, aye!” The planesmen repeated the order as they twirled their handwheels to set the bow and stern planes. The deck took a pronounced tilt forward as the bow began to settle.

Soon the submarine reached ordered depth. Vents were shut. “Sixfive feet,” called Hogan. “Very well, ahead one-third,” ordered Hess, slowing the ship so Hogan could check the trim.

“What’s that, chief?” wondered Campbell, noting Hester writing numbers in a notebook. “That’s my dive log,” replied Hester. I write down every dive and keep track of our time underwater.”

“Oh! Why?”

“Just something I like to keep track of. I’ve logged every dive since December 7, when the war started. This is Nautilus dive number 1,303 since she was launched back in 1930.”

“Well I’ll be Goddamned!” marveled the young sailor, impressed. “That’s a lotta dives!”

Hester winced in spite of himself. A churchgoing man, Hester didn’t use vulgar language, though he’d heard a fair share of it over his years of naval service. “Yes, it sure is,” he continued. “That’s over 142 hours underwater since April, when we got underway from Mare Island and made our first dive of the war. Almost fifty dives. But pay attention. Mr. Hogan is trimming the ship, moving water from tank to tank so we can cruise underwater slowly on an even keel. After refueling, swapping around torpedoes, and taking on supplies, our trim was out of whack, and the diving officer has to adjust it. Otherwise, we might find ourselves bobbing to the surface at just the wrong time. We’re lucky to have Mr. Hogan as a diving officer—he’s tops.”

While Hogan was at work, Lt. Cdr. Pat Rooney appeared at the conning tower’s ladder. “Permission to come up and relieve the watch?” “Granted. Evening, Pat,” said Hess, looking forward to a break after his four-hour stint, which had included the demanding task of getting the ship underway. Rooney climbed the ladder, and he and Hess talked over the situation, the time-honored tradition of watch “turnover.”

Rooney had already familiarized himself with the current goings-on about the ship, the conditions of the machinery, the tactical situation, the captain’s current Night Orders,12 and the plan for the watch. Most of what Hess told him, he already knew. “OK, we’re submerged on course two-nine-five by gyro, making one-third speed on both main motors conducting a trim dive. Navigator is standing by to sight evening stars as soon as we’re back on top.” A few details about equipment, tanks, and weapons were verified. Satisfied he was ready, Rooney declared, “I am ready to relieve you,” to which Hess replied, “I stand relieved.” Rooney then announced to the bridge party and the watch standers in the conning tower, “This is Mr. Rooney. I have the deck and the conn.” Hess headed below for some chow, and maybe even some well-deserved sleep.

After a short while, Hogan was satisfied. The submarine was neither heavy nor light, and was in trim fore and aft, starboard and port. He reported this to the officer of the deck. “Very well,” replied Hess. “Prepare to surface.” Back up they went. Next time, they would be in trim for the dive. Hester added another eighteen minutes to his logged underwater time.

Nautilus made daily dives during their following days of transit. The crew strived to take the ship from surface to a keel depth of sixty-eight feet as quickly as possible. At that depth the submarine hull and conning tower were completely underwater, but a raised periscope would poke a few feet above the waves. A quick dive was essential to evade attack from fast-approaching aircraft, and a standard fleet-type boat could complete a wartime dive in about thirty seconds. However, the best Nautilus could do was just under a minute, the log showing an average of fifty-eight seconds over ten dives. That was an improvement over their transit from Pearl Harbor in May, when they generally took sixty to sixty-seven seconds. But Brockman was not happy. Besides its sheer bulk, old Nautilus was hampered by lack of a “negative” tank. In a modern fleet boat this tank had a capacity of nearly eight tons and was normally full while on the surface. It provided negative buoyancy (making the ship heavier) for quick diving. In wartime, every dive was a quick dive, and this tank helped the ship submerge faster. Before reaching the desired depth, the negative tank would be blown dry with pressurized air (with the order, “Blow negative!”) to restore the vessel to near neutral trim. Without a negative tank, Nautilus could not make such a quick dive.

On the surface making thirteen knots, Nautilus continued northwest, the sun already below the clear horizon. Twilight faded and stars began to wink in the moonless night sky.13

“Mr. Rooney! Contact, dead ahead!” cried out Holtz, one of the lookouts.

“Aye, Holtz, I see it,” replied Rooney, apparently unperturbed. “What do you think it is?”

“I see… several lights, sir, one of them is red,” continued Holtz, a bit puzzled by Hess’s lack of concern. “Could be an aircraft, or a ship!”

“Guess again,” Rooney replied with a chuckle. “That red one is Mars; the brighter one just on the horizon is the navigation star Procyon. The other two side by side are Castor and Pollux, Gemini, the Twins. We use all of those stars for navigation.”

Just then, Executive Officer Roy Benson, who also served as the ship’s navigator, appeared at the hatch. “Permission to come up?” he called to the officer of the deck. “Come on up, XO,” said Rooney. I was just giving Holtz here a lesson in astronomy. Time for your evening stars, I gather? Are we lost yet?”

“Not hardly,” said Benson as he set to work with his sextant.
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Nautilus continued northwest, her patrol area over two thousand nautical miles away. Captain Brockman was eager to cover this distance as quickly as possible. Going full speed on the surface, the ship could cruise at fourteen knots14 and cover 340 miles a day. At that rate, it could make the voyage in less than a week. But Brockman had other concerns. Running at that speed would consume considerable fuel; a more economical ten knots was better for covering long distances. Also, submarines were easy prey for aircraft while on the surface, and in enemy waters would remain submerged during daylight hours. Underwater, relying on battery power alone, Nautilus could make a top speed of eight knots, but not for long. At five knots she could remain submerged for about ten hours before needing to surface and recharge batteries. But in the central Pacific Ocean, summer daylight lasted more than fifteen hours so she would have to go even slower to remain submerged all day. Brockman judged that the risk of enemy aircraft appearing out of nowhere, far from any Japanese base, was low, and he chose to remain on the surface during the transit (except for daily training dives).

Another consideration was zig-zagging. Experience with submarine warfare in World War I led surface vessels to alter their course and speed around a baseline direction to help foil submarine attack. There was debate about this practice and a 1918 Office of Naval Intelligence study did not find much value in course changes, though speed changes were helpful. Regardless, the tactic was regularly used. For submarines, with their low surface profile, it was considered less helpful, and of course it slowed overall progress toward a destination. Captain Brockman chose to zig-zag only during periods around sunrise and sunset when he felt the sub was most vulnerable. Taking all this into account, Nautilus was able to practically make a bit more than eight knots on average, and would arrive at the assigned patrol area in about eleven days.

The days passed without incident as the submarine neared enemy waters. By midafternoon on June 20, Nautilus was a hundred nautical miles from the Japanese mainland. Forward lookouts squinted into the late afternoon setting sun as they peered in the direction of the Honshu coast, dead ahead.
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“Conn, JK,” called Buzz Lee, manning the “JK” sonar listening equipment in the conning tower. He was continuously scanning the surrounding waters, listening for sounds of churning screws of ships. He and his mates were trained to distinguish these distant sounds from other noises in the water, including rain squalls, whales, snapping shrimp, and sounds made by Nautilus herself.

“Go ahead, JK,” called Ensign Joe Defrees from the bridge above. Defrees, just twenty-one years of age, was the youngest officer on board. Owing to the exigencies of war, his Naval Academy class of 1942 was commissioned early, December 1941. In other circumstances, Joe would have been enjoying college graduation ceremonies instead of sailing into battle. Defrees was a capable and competent officer, steeped in navy traditions, being the son of a rear admiral who was awarded the Navy Cross for distinguished service in World War I.

“Propeller sounds, bearing three-zero-eight true,” replied Lee. “Does not sound like a merchant ship, too high pitched.” Lee, a radioman by rating, had received extensive training in sonar operations before leaving Mare Island, and had spent the day of June 4 in the conning tower listening to the sounds of the Japanese fleet at Midway. He knew what a warship sounded like.

“Very well,” replied Defrees. He did not hesitate. “Clear the bridge!” he called to the lookouts topside. “Diving officer, submerge the ship, make your depth one-five-zero feet!” The men on the bridge scrambled below to man positions in the conning tower, Defrees right behind them. “Last man down, hatch secured!” called Defrees as he closed and dogged the watertight hatch. With the submarine descending, he took his position at the periscope stand and had a last look around before the lens dipped below the surface. “Down scope,” he called, snapping up the handles of the instrument so it could slide smoothly down its tube. By that time, Captain Brockman had climbed the ladder to the conning tower and was assessing the situation.

“One-five-zero feet,” called the diving officer. “Very well, ahead one-third, both main motors” ordered Defrees. At slow speed, Nautilus could remain submerged for most of the day. About that time, Hess appeared to relieve the watch. Defrees explained the situation.

“We have a sound contact at bearing three-zero-eight. We’re heading two-seven-five, so it’s just off our starboard bow. No visual. We’re making one-third speed, at one-five-zero feet.” He continued filling Hess in on other details of the ship’s condition. Satisfied, Hess announced, “I relieve you.” To the room he announced, “This is Mr. Hess, I have the deck and the conn.” Defrees moved to the plotting table, just forward of the periscopes, to track the movements of the contact. This was his job as part of the “fire control tracking party,” a team that used sonar and periscope observations and a plot of Nautilus’s track to figure out a target’s motion. The sonar station reported the target passing to starboard and the sound of screws fading, then sonar active pinging was heard. Definitely a warship.

Brockman was thinking, visualizing the geometries, weighing the risks and rewards. He was still fifty miles or so from where he wanted to set up shop and lurk off the approaches to Tokyo where targets should be abundant. Tangling with a Japanese warship now might lead to an untimely end to his patrol. Besides, without a visual sighting, he didn’t know what he was dealing with; he thought it might be another submarine. Uncharacteristically, but wisely, he chose caution.

“Mr. Hess, let’s see where this target’s going. Come to two-two-zero.” Hess repeated the order back and had his helmsman turn Nautilus to port and head southwest. That change of course would alter the geometry and would help Defrees, at the plotting table, figure out the motions of the target, and a firing solution for a torpedo. After a few minutes Brockman said, “Mr. Hess, bring us up to periscope depth, seventy feet. I have the conn.”

“Diving officer, make your depth seven-zero feet. The captain has the conn,” announced Hess to the control room and the men in the conning tower. He remained officer of the deck with overall responsibility for ship operations, but Brockman would give steering, speed, and depth orders directly (“conn” the ship). The deck tilted as the submarine nosed up and neared the surface. As the keel depth passed one hundred feet, Brockman called, “Up periscope!” The periscope assistant, Fire Controlman Preston Graham raised the periscope and snapped the handles down as the eyepiece slid out of its barrel in the deck. Graham turned the periscope to the bearing of the target as reported by Lee on the sonar. Brockman stepped forward, grabbed the handles, and peered through the periscope’s eyepiece as the lens cleared the surface. He squinted as the sunlit horizon burst into view. Twisting the barrel slightly he scanned for targets. Hess, watching and waiting, saw the captain steady for a moment.

“Surface vessel on the horizon. Bearing?”

Graham checked the bearing ring on the periscope barrel. “Zero-six-seven relative—that’s two-eight-seven true,” he replied, doing the math15 quickly in his head.

“Very well,” acknowledged Brockman. “Come right to three-three-zero. Down scope.” Nautilus turned northeast. After a few minutes he raised the periscope for another glimpse. Leaving the periscope up too long invited detection. “Patrol vessel, looks like a Narvik,” he announced, referring to a German destroyer class of vessel. “Come right to zero-eight-zero,” he ordered, followed by, “make all forward torpedo tubes ready.”

“Shall we go to battle stations, sir?” Hess wondered. “Not yet,” replied Brockman. We need to get closer.” Another peep though the periscope revealed two ships in company, about six thousand yards distant. This was at the limit of the effective range of the Mark-15 torpedoes carried by Nautilus.16 After another twenty minutes the range closed to 4,700 yards, but as Brockman was about to man battle stations, the ships turned away and quickly passed out of sight over the horizon. Unable to match the speed of a surface ship while submerged, there was nothing to be done. An hour later, Brockman gave the order to surface, and Nautilus resumed transit to her patrol area.

June 21 was a quiet day as the submarine crept closer to the enemy coast. Heading northwest, Nautilus remained on the surface before dawn cruising at a sedate five knots, keeping her battery fully charged. Only the sighting of a searchlight at 0207 interrupted the midwatch,17 but did not interfere with progress. At 0346 the ship submerged with the coming dawn and continued on battery power, slowing to just two knots. Tension grew among the crew as the ship neared her patrol area. A sharp lookout was kept using both periscopes, which were manned continuously as Nautilus cruised just below the waves. The day passed without sight or sound of any vessel. Finally, at 1934, the submarine surfaced, picked up speed back to five knots, and began to recharge batteries, depleted after close to sixteen hours underwater. Reaching the assigned patrol area Captain Brockman ordered a turn to the southwest, parallel to the coast, heading toward the outer reaches of Tokyo Bay. At 2021, lookouts sighted a flashing light on the horizon, identified as the Katsuura Wan Lighthouse, just twenty-one nautical miles to the west.
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Midnight came and passed. All too soon a faint glow on the over-cast horizon signaled approaching daylight and the crew prepared to submerge. Steady white lights to the northwest were noted just before diving, but could not be identified in the deteriorating visibility. Sonar reported nothing. Nautilus continued southwest, creeping along at two knots and running just one main motor to conserve the battery charge. The morning passed and watches rotated, lookouts took turns scanning the surface above through the periscopes. Lieutenant Richard “Ozzie” Lynch had the deck for the forenoon watch.18 He lifted his head from the number two periscope19 eyepiece and rubbed his weary eyes before resuming his chore, made more difficult owing to growing mist and fog.

“See anything at all, Ozzie?” inquired Captain Brockman.

“Not much, Captain,” replied the lieutenant. “The weather is getting worse. I would say visibility no better than two miles in this soup.”

“Not a good day for your camera, then?” said Brockman, a statement more than a question.

“No, sir. I would like to try it if we see something, though.” Ozzie had an abiding interest in photography and brought his personal equipment on board, including a still camera and on later patrols, remarkably, a 16-mm movie camera. He enjoyed capturing scenes of life aboard Nautilus, and had devised a scheme to attach his camera to the periscope.

Just then, the sonar operator called out, “Conn, JK. Echo ranging20 ahead.”

“Aye, sonar,” acknowledged Ozzie, swinging the periscope around to the direction of the sound. “Damn if I can see a thing.”

Nautilus motored on, intermittent pinging persisting in the distance. At 1120 the sounds grew stronger.

“Conn, JK. Sound contact bearing zero-three-five. I hear propeller noises. Believe it is the source of the echo ranging!”

“Very well, sonar.” This is what Ozzie was waiting for. Without hesitation, he ordered, “Chief of the watch, man battle stations!” Still peering through the periscope, after another five minutes of patient study of the murky horizon, Lynch was rewarded.

“Contact, bearing zero-three-five. Looks like a destroyer. It’s close!”

Brockman was immediately on the attack periscope. “The captain has the conn. Get me the recognition guide!” he barked out to no one in particular. The booklet of Japanese ship silhouettes was immediately produced. Brockman took a look at the book, then back to the periscope. He then ordered quickly, “Down scope.” Both periscopes were lowered, so nothing appeared above the waves. Nothing for sharp-eyed enemy lookouts to catch sight of. After contemplating the guide and considering the quick glimpse he had of the target, Brockman declared, “It’s a Shinonome-class destroyer. Set height seven-five feet.”

“Seven-five feet, aye,” repeated back the periscope assistant. He twirled the dial on the stadimeter21 to the ordered setting. “Set,” he curtly confirmed. Though a respectful “sir” was normally used when addressing a superior, unnecessary verbiage was not used in the attack center during battle stations. Brockman insisted on terse, clear communications.

“Very well. Up periscope, observation,” ordered Brockman. Up went the periscope, sliding out of its oily well. Brockman was on the target immediately. Adjusting his handles, he called out, “Bearing… mark!”

“Zero-three-five,” called out the assistant.

“Range… mark! Down scope.” The assistant, looking at the stadimeter, called, “One-zero-two-zero,” as he lowered the periscope. At 1,020 yards, the destroyer was almost on top of them. Brockman ordered, “Flood tube two, open the outer door!” The command was relayed to the torpedo room where John Sabbe and his team scrambled to make the torpedo tube ready to fire.

By then, the conning tower was fully manned, ten sailors filling the cramped eighteen-foot long cylinder, just eight feet in diameter, that also contained periscopes, a plotting table, sonar gear, steering station, piping, valves, and other equipment. Pat Rooney took over as officer of the deck so that Ozzie could man the TDC22 with an assistant. Chief radioman Ike Wetmore manned the sonar station. Joe Defrees ran the plot, with an assistant. Executive officer (and navigator) Roy Benson led the team as “attack coordinator,” there to make sure the party operated smoothly, and information was shared smartly. Along with the captain, his periscope assistant, and helmsman at the steering station, the space was crowded, hot, and busy.

“Diving officer, make your depth seven-zero feet,” ordered Brock-man. With the destroyer so close, he did not want the periscope to poke up too high when raised, more the risk of detection. Unluckily, at that moment the battle stations diving officer, Tom Hogan, was just taking over and other personnel were shuffling around in the control room below. Suddenly, Brockman saw green water through the periscope.

“Diving officer, what’s your depth?” he called sternly.

“Uhh… seven-five feet sir. Coming up,” replied Hogan, realizing that in the transition in worsening seas his team had lost control and gone too deep.

“Get me up, Hogan, I can’t see and we’re in the middle of an attack!” growled the captain. Without waiting for a reply, he barked to Lynch, “TDC, status?” Without an accurate periscope bearing the TDC had little to work with. “Not yet, captain,” said Lynch, peering at the clacking device and worrying the “banjo”23 slung around his neck. “I need another bearing.”

“Damnit,” swore Brockman. “I said seven-zero feet!” Moments later, the periscope cleared the surface. “OK, I see him.” After a quick look, he lowered the periscope. Bearing, range, and angle on the bow24 were fed into the TDC. “I’ve got a solution,” reported Lynch after a few moments. “He’s opening range.” At over two thousand yards and increasing, they had to act fast.

“Very well. Single shot, tube two, middle of target. Final bearing and shoot,” ordered the captain in rapid succession. He chose not to test the repair on the balky tube number one that gave them so much trouble at Midway. “Up scope.” The shiny cylinder slid up. Brockman crouched to meet the eyepiece as it emerged from the deck. Snapping down the handles, his assistant trained on the target bearing as the captain watched the lens break the surface and the scene reappeared. “Standby forward,” Brockman called, warning the torpedo room to be ready to fire, and the diving officer to be ready for the nearly two-ton torpedo to leave the ship. “Bearing,” he called, “mark!”

“Three-two-two,” called the assistant.

“Set!” Lynch reported his TDC had received the information and was ready. “Shoot!” he called as the firing key was triggered. “Fire two!” He waited for a report from the torpedo room.

“Tube two fired electrically!” came Sabbe’s report from the torpedo room.

“Very well,” replied Brockman. “Sonar?”

“Torpedo running true and normal!” Wetmore could hear the high-speed whine of the Mark-15 torpedo propeller. “Echo ranging from target. He’s picking up speed.” The destroyer heard the torpedo as well and was frantically seeking the source of the attack.

“Very well. Shut the outer doors. Down scope. Diving officer, make your depth two hundred feet.”

“Two-zero-zero feet, aye!” Hogan replied. “Ten degrees down. Make your depth two-zero-zero feet,” he ordered to the planesmen.

“Torpedo room, reload tube two,” Brockman ordered. To the men in the conning tower, “I lost the target in the fog.” Silence fell in the conning tower. There was nothing more to do but wait. A minute passed. The speedy Mark-15 torpedo should have covered the short distance already. Another minute. Finally, a call came from forward, “Conn, torpedo room, we hear rumbling sounds.”

“Sonar?” inquired Brockman.

“Nothing, sir,” replied Wetmore, puzzled.

A few more minutes. Suddenly, a loud explosion was felt throughout the ship.25

“Rig for depth charge!” ordered the captain, somewhat belatedly. “Diving officer, make your depth seven-zero feet!” Confused by the lack of ship sounds on the sonar, Brockman wanted a look. Up they went. Raising the periscope, he trained it on the bearing of the target. Visibility was a scant three thousand yards. He saw nothing.

“Down scope. Make your depth one-five-zero feet. Come right to course one-five-zero.”

The crew acknowledged and set to work, accustomed to Brockman’s rapid-fire string of orders. Back down they went, sonar listening for any clues as to what became of the destroyer that had faded as suddenly as it appeared. Just fifteen minutes had elapsed since the first sighting of the enemy warship. Doubling back to the northeast, they checked in case the fast-moving destroyer had slipped behind them. Finally, after nearly half an hour, sonar reported, “I hear screws… intermittent.” Soon, the propeller noise stopped, for good.

“That’s it,” said Brockman, “I think we got him!” He believed the single torpedo hit the destroyer, and it finally sank. An improbable shot, but enough evidence for a cheer in the conning tower.26

“OK, quiet down,” said the captain. “Secure from battle stations. Come right to two-two-five. Mr. Defrees, you have the conn.” Brockman turned the duty over to the regular afternoon watch section and went below to record the events of the attack in his official diary.
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Nautilus continued her submerged patrol, creeping along at barely two knots through the water, conserving precious charge in the battery. Though she was pointed southwest, a strong northerly current carried the boat ever closer to the Honshu coast, and by late afternoon she was barely twenty nautical miles from the enemy mainland. Keeping a sharp eye through the periscope, Pat Rooney sighted a ship at 1722, identified as a sampan,27 just two thousand yards away. Battle stations were manned, interrupting the rest of the men who had just settled in after relief from the previous watch. Brockman turned west and picked up speed in an effort to attain a firing position for his deck guns. However, the speedy little vessel opened the range and a half hour later passed out of sight. Battle stations were secured, and weary men headed back to their bunks. Nautilus continued her slow submerged drift for another hour and a half before surfacing in the falling darkness of the evening. Picking up speed while charging batteries, the submarine continued southwest to patrol the outer approaches to Tokyo Bay.

After the excitement of June 22, the next day was quiet. Other than routine operations, the only events deemed worthy of note in the deck log were the sightings of a patrol plane in the morning and the Japanese outer island of Myake Shima28 in the afternoon. The captain’s patrol report, however, noted a trailing oil slick, visible in the periscope. Rather than risk detection by continuing to leave a telltale stain in the ocean behind them, Brockman decided to run south, away from the main shipping lane and try to repair the oil leak, suspected to be from an exhaust valve gasket. Sure enough, the fix took care of the problem, and Nautilus turned north to scurry back to the patrol line before dawn. June 24 passed without incident, the submarine patrolling back to the east across expected routes of cargo shipping lanes.
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Excitement resumed with the approach of dawn on June 25. Ens. Joe Defrees had the conn with the sub cruising on the surface and getting ready to submerge for the day. Scanning the horizon, the lookout suddenly called out.

“I see a ship to port, bearing one-eight-five. A large vessel, sir!”

“I see it,” said Defrees. “Clear the bridge! Chief of the watch, submerge the ship!”

The men scrambled down the hatch and secured it as the ship began its dive. Brockman, never far from the conning tower, quickly appeared and was on the periscope.

“Man battle stations. Mr. Defrees, I have the conn.”

Nautilus had been caught silhouetted against the dawn sky. Fears that they had been detected by sharp-eyed Japanese lookouts were soon realized. Brockman saw a destroyer fast approaching from the south.

“Echo ranging on automatic!” Wetmore heard the destroyer’s sonar reaching out to seek the underwater threat. Automatic echo ranging came soon before a depth charge attack. The pings from the Japanese destroyer were clear over the sonar loudspeaker: pa-ching… pa-ching… pa-ching, pa-ching pa-ching…

“Rig for depth charge,” Brockman ordered. Throughout the ship, men hurried to their stations and prepared the ship to better withstand a depth charge attack. Watertight doors between compartments were shut and dogged; ventilation systems were secured; interior communication phones were manned. One by one, compartments reported they were rigged and ready.

Moments later, the crew felt the first thundering of a volley of under-sea explosions as the destroyer passed to the starboard quarter and started a depth charge attack from one thousand yards. The crew of Nautilus had been through this before, having weathered forty-two depth charges during the day of the Midway engagement. Though it was tempting to dive deep to try to escape the worst of the barrage, Brockman knew that they were not in serious danger of damage from explosions a thousand yards away, and he preferred to keep tabs on his attacker through the periscope rather than try to run and hide. He was also keen to press an attack on the large vessel first seen, which he judged to be a tanker of ten thousand tons.

“Designate target, large tanker. Make ready tubes three and four.” Throughout the ship men scrambled to prepare Nautilus to attack from below, all the while under attack from above.

Depth charges rolled off the stern of the Japanese destroyer. Down they sank, triggers slowly squeezed by sea pressure. Suddenly, the men in the submarine heard a sharp, shrill whistle over the sonar loudspeaker, then an enormous deep boom like the beating of a huge drum as the 220 pound explosive charge detonated, followed by a second, longer boom and roaring sound as the exploding bubble of gas collapsed.

… FWEET… BOOM… BOOOOM…

In the submarine’s hull, the men could feel the steel deck shudder. The deafening blasts repeated and became stronger as the destroyer closed the range to five hundred yards. Brockman kept his cool, determined to get off a shot. His demeanor helped the men manage their own fears as they kept busy working to line up an attack.

“Observation,” he called to the tracking party. “Bearing, mark… range, mark!” His assistant sang out the numbers, which Lynch fed into the TDC and Defrees plotted on his chart. “He’s within three thousand yards! I need a firing solution, now!” called Brockman sternly. He slewed around and took a peek at the attacking destroyer before lowering the periscope. Depth charges continued to explode around them.

BOOM… BOOOOM…

“One more bearing, captain,” called Lynch, almost shouting over the din, but trying for a measure of composure in the face of his commander.

“Very well. Final bearing and shoot!” Up went the periscope. The numbers sang out.

“Set!” called Lynch. “Fire three!” Moments later, “Fire four.”

“Tubes three and four fired electrically,” reported Sabbe from the torpedo room. “Torpedoes running true and normal!” called Wetmore from the sonar station.

“Make your depth two hundred feet,” ordered Brockman. Down they went. Depth charges continued to roar. In between reverberations, Wetmore listened for the torpedoes. “Still running, sir,” he announced. “Still tracking to target.” After about two minutes he reported, “I hear a rumbling sound and crackling noises. The tanker’s screws have stopped.”

Nautilus stayed deep, running silently, making barely two knots as she tried to evade the attacking destroyer. The depth charge barrage ended after about an hour, with twenty-one explosions counted. As the echoing of the undersea blasts faded, the men took stock. Nautilus crept along—the charges were not close enough to cause much more than pounding hearts and cold sweats among the men in the submarine.

Suddenly, almost an hour after the torpedo attack on the tanker, the men were startled by three loud explosions, which shook the boat more than the depth charges had and reverberated longer in duration.

“What the hell was that?” Benson exclaimed. “Could that have been our tanker?”

“Let’s take her up and see,” said Brockman. They ascended to periscope depth. Nothing was on the horizon. The nature of the explosions remained a mystery.29

Another hour passed. Men relaxed as well as they could while remaining at battle stations positions. Stewards brought coffee to the watch standers, “black and bitter” or “blond and sweet” as to order. Benson, now the officer of the deck of the morning watch, kept his eye to the periscope. At 0522 he had something.

“Captain! Ship on the horizon… looks like a warship.”

Nautilus, submerged and thus with limited speed, tried to close the contact. Brockman judged it to be a Shigure-class destroyer. He increased speed to four knots, drawing heavily on the battery, a risky move so early in the day. Try as they could, the destroyer passed from view to the west at nine miles. Brockman secured battle stations, giving his crew a rest. At 0718 he ordered course back to the southwest to continue to patrol what was becoming a fertile hunting ground. Barely an hour later, the busy morning continued with yet another warship sighting, beginning with a report from the attentive sonar listeners.

“Conn, JK, echo ranging bearing zero-nine-zero!”

Ozzie Lynch, now on watch, spun his periscope around to the aft port quarter and peered intently to the east. The skies had cleared somewhat, and the seas were rough but abating, with visibility improving. In a few minutes his efforts were rewarded with the view of a warship, judged to be an Amangiri-class destroyer. Nautilus had found Yamakaze. One of the most powerful destroyers in the world, she was armed with five 12.7 cm (five-inch) naval guns, antiaircraft guns, torpedoes, and depth charges. Her steam turbines could propel the 1,700 ton ship to a top speed of thirty-four knots, fast enough to run circles around the pokey Nautilus. The veteran vessel had participated in the invasion of the Philippines at the time of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, and was credited with assisting in the sinking of a Royal Dutch Navy minesweeper off Tarakan Island. In the Battle of the Java Sea, Yamakaze helped sink the American destroyer USS Pope as well as the British cruiser HMS Exeter and destroyer HMS Encounter. She had used her deadly cannons to sink the submarine USS Shark in the Makassar Strait, the first US submarine to be lost to enemy antisubmarine warfare.

Enemy ship recognition was not counted among Brockman’s many abilities, at least not on his first patrol. He repeatedly identified Japanese destroyers as cruisers, and misidentified the battleship Kirishima and carrier Kaga during the Midway engagement. In this case, he got the type correct, but he was looking at a Shiratsuyu-class vessel. Fortunately, the ships were similar, and the error was inconsequential. He correctly noted that it was not the same warship that they had unsuccessfully chased earlier in the morning.

“Mr. Lynch, man battle stations. Ready tubes two and four. We’re in a good position this time and I want to get off a shot before that Jap gets away! We don’t have enough battery charge left for another chase.”

The battle stations announcement and the attention-grabbing BONG BONG BONG on the submarine loudspeakers jolted the crew back to action. Within minutes, Nautilus was again ready to attack. With glimpses through the periscope, bearings from sonar, and a glance at the plot, Brockman changed course to the southeast to intercept the enemy ship. The bow swung around as Nautilus crept slowly and silently to a firing position. The torpedo tube outer doors hung open, the deadly Mark-15 weapons inside ready to speed to their target.

Brockman let the destroyer close the range, the enemy unwittingly approaching danger with every minute. The men in the conning tower worked together quietly and deliberately as the picture on the plot began to take shape in what was turning out to be an orderly approach. Lynch, now working the TDC, announced, “Captain, I have a good firing solution. He’s walking right in to this one!”

“Very well,” said Brockman. “Final bearing and shoot. Up periscope!” Nautilus was at seventy-one feet keel depth, so the attack periscope barely cleared the whitecaps. The lookouts on the Japanese destroyer never saw it, and had no idea a submarine was lurking nearby. That was about to change.

“Ready forward. Bearing… mark!” said Brockman, as he centered the periscope crosshairs on the target. His assistant called out the bearing.

“Range… mark!” Brockman tweaked the stadimeter dial to match the split image in his view. His assistant read the number off the dial, “One-three-zero-zero yards!”

“Dip the scope!” The captain had the periscope lowered just enough to hide it under the surface but ready to pop up for a quick look. The destroyer was very close.

“Set!” said Lynch as he entered the final bearing, then, “Shoot!” as he triggered the firing key. “Fire two!”

“Two fired electrically!” came the report from Sabbe in the torpedo room.

“Torpedo running true and normal!” called sonar.

Moments later tube four was fired. “Up scope!” Brockman watched the bubbling tracks of the two torpedoes as they headed toward the enemy ship at forty-five knots. Covering 1,500 yards every minute, at such close range they would reach their target in moments. Brockman stared intently at the unsuspecting quarry. There was no evidence that the Japanese lookouts noticed the torpedo tracks all but lost in the rough seas and whitecaps.

Suddenly, Brockman gasped. He then let out a whoop. “Bullseye! First torpedo hit amidships! I see flame coming from the aft stack and it seems like the amidships portion is raised a couple of feet. We might have broken her back. Lynch, get your camera!”

“Aye, sir!” Ozzie, no longer needed at the TDC, grabbed his still camera and the apparatus that connected it to the periscope.

Seconds later, Brockman drew a sharp breath. “My God! Second torpedo hit forward. Damage is terrific… she’s already down by the bow. Ozzie, raise number two scope and get some shots of this!”

Sonar began to report sounds of minor explosions and turbulence as Yamakaze heeled and began to sink. Lynch quickly fixed his camera to the number two periscope and began to frame the image. He snapped several photos. “I see men scrambling into the water!” said Brockman, still watching the tableau through the attack periscope. The ship, broken in two, listed heavily and began to sink fast. The stern disappeared, leaving the bow jutting out of the waves, the forward gun turret just awash, those deadly five-inch cannons silenced for good. A rising sun emblem was clearly visible on top of the structure. In ten minutes, it was over. Yamakaze slipped under and disappeared from view.30

Once the camera was removed and the periscope lowered, Benson asked, “Ozzie, did you get the shot?” “We’ll see what develops, XO” replied Lynch, with a smirk.
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As the sailors secured from battle stations, Campbell fell in with Chief Hester. “Hey chief, I have a question…”

“What is it, Wane?” Hester was heading back to the chief’s quarters but stopped for his trainee. Foy was a quiet man who didn’t much go for conversation, but he felt an obligation to help the younger sailors whenever he could.

“Chief, when we were hit with those depth charges this morning, I was at my station in the control room. Just before they went off, I heard a whistle over the loudspeaker. I remember a couple of weeks ago at Midway hearing clicks sometimes when they were close. What is that?”

Foy had to admit he didn’t exactly know. He was an electrician, not a sonar man, and after all, the depth charging at Midway was his first time experiencing the awful ordeal himself. “Why don’t you ask Chief Wetmore?” he replied, seeing the sonar chief coming down the narrow passageway. “Hey Ike,” he greeted him.

“What’d ya want?” growled Wetmore, unkindly. He’d been at battle stations or on watch all morning, his ears glued to the sonar headphones, and was exhausted, grouchy, and impatient.

“Campbell here wants to know what that shrill whistle is that you hear on the speaker before a depth charge blasts,” replied Foy.

“It’s heterodyning,” said Wetmore, unhelpfully. “Go ask Lee in the sonar shack. I’m hitting the rack.” Wetmore disappeared into the chief’s quarters. Foy was unruffled. He was used to the grizzled chief’s manner. He advised Campbell to go see Lee.

“Hey, Wane!” Buzz Lee greeted the young seaman warmly. Lee was a colorful figure, with a zest for life and the gift of gab, always glad for a conversation. Shipmate Red Porterfield later said, “Buzz likes—and is good at—telling sea stories, and I think he has told some so many times he believes them himself!”31 Though just short of twenty-five years old, with four years’ service and sonar school under his belt, he was a seasoned veteran to Campbell, who had just enlisted in January. Buzz had already gained valuable experience during the Midway battle. Due to illness of the chief radioman Wetmore, he found himself perched on a folding camp chair in the conning tower helping to man the JK sonar. Campbell posed his question, which invited Lee to tell him everything he knew about depth charges.

“First of all, forget about “heterodyning.” Chief said that just to get rid of you. The ash cans the Nips use are just bombs in a can, set to go off at one hundred or two hundred feet depth. We can dive deeper than that, so that helps, but even if we’re at three hundred feet the upper part of our hull, like the conning tower, is pretty close if one is dropped right on top of you. Time to cash in your chips.”

“So, what happens is, the bomb goes off—KAPOW!” Buzz clapped his hands to emphasize the point, “and this makes a pressure pulse called a shock wave. Kind of like a sonar sound pulse, except a shock wave goes faster than sound. Don’t ask me why.32 When it hits our hull it makes that metallic click we sometimes heard at Midway. Then the blast of the deto-nation hits—BOOM!” Buzz threw his arms out, knocking a clipboard off its perch in the confined space of the sonar room. “And then it reverbs, like beating on a drum. The blast travels at the speed of sound, so the farther away you are the longer the time between click-BOOM, kinda like the difference between lightning and thunder.”

Buzz was enjoying himself and would have kept on, but Campbell was finally able to interrupt him with a question. “So, how close does it have to be to get us?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I know when I was in the conning tower at Midway, a thousand yards was no problem, though it scared the shit out of us. Five hundred yards was close, but nothing serious broke. I tell you, I made sure I took my headphones off when I heard that click! I would not want to be a hundred yards away when one of those things went off! That’s all she wrote!”

Research performed after the war showed that a close explosion, within twenty-five feet, could rupture a pressure hull by action of the shock wave or gas bubble. Within fifty feet, the shock wave could deform a hull or cause serious damage to machinery. Beyond one hundred feet, only minor damage to fittings would be expected.33

“But Buzz, what about heater-dying?” asked Wane. “Heterodyning, you moron. I told you not to worry about that. But since you asked, here it is. Those clicks I told you about? The actual shock wave is too high pitch for human ears to hear, like a dog whistle,” said Buzz. “The click is when it hits the hull, like a bell ringing. But the sonar we listen to can hear the actual shock wave. A lot of the sounds we listen for in the ocean are like that. So that we can hear them in our headphones, the gizmo converts them to a lower pitch. That’s heterodyning. To us, it sounds like a whistle.”

“Oh, I see…” said Campbell, not seeing at all. “Well, don’t worry about it. You want to be a torpedoman, anyway, right? All you need to know is how to run a chain fall and a knucklebuster.”

Campbell was familiar with Buzz’s schtick and was undeterred. “C’mon, Buzz, I really want to know this shit. It’s not just the sonar shack that gets depth charged!”

“You’re right. We’re all in it together when the Japs start banging on our metal mousetrap.”

The physical and psychological effects on the crew during a depth charge attack are hard to appreciate. The pressure pulses and sound waves hitting the hull transmit energy into the air, spiking pressures, creating deafening booms, and shaking one’s insides. Lights dim, or blink out as bulbs shatter, the hull creaks and bangs as metal flexes and fittings stress, water spurts from pipe joints, and loose items of any description fly about the spaces. A 1945 Hydrographic Office34 report on war damage suggested that “luminous gases, visible shock waves or smoke from close underwater detonations may have entered the interiors of the ships concerned, either through packing glands or hatches which opened momentarily.” Crew stationed in torpedo rooms reported balls of fire or momentary jets of flame entering though torpedo tubes and air pressures spiking at 130 pounds per square inch, almost nine atmospheres. One explanation for these astounding, but consistently reported, phenomena is physiological, relating to the behavior of vision under stress. The report goes on to say that “changes in the pressure, volume or velocity of blood in the retina will cause some people to see momentary grayish or purplish luminous clouds that sweep over the field of vision. Others may see rivers of light or a succession of scintillations that resemble fireworks.”

Fortunately for Nautilus and her fellow submarines, there was safety in depth. Japanese depth charges could be set for a maximum of two hundred feet, and American subs could evade them by diving to their designed test depth of three hundred feet—or even greater. In April 1942, the ship conducted a test dive to 350 feet off the California coast, and Lee reported similarly deep dives in Nautilus during depth charging. USS Grouper claimed to have descended to as much as six hundred feet, losing depth control during an attack. This tactic was effective in the early part of the war, allowing American submarines to eventually slink far enough away to escape detection by the attacking destroyer’s sonar.

After an eventful morning, the rest of the day was mercifully quiet, allowing the crew to recuperate and revel in their morning’s successes. “We took care of that bastard!” “Scratch one tin can!” Details of the sinking of Yamakaze filtered through the boat. That evening, just after surfacing and beginning to charge the depleted battery, Nautilus ran through a huge oil slick, described as a mile across and several miles wide. Brockman judged it to be from the oil tanker that was attacked just after sunrise.35
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It was a quiet night as Nautilus cruised on the surface, charging batteries and clearing the stench of diesel fumes, cigarette smoke, and sweaty bodies from the spaces with fresh tropical air. Shortly after submerging with the dawn on June 27, the periscope watch reported a contact—an enemy destroyer. Battle stations were manned, and the submarine attempted to close the target, but the speedy warship moved off, unaware of the near encounter. The rest of the day was uneventful. Brockman complained in his patrol report that “weather conditions made navigation difficult,” as overcast skies persisted. A two-knot northeasterly current was posing an additional challenge for Benson the navigator as he tried to make educated guesses about their movements. At least the wind and seas were subsiding, and Brockman logged “Fugi Yama in clear sight as well as the coast of Honshu, O’Shima, and Miyaki Shima.36 Sea glassy calm.”

“Mr. Lynch!” called Brockman, peering through the number two periscope. “Come here and bring your camera!” Lynch hurried to the conning tower, eager to know what the captain thought was worth photographing.

“Take a look. It’s Mount Fuji, clear as day. You can see the snowcap. Get a shot of this, will you?” Brockman stepped aside so Lynch could attach his equipment. Working quickly, he removed the eyepiece and fastened a homemade adapter to the barrel.

“How far away is it do you reckon, sir?” asked Lynch.

“The plot shows us to be about seventy-five miles.” Brockman had moved to the number one periscope. He spun around, looking for contacts. “Hurry up, Ozzie. I’d like a few others to get a look, then I want that periscope down. The seas are too calm.”
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