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PRAISE FOR

FATAL DIVE

“Peter Stevens unreels a fascinating piece of nautical history. This real-life drama of war, suspense, and human achievement in the face of frightful odds is mesmerizing from start to finish. A book for all.”


—LIEUTENANT GENERAL DAVE PALMER (RETIRED), 
author of George Washington and Benedict Arnold 
and George Washington’s Military Genius
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“A thriller that plows forward with the unrelenting intensity of a World War II submarine hunting down an enemy cruiser, but this tale is powered by the devotion of three faithful sons desperately searching for their father, Lieutenant Commander Jim Abele—and to solve the fate of his crew, the men of the USS Grunion. A masterful mystery that is truly a love story disguised as a war story.”


—MICHAEL KEANE, author of Patton: Blood, Guts, and Prayer
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“After the USS Grunion was lost in perhaps the most hostile environment of the war, the details of the submarine’s sinking off the Aleutian islands remained a mystery for decades—until the deceased skipper’s sons set out with dogged determination to find out where and how their father died. Stevens manages to build suspense even though the reader knows the ultimate fate of the Gato-class “pigboat.” Fatal Dive is a quick but thoughtful and moving read.”


—JIM DEFELICE, 
best-selling author of Rangers at Dieppe, 
Omar Bradley: General at War, and American Sniper
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“A fascinating account of how a brave man’s loyal sons discovered that a stateside design flaw had doomed him and his crew. Touching and eloquent.”


—JOHN KOSTER, author of Operation Snow: How a 
Soviet Mole in FDR’s White House Triggered Pearl Harbor
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“Suspenseful ... a chilling conclusion.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY








This book is dedicated to Lieutenant Commander Jim Abele, 
the sixty-nine other men aboard the submarine USS Grunion— 
heroes all—and their families. Also, to Jim’s remarkable wife, Catherine, and 
three sons Bruce, Brad, and John who went searching against all odds for 
their father, his sub, his crew, and answers.







 THE CREW OF THE USS GRUNION

July 30, 1942
 On Eternal Patrol
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Abele, Mannert L., Lieutenant Commander, Commanding Officer 
Alexander, Frank E., Signalman Third Class 
Allen, Daniel E., Signalman Third Class 
Arvan, Herbert J., Mess Attendant Second Class 
Banes, Paul E., Chief Motor Machinist’s Mate 
Bedard, Leo J. I., Chief Motor Machinist’s Mate 
Blinston, Wesley H., Radioman Third Class 
Bonadies, Nicholas R., Fireman Second Class 
Boo, Robert F., Electrician’s Mate Third Class 
Bouvia, Chester L., Machinist’s Mate First Class 
Caldwell, George E., Chief Electrician’s Mate, Warrant Officer 
Carroll, Richard H., Seaman Second Class 
Clift, John S., Torpedoman’s Mate Second Class 
Collins, Michael F., Fireman Second Class 
Cooksey, Lee D., Motor Machinist’s Mate First Class 
Cullinane, Daniel, Chief Motor Machinist’s Mate  
Cuthbertson, William H., Jr., Ensign 
Deaton, Lawrence D., Seaman Second Class 
DeStoop, Albert E., Chief Torpedoman’s Mate 
Devaney, William P., Jr., Seaman Second Class 
Dighton, Samuel R., Jr., Lieutenant Junior Grade 
Doell, Louis H., Jr., Radioman Second Class 
Franck, Leon H., Seaman First Class 
Graham, Merritt D., Chief Torpedoman’s Mate, Chief of the Boat 
Hall, Kenneth E., Seaman Second Class 
Hellensmith, Ernest G., Electrician’s Mate Third Class 
Henderson, Hollice B., Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class 
Hutchinson, Charles R., Torpedoman’s Mate Third Class 
Kennedy, Sylvester J., Jr., Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class 
Knowles, Edward E., Jr., Seaman Second Class 
Kockler, Lawrence R., Torpedoman’s Mate First Class 
Kornahrens, William G., Lieutenant, Communications Officer 
Ledford, Moore J., Chief Yeoman 
Lehman, Woodrow W., Electrician’s Mate First Class 
Loe, Sidney A., Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class 
Lunsford, Samuel E., Jr., Electrician’s Mate Second Class 
Lyon, James W., Fireman First Class 
Martin, Carson R., Chief Motor Machinist’s Mate 
Martin, Thomas E., Electrician’s Mate First Class 
Mathison, Ryder, Electrician’s Mate First Class 
McCutcheon, Richard G., Torpedoman’s Mate Third Class 
McMahon, John M., Lieutenant, Engineering and Diving Officer 
Miller, Ernest C., Fireman Second Class 
Myers, David O., Fireman First Class 
Nave, Frank T., Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class 
Newcomb, Arthur G., Radioman First Class 
Nobles, John W., Motor Machinist’s Mate First Class 
Pancoast, John E., Motor Machinist’s Mate Second Class 
Parziale, Carmine A., Torpedoman’s Mate Third Class 
Paul, Cornelius, Jr., Mess Attendant Second Class 
Pickel, Bernard J., Seaman First Class 
Post, Arnold C., Seaman Second Class  
Randall, William H., Radioman Second Class 
Ryan, Loyal, Jr., Seaman Second Class 
Sanders, Howard A., Motor Machinist’s Mate First Class 
Schumann, Elmer T., Chief Quartermaster 
Sullivan, Paul P., Pharmacist’s Mate First Class 
Surofchek, Steven, Ship’s Cook First Class 
Swartwood, David N., Seaman Second Class 
Templeton, Samuel A., Gunner’s Mate First Class 
Thomas, Millener W., Lieutenant, Executive Officer 
Traviss, Byron A., Seaman Second Class 
Ullmann, Albert, Seaman First Class 
Van Woggelum, Marshall F., Fireman Third Class 
Walter, Melvin H., Fireman Third Class 
Webster, Raymond E., Electrician’s Mate Second Class 
Welch, Donald F., Fire Controlman Second Class 
Wells, John H., Torpedoman’s Mate Second Class 
Wilson, John E., Jr., Ship’s Cook Third Class 
Youngman, Ralph J., Fireman Second Class







 PROLOGUE
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At just about 3:30 on the sunny afternoon of September 30, 1942, at home in Newton, Massachusetts, Kay Abele received a Western Union telegram. She read the message, went to the front door, and called her sons—twelve-year-old Bruce, nine-year-old Brad, and five-year-old John—in from the street in front of the house where they were tossing a football.

As the boys stood in the sunlight streaming through a window into the living room, she read them the telegram. Their father, the commander of the submarine USS Grunion, was “missing following action in the performance of his duty and in the service of his country.” It was the message dreaded by every American whose beloved husband, father, or son was engaged in the fight with Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan.

And across America, sixty-nine other families received the same heart-rending notice. Lieutenant Commander Jim Abele and his entire crew were missing in action. That was all. No answers about the fate of the submarine’s captain or his men would surface for more than six decades. The Grunion had simply vanished.






 CHAPTER ONE

“WE’VE GOT A TARGET”
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John Abele (pronounced EY-bool-ee) glanced at his watch: 11:31 p.m., August 22, 2007. He was in the wheelhouse of a 165-foot-long commercial fishing boat 1,300 miles west of Anchorage, Alaska. He and the others aboard the Aquila knew they did not have much time. A massive low-pressure system, bringing hundred-mile-per-hour winds and monster waves, was moving in.

Tethered by a steel cable to the Aquila was the Max Rover, the very same kind of Remotely Operated Vehicle (ROV) already celebrated for having found two famous wrecks, the Titanic and the Bismarck. Now it was more than 3,000 feet below, in the dark, icy depths of the Bering Sea, five miles off the Aleutian Island of Kiska. Five men were crammed in the Aquila’s wheelhouse, peering into three glowing video monitors, hoping against hope that the Rover would find its target before the storm hit.

Kale Garcia, the Aquila’s forty-three-year-old skipper, had fished the Bering for black cod and king crab since he was eighteen. Though the sea had gone suddenly and strangely calm, he knew that an Aleutian storm could bring waves capable of splitting 3-inch-thick steel. A sturdy commercial fishing boat could be lifted fifty feet by swells rising one after another—the dense anchor chain pulling taut with a metallic shriek each time. He knew well those stomach-churning seconds when the Aquila sat poised atop a huge swell’s crest.

Then, as the crew clung to steel rails and supports in the wheelhouse, the chart room, or the cramped berths fore and aft, the ship’s thick steel prow would dip at nearly a ninety-degree angle and plunge into the trough—then slam against the surface of the sea. As every inch of the Aquila shuddered, several feet of her bow would vanish beneath the surface.

Then the ship’s bow would snap back upward and above the Bering Sea. The anchor chain holding the ship would right herself for the next swell in the “Aleutian roller coaster.”1


Over his decades in the Bering, Garcia had seen these “roller coasters” unnerve even veteran crabbers and codders. Garcia himself would never have set out from Kiska at night under normal circumstances, not even for the short five-mile trip to the ship’s present position. The harbor might as well be 500 miles away if the wind and waves were to roar in without warning. The Aquila’s mission, however, was not an ordinary voyage for Garcia. This was no fishing trip.

The Aquila was on a mission—a mission Garcia viewed as, at best, highly quixotic. The Bering Sea veteran didn’t believe that John Abele had the proverbial chance in hell of finding what he and his brothers, Bruce and Brad, were seeking.

The Abele brothers were engaged in a decades-long quest to solve one of World War II’s last and most baffling mysteries: the fate of  the submarine USS Grunion. She had disappeared without a trace somewhere off Kiska on July 30, 1942.

The mission was personal for the brothers. They had last seen their father, thirty-eight-year-old Lieutenant Commander Mannert “Jim” Abele, at Sunday lunch at the New London, Connecticut, Naval Officers’ Club in May 1942. For sixty-five years, all the Navy would tell his widow, Catherine “Kay” Abele, and her boys was that Jim Abele and his sixty-nine crewmen were missing and presumed lost.

It was an official line that Kay and her sons questioned all their lives. Now, John, Bruce, and Brad were united in an ambitious and highly dangerous attempt to achieve their mother’s last wish: find Jim and his submarine.

Their search had led them to the Aleutians for a second summer straight. Kiska, some 1,500 miles from the Alaskan mainland, was and is a forbidding site—treeless and fogbound, guarded by a looming active volcano. Magnitude 9 earthquakes constantly rock the island, stirring up what Garcia told the brothers were “the worst, most horrible waves on earth.” After John Abele saw Kiska for the first time, he told his wife, Mary, “It’s Lord of the Rings meets Nanook of the North, the edge of the earth.”

Garcia had reasons besides deadly weather to regard the Abeles’ mission with skepticism. National Geographic had backed out of the expedition at the last minute—after asking to send a writer and a photographer aboard the Aquila—because Robert Ballard, the world-renowned oceanographer and explorer who had found the Titanic, doubted the Grunion could be found. Even if the submarine had not broken apart on volcanic outcrops on her way to the bottom, Ballard had little confidence that a successful search in the Bering’s rough currents was possible, whether by sonar or submersible.

Other experts agreed that the submarine was lost forever. David Gallo, an oceanographer and Ballard protégé who had joined John  Abele aboard the Aquila, confessed that his colleagues at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute rated the chances of finding the sub at “zero.” The Aquila’s crew placed bets on how long it would take the Abeles to give up their search.

So U.S. Navy officials, a legion of scientists and seamen, and the world’s preeminent shipwreck hunter had all told the Abeles repeatedly that no one would ever find the Grunion. The submarine was a tiny target in a vast and untamable sea.

But John and his brothers had sedulously pursued every possible clue—from long-forgotten Japanese naval records to a sonar scan hit that Ballard had dismissed as merely “an underwater volcanic mass or a surface ship.”

And finally they were about to find out whether their long quest was in vain. The sudden calm of the Bering Sea had allowed them to complete their run to the spot where they believed the Grunion lay—just a few miles off Kiska. But the ocean floor there was 3,000 feet below the surface. And the storm approaching from the west meant they didn’t have much time. At 9 p.m., Garcia cut the engines. After taking depth soundings and computer mapping the sea bottom, the team decided to send down the ROV. At 10:20 p.m., with a deafening rasp of the winch, the crew lowered the Max Rover, a steel vehicle the size of a minivan, into the Bering.

The vehicle’s thin steel tether-line lay slack for the moment. Joe Caba, a deep-sea search veteran, piloted the ROV from the Aquila’s wheelhouse. He hit a switch on the remote control, and the Rover’s powerful directional propellers thrashed to life, kicking up spurts of seawater. At another prompt from Caba—one of the best ROV operators in the business—the Max Rover splashed away from the Aquila “like an enormous yellow puppy.” Several hundred yards from the ship, the ROV slipped under the surface.

For nearly a half hour, the group in the wheelhouse peered at camera images of startled black cod and basketball-sized orange  jellyfish. As the ROV reached a depth of 3,100 feet, a volcanic slope slowly appeared.

John Abele drew a sharp breath. Two long parallel tracks etched into the gray soil bed pointed toward the ocean bottom.

Caba said, “Let’s see where they lead ...”

At 3,200 feet, the vehicle reached the ocean floor and continued to follow the tracks.

“We’ve got a target,” Caba said, “out at 045 degrees and about 60 meters.”

An object slowly materialized from the gloom. At first, it looked like a brownish-gray mass of kelp. Then, as the Rover’s phosphorus-white beacons knifed through the murky depths of the Bering Sea, the ghostly contours of a submarine took shape.

A sizable chunk of the bow was missing, exposing the forward torpedo room and bunk beds, whose only inhabitants now were shimmering amber starfish. Exposed pipes framed the conning tower. Radio antennae stuck up like spikes. Old hydraulic hoses snaked across the steel hull.

“There she is,” Abele said in a near whisper.

The Max Rover slid to the wreck’s port side, the cameras revealing spots where the hull had buckled and cracked along weld seams. But most of the sub was remarkably intact.

Halfway across the globe, in his Newton, Massachusetts, living room, John Abele’s oldest brother Bruce sat transfixed in front of the computer screen, tears welling as the images from the Max Rover streamed up from the sea bottom. They were images of his father’s sub, the first glimpses of the USS Grunion in sixty-five years.

Navigator Richard Graham stared at the images, looking intently for the propeller guards that would prove the wreck was, in fact, the Grunion—prove it even to the U.S. Navy.

But as Caba started to navigate the Rover toward the sub’s stern, the Aquila lurched to port as a large foaming wave hit the vessel.

“Damn it!” muttered Caba. “We’ve lost her!”

After sixty-five years, the Bering Sea was not ready to give up the Grunion or her secrets—not yet.






 CHAPTER TWO

AN UNCONVENTIONAL COURSE
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On July 11, 1903, in the shipbuilding city of Quincy, Massachusetts, Dr. Francis Abele and his wife, Lou, welcomed the birth of their second child. They christened him Mannert Lincoln Abele, but as a small boy, Mannert decided that he preferred to be called “Jim.” The name stuck so tightly that, years later, even his own sons called him Jim, never father or dad—not even when he donned his Navy dress-whites and gold-braided, black-visored officer’s cap, the very picture of a commander. But Jim Abele wasn’t a conventional guy; he charted his own course.

Jim’s parents had met when his father, busy establishing his veterinary practice in Quincy, placed a newspaper ad in hopes of renting a room: “A young veterinarian desires board and lodging with stable facilities. F. Abele, Faxon House.”1 Dr. Abele’s ad caught the eye of Mrs. Frank Hall, who clipped it out of the paper and  strode across Spear Street to a two-storey clapboarded house with a barn, originally built in 1818.

Mrs. Hall knocked and handed the clipping to Mrs. Addie Tupper when she answered the door. Addie was a widow whose husband, Trescott Tupper, had built up a successful tannery leather business only to see it destroyed—as he lay bed-ridden with cancer—by a partner who “played the ponies.” That left his wife, their two daughters (Lou and Laura) and three sons (Fred, George, and Russell) with a large home and little cash. They were barely scraping by on what Lou and Fred made working at a local surveying office (Fred as an apprentice).

In blunt Yankee fashion, Mrs. Hall pointed out that the Tuppers needed more income—Addie should talk to the young veterinarian. Addie listened, but was concerned that “a horse doctor was no better than a blacksmith or even a sailor.” With two attractive daughters in the house, she refused to take in any boarder of questionable character or background. Mrs. Hall prodded—surely it would do Addie no harm just to talk with Dr. Abele.

Despite her misgivings, Addie decided to reply to Francis Abele’s ad. The young man who needed a room turned out to be well-dressed, polite, serious, and genial; to her approval, he had been a teacher for several years after his graduation from Bridgewater (Massachusetts) Normal School and had then gone on to college to study veterinary medicine. She deemed teaching a respectable occupation and was delighted that he had a degree. No one in her own family had graduated from college (though her daughter Lou was a graduate of the prestigious Thayer Academy in neighboring Braintree). She offered him the room in the barn and meals with the family, comfortable that he was a respectable gentleman and certain that his board would help her pay the mounting bills.

Francis Abele became such a part of the family that he started taking Lou and Laura with him on his calls to outlying farms where he tended to livestock, dogs, cats—and in one case a bear. While Laura was pretty and vivacious, Jim was increasingly drawn to Lou, a tall young woman who was closer to his age and equally serious and mature. Lou was interested Frank, too. But when he proposed she balked, saying she could not quit her job and marry him because her family depended on her salary.

Frank assured Lou that he would continue to pay Addie board and lodging—now for his wife as well as himself—and help with the household expenses. So Lou accepted Frank’s proposal, and the couple arranged to rent a two-room “suite” from Addie, with the barn serving as Frank’s veterinary office. The Abeles and the Tuppers had to live frugally, but as Frank’s practice grew so did his ability to provide for his extended family. He eventually paid his mother-in-law a thousand dollars in cash—more than double the average annual wage at the time—to buy the house, the barn, and the lot. It turned out to be a shrewd investment.

Frank and Lou welcomed their first child in 1901. They named him Trescott Tupper Abele, after Lou’s father. A little over two years later, in 1903, Mannert Lincoln Abele was born—“Jim.”

Trescott, nicknamed “Tet,” recalled that he and Jim grew up in “a happy home”—which just happened to be across the street from the granite church containing the crypt where President John Adams, his wife Abigail, and their son President John Quincy Adams are buried. There was history in Quincy, and plenty of diversity too, with all the new immigrants. Jim learned quickly how to hold his own with rough-and-tumble boys, and as his brother recalled, Jim “was ... a happy, friendly, handsome extrovert, popular, a natural leader,” and a natural athlete.

Their parents never argued in front of the boys. Both mother and father seemed always to defer to the other, and Frank Abele never spanked his children except for willful disobedience. He expected the boys listen to what he said and act accordingly.

The constant stream of locals’ ailing cats, dogs, and other animals provided Frank Abele with a solid practice and steady income for the family. He replaced the old coal stove with a new gas one, put in electricity to replace the house’s antiquated gas lamps, and had a modern inside bathroom installed in place of the outhouse. While most of his neighbors were still clattering around Quincy’s crowded streets with horses and buggies, Dr. Abele bought a jaunty new car.

The boys played baseball (or three-o-cat, a form of baseball with three bases and six players) and were dare-devil sledders and bicycle riders. Sometimes they would square off with boxing gloves in the Spear Street barn. Other times they engaged in wild snowball fights with a gang of Italian boys from an adjoining neighborhood. Whether hurling snowballs or baseballs, Jim’s arm was always an asset. He had a lively fastball and a sharp-breaking “outdrop” or curveball. He knew better, however, than to incur his father’s anger by taking part in rock fights between rival neighborhood bands; stone-throwing was one thing Frank Abele would not tolerate.

Jim was so popular with schoolmates that the boys from Presidents’ Hill, where the mansions of Quincy’s wealthiest families had panoramic views of the Atlantic, asked him to join their ranks. He chose to stick with his own “Spear Street Gang.”

The lure and romance of what might lie beyond the waters of Quincy Bay had hit Jim by the time he turned nine. He wrote a letter to an officer aboard the USS Chester, the U.S. Navy’s first light cruiser, which was stationed at the Boston Navy Yard. The officer replied to Jim on September 19, 1911: 
My dear Mannert,

Your letter came this morning and I think you are a very brave boy to want to go to Africa. I should like very much to take you and my boy ... what a fine time you two could have! But, Mannert, Uncle Sam does not permit me to take boys, much as I want to take them. Some day when you are older, I hope you will have the opportunity of seeing Africa and other parts of the world. You ask your Uncle Arthur to tell you of what he sees in Africa. When we come back to Boston, you visit the ship and I will answer all the questions you want to ask about the Arabs and Turks.... Good-bye my brave and bright boy. I am sorry that we cannot take you, but Uncle Sam must be obeyed.





The Uncle Arthur mentioned in the letter was Dr. Abele’s brother, Lieutenant Commander Clarence Arthur Abele, who in a short span of years had become a U.S. Navy legend. He had graduated from the Naval Academy in just three years. On April 25, 1898, Congress had declared war on Spain, and in June of what should have been his senior year, Abele was posted as a gunnery officer aboard the armored cruiser USS Brooklyn, flagship of Commodore Winfield Scott Schley’s “Flying Squadron” and Rear Admiral William T. Sampson’s North Atlantic Squadron, preparing for combat against the Spanish fleet in Santiago Harbor.

The Spanish fleet—four armored cruisers, and two torpedo boats under the command of Admiral Pascual Cervera—made a run for open waters on July 3, 1898. In a furious battle, the American warships turned five of the Spanish vessels into flaming wrecks and ran the sixth, the state-of-the-art armored cruiser Colon, aground. Aboard the Brooklyn, which was the first ship fired upon, young  Ensign Abele commanded his 5-inch guns in a deadly hour-long duel with the Spanish flagship, the armored cruiser Infante Maria Theresa , and the cruiser Vizcaya. Both Spanish vessels were ablaze. Cervera’s entire squadron was lost, with 323 killed, 151 wounded, and 70 officers—including the admiral—and 1,500 enlisted men taken prisoner. Only one American, a yeoman aboard the Brooklyn, was killed.

In 1901 Ensign Abele took the helm of his first command, the new torpedo boat USS Barney at the Naval Torpedo Station in Newport, Rhode Island. By January 1903 he was assigned as a gunnery officer aboard the battleship USS Massachusetts, and when an 8-inch gun exploded in the forward turret during target practice off San Juan, Puerto Rico, and threatened to set off stacked shells and charges, Arthur reacted quickly and coolly. He flooded the turret to prevent the other loaded cannon from exploding and setting off the magazine just below the two guns. He was cited for his bravery and “splendid discipline.”

Young Jim had an understandable case of hero worship for Arthur. It seemed Jim was determined to go Navy from five years old, when Arthur had given him a sailor suit. By high school he displayed many of the attributes one might look for in a young naval officer. He was not the student his brother was, but Jim was intelligent, popular, and a fine athlete, especially on the soccer field. He liked science and was mechanically minded, able to understand complex machinery instinctively. And especially after the death of their father in 1917, his Uncle Arthur was his inspiration. Arthur Abele, a captain now, had been awarded the Navy Cross during World War I “for distinguished service ... as commanding officer of the USS Maui engaged in the important, exacting, and hazardous duty of transporting and escorting troops and supplies to European ports through waters infested with enemy submarines and mines.”

Young Jim wanted to apply to Annapolis, but the pragmatic, no-nonsense captain admonished his nephew that he needed better grades to meet the Naval Academy’s lofty academic requirements. There might be another way, Arthur advised—a long shot, but possible : if Jim enlisted in the Navy, studied on his own, and took the fleet-wide exam, a high score could earn him a place at Annapolis.

Seventeen-year-old Jim Abele signed his enlistment papers at the Boston Navy Yard on August 20, 1920, after completing just three years at Quincy High School. Following basic training, the new seaman shipped out aboard the USS Utah, a 21,825-ton battleship, or “dreadnought,” which bristled with ten 12-inch cannons mounted two apiece in five turrets. Jim joined a crew of 941 men and 60 officers commanded by Captain William Benson. Part of the Atlantic Squadron, the Utah anchored in numerous European ports and off Constantinople. Jim Abele’s boyhood dreams of visiting famous, exotic ports was coming true, but his most earnest hope was to rise from the ranks of the “swabbies” and become an officer. That meant long off-duty hours studying for the fleet-wide Annapolis entrance exam. If he needed an additional incentive, he got it from the sight of Naval Academy midshipmen scrambling around the battleship’s deck during their summer tours of training duty. In the 1920s, only the top two applicants from the Atlantic Fleet and the top two from the Pacific Fleet were offered slots at the Academy each year.

Jim took the exam in 1921 and did well in every section except the spelling portion, which sank him. He resolved to study even harder, and on the 1922 test achieved a winning score. He received the news that he was accepted as a plebe for the Annapolis Class of 1926 as the Utah rode anchor off Constantinople. Jim was soon aboard another vessel bound for Hampton Roads, Virginia, in time for the traditional “plebe summer” at the picturesque Maryland campus nestled along Chesapeake Bay. Prospective freshmen,  midshipmen fourth class, were drilled in the traditions of the Naval Service and the Naval Academy, in basic military skills, and in the high standards and obligations inherent in service as a midshipman and naval officer. On Jim’s first day of plebe summer, he and his fellow newcomers were escorted to their small rooms in Bancroft Hall and told they would need to be mentally, morally, and physically tough if they wanted to succeed at the Academy and in the Navy.

At first Jim struggled with the endless physical and mental challenges of life at Annapolis. He was so miserable during his plebe summer that he wanted to quit. Upperclassmen were hard on all the plebes, but they singled out those who had come to Annapolis through fleet-wide appointments for especially rough ritual hazing. The majority of the midshipmen at the Academy had been at the top of their high school class and been accepted for admission on the strength of their academic record—upon formal nominations from their congressmen and senators. They derided the handful of plebes who got to Annapolis by way of the fleet-wide exams as interlopers who had used a “back-door” route and had to prove themselves worthy of their “betters.” Of course plebes who had actually served aboard a ship loathed many of the conventional midshipmen as children of privilege whose families had pulled strings for them.

Captain Arthur Abele knew his nephew measured up, and he insisted that Jim stick it out. Jim repaid his uncle’s confidence by proving himself in the classroom and on the varsity soccer pitch as a ball-hawking center-forward for all four years. Jim had a memento of his uncle ever present at Annapolis—the Reina Mercedes, one of the Spanish cruisers Arthur Abele had dueled at the Battle of Santiago, was anchored in the bay. The captured warship, which had been refurbished by the U.S. Navy, was used by the midshipmen as both a barracks and a brig throughout Jim’s years at Annapolis.

Despite being one of a handful of midshipmen selected for naval aviation training on account of their exceptional hand-eye coordination and the ability to think quickly under extreme pressure, Jim declined that career path. He had joined the Navy to serve at sea, and he requested that he be allowed to do so. His request was granted.

Jim Abele graduated with the Annapolis class of 1926 and was assigned as an ensign to the battleship USS Colorado. One of his first assignments was to coach the Colorado’s soccer squad against the teams of other warships at bases from New York to Portsmouth, Great Britain, and Sydney, Australia. His teams excelled.

An officer was expected to marry and raise a family, and after his graduation from the Academy, Jim began courting a smart, attractive, and accomplished music teacher named Catherine “Kay” Eaton, a distant cousin who had boarded at his family house in Quincy with her sister, Frances, for a time after Jim’s father died.

Kay had been born and raised in the rural Massachusetts town of Middleboro, a classic Yankee hamlet with cranberry bogs, farmland hacked from dense woods, and one of the region’s oldest Congregationalist churches. An accomplished musician, she had taught violin in both Quincy and Lowell, Massachusetts, before continuing her studies at the Eastman School of Music in Rochester, New York.

Kay had no shortage of suitors, and Jim Abele knew it. He also knew that not all women were well suited to Navy life, but he sensed that because of her practical personality, Kay might be.

In the spring of 1927, Jim was hospitalized for minor surgery. While convalescing, he pursued Kay and won her hand. They were married on June 8, 1927, in a small outdoor ceremony at the home of her sister, Frances, in Brookline, Massachusetts. Shortly afterwards Jim was ordered to report back to the Colorado, which was  stationed with the Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor. The newlyweds headed immediately for Hawaii, where Kay adjusted well to her new life, making friends easily with the other officers’ wives and teaching piano and violin to augment the couple’s income.






CHAPTER THREE

THE SUBMARINER
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While stationed at Pearl Harbor, Jim became fascinated by submarines. Known lovingly as “pig boats” to the “submariners” (pronounced “submar-EEN-ers,” not “sub-MAHR-iners”), the underwater service of the era attracted the Navy’s more adventurous and colorful sailors. To the surface Navy, the submarines had another name—“iron coffins,” and with good reason. Once a submarine slipped beneath the surface, there was no such thing as a routine dive.

A submarine skipper needed equal measures of nerve, coolness in a crisis—crises were inevitable in a pig boat—and the ability to command tough, fractious men crammed into quarters so tight that only a captain who commanded utter trust and respect could maintain shipboard discipline. On virtually every level, the submarine  fleet posed more challenges for officers than any other branch of the Navy. Jim Abele wanted in on those challenges.

In the fall of 1928, he applied to the submarine officers’ school in New London, Connecticut, and was accepted. The five-month course started in mid-January 1929. While the training proved arduous, and the washout rate for prospective submarine officers was high, Jim thrived both in the classroom and on the training sub. Four times a month he and the other candidates went out on training subs for two-day deep-water tests. The presence of sub-tenders, surface ships equipped with salvage equipment and deep-sea dive teams, testified to the ever-present risk of training accidents from rookie mistakes.

Jim completed his training in June 1929 and was assigned as an engineering officer to the submarine S-23, which was soon slated to depart the Portsmouth Naval Base in New Hampshire and join the Pacific Fleet in Pearl Harbor. As he began his new career, he also looked forward to another role: first-time father. Kay was pregnant, and they decided she would stay in Boston with her sister and then join Jim in Hawaii after she delivered their child. For the next few months, Jim and Kay wrote to each other frequently. Kay gave birth on October 14, 1929, to a boy they named Bruce. Several weeks later, mother and child arrived in Pearl Harbor.

Jim and Kay loved the submarine service’s close-knit informality. Submarine officers’ wives were often on a first-name basis with seamen’s wives, something unheard of in the surface Navy. Jim and the other submariners, along with naval aviators, comprised the “brown-shoe Navy,” so called because they chose to wear brown shoes, rather than the traditional black, with their khaki uniforms. Tweaking naval nomenclature, submarine personnel referred to their vessels as “boats” instead of “ships,” the surface Navy’s term for all vessels (in much the same manner, naval pilots called the  front of their carriers “the pointy end” rather than the traditional “bow”).

In Honolulu, Kay taught music at the Kamehameha School and also played violin in the local symphony. The busy couple’s household expanded on January 25, 1933, when Kay gave birth to a second son, Bradford, who was quickly dubbed “Brad.”

Jim was a clever, troubleshooting officer—even when the initial result might be a chewing out from his commander. While running engineering tests aboard the S-23 in 1932, Jim discovered a wiring problem that created a severe lack of compression in cylinders within the diesel engine. As a drop in compression could prevent a submerged sub from generating enough power to resurface, it was a potentially fatal issue. Jim and a crewman working with him changed the sub’s wiring to fix the problem and increase the boat’s speed and power. When Jim told his skipper, Jim was ordered to keep his mouth shut and “put it back the way you found it or you’ll be court-martialed.” Later Jim was to receive a special commendation for his action by the Bureau of Navigation in Washington, D.C.

In early January 1933 Jim was transferred to another sub, the S-21, but requested shore duty, perhaps to spend more time with his growing family. Three months later he received orders to report to the Navy’s Bureau of Navigation in Washington, D.C.

For nearly the next four years, Jim manned a desk. He and Kay maintained an active social life. As pleasant as these years were, Jim inevitably longed to get back to sea, and in May 1936 he was assigned to the submarine USS R-11 in New London, Connecticut. In February 1937, Jim and Kay’s third son, John, was born, and Jim was given command of his own submarine, the USS R-13. Designed for coastal and harbor defense, with diesel-electric engines, the submarine was a little more than 186 feet long and had a top speed of 13.5 knots (15.5 miles per hour) on the surface and 10.5 knots  (12.1 miles per hour) submerged. The R-13 carried a crew of only one other officer and twenty-seven men. She was armed with four 21-inch torpedo tubes and a .50 caliber machine gun mounted on the foredeck. She wasn’t young; she had been built at Fore River Shipyard, just about a mile from Jim’s boyhood home, and launched in 1919. But Jim could take her down to a depth of 200 feet, and by year’s end his superiors awarded the skipper and his sub the Navy’s highest operational award—“E” for “excellence in all regards.”

While bringing the R-13 back to the New London submarine base on August 26, 1938, after a routine patrol, Jim was inspecting “some trouble in the circuit-breaker interlocks” when he noticed a bolt was missing. Suspecting that it was lodged in the adjusting mechanism at the bottom of the breaker, he picked up a heavy Navy flashlight and guided the beam warily around the breaker because of the danger from a short. He was alone in the battery room.

There was an explosive blinding white flash followed by waves of thick smoke. A ship’s cook, G. K. Hauber, rushed into the aft battery room to find his skipper severely burned on his face, hands, thighs, and scrotum. The boat’s junior officer and several other crewmen raced to Jim’s side and administered first aid. An emergency radio message was sent to the base. As pain pulsated through Jim, the R-13 raced into New London Harbor, stopping alongside the destroyer USS Tattnall to pick up a chief pharmacist’s mate, perhaps to administer morphine to sedate the skipper.

As the R-13 hurried up the Thames River to the submarine base, one of the crewman’s wives spotted the sub and suspected something was wrong. The moment the R-13 docked, Jim was strapped on a stretcher and maneuvered vertically through the tubular main hatch—just twenty-eight inches in diameter and the only way out. An ambulance rushed him to the New London Naval Hospital,  where he remained for a month. He carried scars from the accident for the rest of his life.

The Submarine Division-Navy launched the required investigation to determine whether Jim had been negligent in any way and had endangered his command. If so, his career could be jeopardized. Jim, unable to rise from his hospital bed, testified that he had “no recollection of touching anything ... [and] was careful in his handling of the [flash]light.”

To Jim’s relief, his division superiors quickly determined that “Lieutenant Commander Abele was injured in the line of duty and not as the result of his own misconduct. Since the circumstances of the accident are clear, no further investigation will be held.”

The report went further: “Lieutenant Abele is considered the ablest Commanding Officer in the Division. He is well balanced, thorough, conscientious, and hard working. It is believed that this accident cannot be ascribed to carelessness nor lack of knowledge.”1


Jim’s reputation remained intact. There was no guarantee, however, that he could ever return to a submarine. Even after being discharged from the hospital, he faced at least several months’ recovery at home. Bedridden for the first six weeks, Jim lay beneath a tent because the mere touch of covers on his burns caused agony. Kay bathed him, fed him until he could hold utensils again, and administered his pain medications and salves for his burns. Although in constant pain and unable to move much, Jim nonetheless remained stoic in front of his sons, and Brad Abele later recalled that even though his father was incapacitated those months after the accident, he remained a commanding presence and completely involved in the family’s daily life.
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