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 Taffi Fisher Abt, Bob “Frogfoot” Weller, and Margaret Weller, with the Queen’s Jewels.
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Bob and Margaret Weller documenting treasure coins found on a Spanish galleon on film.
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 Gold jewels studded with diamonds dubbed “The Queen’s Jewels” with a golden earwax remover and toothpick.






  
FOREWORD





  JOHN CHRISTOPHER FINE IS A STORY BY HIMSELF AND I HOPE that someday he will undertake an autobiography. In the meantime, he has undertaken quite a task in this biography of Bob and Margaret Weller. Both of the Wellers should be considered explorers and pioneers in the field of underwater treasure hunting, along with my parents, Mel and Dolores “Deo” Fisher. They share the same spirit and determination needed to succeed in this field. Much like my dad, Bob Weller has always been enthusiastic and optimistic (with Margaret constantly working and helping at his side) in a field where governments seek to control, piracy lurks, and only if you are very persistent, dreams unfold into fantastic realities!
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 The author, John Christopher Fine.




  In addition to being treasure finders, I have always admired the way Bob and Margaret strive to share their stories and knowledge with others. This has been accomplished through publishing many of their own books about shipwreck salvage. They have also done countless exhibitions and lectures and in the last decade, they developed an “Introduction Course to Shipwreck Archaeology and Salvage.” The program they have established is quite popular and informative. It gives newcomers into the field a hands-on learning experience which could not be duplicated in any University classroom. I believe it is their way of giving back to the world, encouraging the upcoming generations to continue to explore, look for adventure, and follow their dreams.




  I vividly remember the day Bob called on the VHF radio, trying to keep his voice calm. “Taffi, you may want to meet us at the dock with a couple of reporters.” When Bob pulled his boat, the Pandion, up to the dock, he could barely contain his excitement. The whole crew had the most radiant smiles on their faces. Newspaper photographers and writers pushed and shoved to see what it was all about.




  “Come aboard Taffi, I have something to show you. . . .” He said as he held out his hand to help me aboard. When they slowly and delicately unwrapped the towel on the engine cover, there it was, a brilliant, dazzling, blindingly beautiful four-piece diamond jewelry set. The treasures glistened in the sunlight. The set, including two large (about the size of the palm of your hand) unique brooches, one shaped like a butterfly and one shaped like a flower and a matched set of earrings, contained a total of 427 sparkling rare gray diamonds. The flashbulbs flashed, but not as big as the smiles on Bob and Margaret’s faces.




  Some days, we treasure hunters may consider it drudgery. Day after day navigating, searching thousands of miles of ocean, constantly struggling for funding. As most of you know, a boat is a bottomless money pit. The trials are many in this business, the unending searching, the majority of the time not finding. Boats and equipment break down. There are shark encounters, weathering frightening storms at sea that just sneak up on you. And of course, the ever constant danger of boating and diving accidents involved in such a high-risk occupation which sometimes results in extreme and personal tragedies.




  Yet, when you persevere, one day, you can say, as my dad, Mel Fisher, and Bob and Margaret have, “Today’s the Day!” You find some fantastic treasure that most people have only dreamt or read about. A piece of history! You become a part of it, consumed by it. It’s a powerful ocean, full of stories, danger, history, fun, romance, and adventure. Enjoy diving into it with John Christopher Fine and the Wellers.




  —Taffi Fisher Abt




  President of Mel Fisher Center Incorporated,
operators of Mel Fisher Treasure Museum in Sebastian, Florida
and Vice President of Mel Fisher Enterprises











  
INTRODUCTION





  “I WAS DOWN SIXTEEN-FEET. VISIBILITY WAS SEVENTY-FIVE, a hundred-foot. The water was warm.” Robert Weller sat in a deep, soft leather chair in the living room of his home in Florida. Fire crackled in a brick hearth warming the room. It was winter. The treasure diving season in Florida was over for the year.




  “The wind was starting to pick up. Underwater there was flat sand scattered with coral in small mounds,” Weller picked up the story. He spoke casually, his hands and blue eyes animated. He could visualize the moment as he described what happened.




  “The boat suddenly started to move. What was happening above was one of our boat lines tangled with another boat working nearby. It was wrapped around John Brandon’s stern line. I was still below. Margaret and Bob Luyendyk had to let out about seventy-five feet of line so Mike Maguire, one of the divers on Brandon’s crew, could get their anchor up. Maguire swam over to untangle his anchor.”




  “Meantime I’m on the bottom and, because the wind had picked up, I’m bouncing along down there at a pretty good pace.” Robert “Bob” Weller, called Frogfoot since his Navy days, had a regulator in his mouth attached to a long air hose hooked to a compressor aboard the boat. He was being dragged along the bottom by the regulator hose.




  “They finally got the crossed lines loose and took a turn on the bow line. I found myself in a new place. Topside Bob Luyendyk and my wife Margaret tried to pull us back to where we were. The wind was too strong; they couldn’t pull against it. The conversation aboard went something like, ‘We haven’t dug a hole here before. See if Bob wants us to dig a hole.’ They gave me two pulls on the line. I gave them two pulls back that said go ahead,” Weller smiled.




  The Pandion, Weller’s treasure hunting boat, was equipped with a blower. It is an elbow-like device that can be lowered down over the ship’s propeller. The blower directs the boat’s prop wash downward over the site.
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 Bob Weller leans over the stern of Pandion giving a diver instructions.




  Divers work below in the prop wash as the cover of sand is blown away to search for artifacts. As long as the boat is properly anchored, it does not move until the crew uses winches to pull in on stout anchor lines that are paid out, one forward and two sideways off the stern.




  “They fired up the engine and started digging. The sand was almost two feet deep there. Lots of curious fish. I could vaguely see a reef shore-ward from me about fifty feet away. There was nothing in that hole.”




  “Margaret gave me two tugs on the air hose. Do I want to move? Two tugs back. Go ahead. They moved the boat about three feet and started blowing another hole. It was a new area we hadn’t worked before.”




  The story took time. Like most of Weller’s tales of high adventure underwater, the telling built after a listener’s imagination was piqued.




  “Suddenly there was this pottery shard from an olive jar. I picked it up and said, ‘Man this is nice.’ I held the pottery shard in one hand, my metal detector in the other.” He didn’t let more go until the story built up suspense; he knew he had the listener hooked.
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 Oil painting in the Weller collection depicting storm-tossed galleons.




  “The conversation up on the boat was, ‘It’s getting close to five o’clock. Let’s blow one more hole and go home.’ They moved the boat three feet and blew the third hole.”




  “In the middle of that third hole was a bundle of a gold chain. It was all in a bundle.” Weller balled up his cupped hands.




  “I knew what it was. I just didn’t know how long it was. My heart beat pretty fast about that time. I gathered up the gold chain in one hand, swung the metal detector around the outside of the hole to make sure nothing else was there and headed for the surface.”




  “Up on the boat Margaret and Bob Luyendyk were in the cabin near the console. They heard a grunting. Margaret said to Bob Luyendyk, ‘What’s that?’ Bob said, ‘Probably the radio.’ Margaret said, ‘No I think that’s Bob.’ Margaret walked to the back of the boat.” Weller laughed as he recalled the incident.




  “Here I am in the water. Metal detector in one hand. Pottery shard and gold chain in the other. Nothing to grab the boarding ladder with. If I spit out the regulator to shout there’s no hand left to put it back with. With my weight belt I’d slip back under. The waves now are about three feet high.”
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 Divers like the Wellers and many others use unique tools and devices to assist on their explorations. This is a hookah rig. A gasoline engine powers a compressor that feeds air into a long hose attached to a dive regulator.




  “I held up the pottery shard and gold chain, handed them up to Margaret so I could grab the boarding ladder. I got the regulator mouthpiece out and said, ‘That’s got to be at least three feet long.’”




  “Margaret had marked the deck in increments of one foot so when we let out line on the anchors, we’d know how much we let out. When she stretched the gold chain out on the floorboards it was over nine feet, the limit of her marks along the deck.” The long gold chain was the best artifact found that year from sunken remnants of the 1715 Spanish plate fleet that broke up and came ashore along Florida’s coast between Fort Pierce and Sebastian.




  The gold chain measured eleven feet two inches in length. It was found on the Nieves wreck site about nine hundred feet off the beach opposite a place salvors’ knew as B Marker.
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 The Weller team, Margaret is on the left flanked by Bob on the right as divers are about to roll backward off the dive boat to explore a site where the 1715 Spanish treasure fleet wrecked near Fort Pierce, Florida.
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 Bob and Margaret Weller aboard Pandion taking bearings during a long day diving on the 1715 fleet.
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 Diver John McSherry with a Tumbaga lump of silver he recovered in the Bahamas.




  That afternoon, lanky, six-foot tall Bob “Frogfoot” Weller, of Irish ancestry, did a jig on the fantail.




  This discovery, and other exploits by Bob and Margaret Weller, and their teams of divers, is the stuff dreams are made of.




  Frogfoot is gone now. He “passed over the bar,” as he was fond of saying when a pioneer diver died, in 2008. His friend and mentor, the legendary treasure diver Mel Fisher, died in 1998. Many continue in the pursuit of sunken treasure and have become legends in their own right.




  Navy combat veteran John McSherry, a Top Gun fighter pilot in the Vietnam War, discovered rare silver bars in Bahamas’ waters. McSherry is convinced that much of that sunken treasure remains yet unfound. He is embarking on a project to find it.




  Share the adventures of sunken treasure tales as we join diving legends that have searched for and found the stuff dreams are made of.









  1




  DETROIT RIVER DAYS




  ROBERT WELLER WAS BORN ON MAY 20, 1925, IN MONROE, Michigan. He grew up in Wyandotte where he lived with his family in a boathouse on the Detroit River.




  “Dad was of Irish ancestry born in the U.S., there was some German in the Weller family. I traced our family tree back to the 1700s,” Bob said. He put his hands behind his neck and smiled. This was a signal. A story was coming.




  “Commodore David Porter was my Great Great Uncle. He chased the pirates off the Barbary Coast. My Great Grandmother was a Porter. Her husband’s uncle was Commodore David Porter. My grandmother’s name was Speer from the Vanwert, Ohio area. Grandpa was a farmer but moved to Michigan about the time I was born,” Weller recounted.




  FAMILY HISTORY




  Weller’s father was a professional photographer. He worked for Fox Movietone during the war. An athlete, he boxed and played tennis. His mother was always a housekeeper.




  “We were pretty poor. We went through prohibition and the depression. It was a time when all you were doing was trying to make a living.” Weller recalled his growing up.




  “We had to put cardboard in our shoes to keep out snow. My older brother and I used to peddle papers. The Detroit News, Times and Free Press.” Weller had one older brother. There was a three-year difference in their ages.




  “In those days if you put a hundred advertisements for a local grocery store on door knobs they gave you twenty-five cents. That was 1932. I bought a pineapple pie for five cents, gave twenty cents to my mother,” Weller said. It took a long time for the story of his youth to unfold. Each memory was savored as though he could picture every event.




  For all of his military combat experience, Bob Weller remained the sentimental, good-natured man of his youth. Even up to his death on October 13, 2008, he remained an avid storyteller with recall for detail that could enthrall and put a listener into the action.




  “We rented houses. My mother took in boarders. When my father divorced her, I was five. Jack Craven was one of the boarders. I didn’t know it then but he was an escaped prisoner from a chain gang in Georgia. His real name was Douglas.”




  “Craven was a great father. They never caught him. He was a big fellow. I had a lot of respect for him.” Reality changed the look in Bob’s eyes. “I once called his sister in Clearwater, Florida to find out about him after he died. She hung up on me.” Weller shook his head, dismayed.
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 Bob Weller was a swimming champion in college and in the U.S. Navy. U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER


 

  “Jack used to take us fishing. He was more a father than my real father was.”




  Weller developed his stamina swimming across the Detroit River dodging ore carriers. It gave him the competitive instincts he needed for sports.




  “I swam all through high school. During those four years our high school team won every meet,” he said. Weller swam freestyle and backstroke. Photographs from his high school days show a tall, six-foot, powerfully built athletic Bob Weller, confident and eager.




  
U.S. NAVY





  “In May 1943, I was taking trigonometry and aerodynamics so I could get into college. I was going to school after my class graduated to take two more classes.”




  “My homeroom teacher told me they were giving an examination for the Navy V 12 program. ‘Here’s your chance to go to college,’ the home-room teacher told me. I went to the library and signed up. It was full of people taking the test that already started a half-hour before. I sat down, wrote the exam and was the first one finished,” Weller said.




  Weller passed the exam. Two weeks later he was notified by the Navy to go to Detroit and take a physical examination. He passed the rigorous physical tests and was signed up for the U.S. Navy V 12 program.




  “They sent students to various colleges around the U.S. for four semesters. Along with the regular courses they gave you seamanship and navigation. I took my first train ride from Detroit to Williamstown, Massachusetts. There were no seats available so I stood up for the better part of a day,” Weller said.




  Weller carried twenty-four points that first semester at Williams College. Naval officer training was rigorous. “We went to class six days a week from 7 AM to 6 PM. Of the 480 of us that started some 200 graduated.”




  The gleam in Weller’s eyes signaled another tale coming. “We had to keep a good average. We could get no more than fifty demerits a semester. I got fifty-five in one day,” he smiled.




  “I started swimming with the college swim team. We won all our meets. I became one of the New England Intercollegiate Swimming Champions.” Weller began the tale of the Navy demerits that nearly ended his military career before it began. “I was coached by Bob Muir. Was on the Williams varsity swim team. We won all our meets that year and took the New England Intercollegiate Championships held at M.I.T.” “I was on the first-place medley relay team. We did really well, we were good swimmers. We hitchhiked to the New York State Swimming Championships and brought home a bunch of medals. I was a strong swimmer. Living on the river in Detroit you have no choice. It was fun to dodge the freighters as I swam across. We went to Yale in 1944 for the Nationals, and we did very well for a small college.”




  The story was taking a detour. “Dick Lyons was captain of the Yale swim team. Charlie Gillette was on the backstroke. I swam against him. Fast forward,” Weller said. The detour was taking another detour. “Those two were in my Navy UDT class in Coronado, California.”




  The demerits: “There was a notice on the bulletin board that everyone should eat in undress whites. We went to classes in dungarees. I sat eating my lunch in dungarees.” “Bucky Walters the Commanding Officer said ‘What’s the meaning of this. I’ll see you after muster.’ At muster demerits were published. Apprentice Seaman Robert Weller, twenty-five demerits for failing to stand to attention in the presence of an officer. Twenty-five for failing to obey a posted order, five for eating out of uniform. I got fifty-five demerits in two minutes.”




  “There was a big announcement in the newspaper that we won the New England swimming championships.” That gave Weller a second chance. Commander Walters told him that if he received a grade of C or better in all of his courses, he would send Weller to Midshipman’s school and waive the demerits.




  It wasn’t easy. “I was getting an F in calculus and was doing poor in psychology. I really hit the books for the next ten days. I got a C in calculus and a C in psychology. It turned out the swim coach knew the psychology professor and told him the kid needed a break.”




  Bob Weller went to Midshipman’s School at Fort Schuyler, New York from November 1944 until February 1945. He received his commission at ceremonies held at St. John’s Cathedral in New York City.




  Weller was sent to Navy Line Officers School in Miami for two-and-a-half months. “I learned to fly while there. I logged 7 hours 45 minutes in a seaplane with the instructor and did a fifteen-minute solo flight. I have the solo certificate in my sea chest.”




  Weller’s first navy assignment was aboard the Arequipa an AF 31 refrigerator ship. “I caught up with it in Manila in the Philippines.” Weller spent the rest of World War II traveling between the Philippines and Australia.




  The Arequipa was caught in a typhoon when the war ended and it was heading back to the United States. “Waves were eighty-five feet high off Guam. The only two people not sick were the quartermaster on duty and me. I spent twenty-eight hours on watch without food or even a cup of coffee.”




  A sixteen inch “I” beam on Arequipa’s starboard side fractured. Only steel plates on the ship’s side held it together. It chugged back to port disabled.




  “Potentially we could sink at any time. Ships would pass us from one to the next reporting our position until we got to Long Beach. We pulled alongside the Nevada. It was painted orange. What a beacon. It was headed for the Bikini tests,” Weller said.




  Weller was transferred to the George Clymer PA 27. He was now a first lieutenant and headed up the boat division for amphibious landings. Weller was discharged from the Navy in December 1946.




  BACK HOME AFTER THE WAR




  “I had just gotten married to Pat in September 1946. I came back home to Michigan and got a job as a shift worker at Wyandotte Chemical Company. I was a laboratory technician. I started work at midnight so I could go to class at the University of Detroit during the day. I hitchhiked thirty miles into Detroit to go to class and hitchhiked back.” Weller did not own a car.




  The Wellers bought a brick home for $7,800. It was a two-bedroom, one-bath house with a basement that flooded during heavy rain.




  Their first son was born in October 1947. He managed one full semester at the University of Detroit. “We couldn’t afford any furniture in the house. It was mortgaged. We had one small table in the kitchen and two chairs. A bed and dresser in the bedroom and a blue sofa and mirror in the front room.”




  BACK IN THE NAVY




  “One day I opened the hall closet. My Navy hat was on a shelf. I put it on. My first wife Pat looked and said, ‘Now I know why I married you. You looked so good in uniform.’ I asked her, whether she would like to see me back in uniform. ‘Just fine,’ Pat answered. ‘This is a rat race,’ she said.”




  “I wrote a letter to the Navy that night and said I wanted to go back on active duty. They wrote back to report for a physical examination. I passed it and reported for duty aboard the aircraft carrier Antietam in San Francisco in 1947.”
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 Bob Weller with his U.S. Navy Officers hat and automatic pistol with his medals at Weller’s Cove.




  When he reported for duty, he was embarrassed. “My World War II uniforms were threadbare. I only had khakis. I had no shoes. The Commander loaned me ten dollars to buy shoes. I bought brown shoes to match my uniform. It was embarrassing.”




  Bob didn’t have enough money at first to bring his family out to San Francisco. Gradually the financial situation improved, and the family rented Navy housing in Alameda.




  Hollywood chose the Antietam as a set for the movie Task Force starring Gary Cooper and Walter Brennan. “I had a speaking part in it,” Bob said.
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The 1949 motion picture Task Force stars Gary Cooper (left), Walter Brennan (middle), and Wayne Morris (right). U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER.




  After the movie was wrapped up, the Navy decommissioned Antietam. “I was in the deck division. Wolf Hainberg and I were the last officers aboard. They transferred me to the heavy cruiser Helena a CA 75. I was assigned to the First Lieutenant’s department.”




  He got the assignment of athletic director and public information officer. The Helena had a four-destroyer escort. The ship was ordered to the Pacific. It was summer cruise training for ROTC upper classmen. Many were college athletes. The Navy decided to participate in the Pan Am games in Panama. Weller was put in charge of getting the contestants ready.




  “Every morning at 6 AM I was in the eight-inch gun mount leading calisthenics. We got down to Balboa on Panama’s Pacific side. We did pretty well in the Pan American games. I participated on the swim team,” he said, producing a trophy he won in Panama.




  BACK AGAIN TO CIVILIAN LIFE




  Weller was to be discharged 1 July. They kept him on four more months until the Pan Am games were over. The Weller family moved back to Navy housing in Alameda, California. Bob attended the University of California at Berkley and finally earned a degree in Architectural Engineering.




  “When I graduated from UC Berkley, I had no job. I was married and had two kids. I had been teaching aquatics at the Oakland YMCA. The Central YMCA in San Francisco had a summer camp in Santa Cruz, they offered me a job. They had the largest outdoor Olympic size pool in the State of California. I moved the family to a house they provided for us at the camp. We had a lot of fun that summer. It was a great place for our sons Bobby and Richard to grow up.”




  It was the summer the Korean War started. A chance meeting with one of the kid’s parents at summer camp brought Weller back into the Navy.




  “We put on shows. There was a boy’s camp and a girl’s camp. When the parents came out to pick up their kids we had aquatic skits. Synchronized swimming, clowns. I met one of the parents. A Lieutenant Commander in the Navy Chaplain Corps. He was sitting in the audience. We got to talking and I mentioned I had been in the Navy.”




  
NEW ENLISTMENT





  This chance encounter and the chaplain’s comment that the Navy needed line officers gave Weller incentive to write the Navy indicating he was interested in returning to duty. “Within a week I got a telegram back giving me five days to report to Detroit for a physical.”




  Weller was ordered to report to the Light Cruiser Manchester CL 73. Manchester was already in the Korean Theater. He boarded a troop transport to Formosa. The Manchester arrived in Formosa the same day Weller got into port. Weller drank local water and came down with dysentery. His first two weeks were spent in sick bay. He was too ill to enjoy liberty ashore in Taiwan.




  Weller was Manchester’s public information officer, helicopter gunfire spotter, gunnery main battery control officer and first division officer. “There were not many Navy officers aboard with World War II experience,” he said.




  PRELUDE TO KOREA




  “I was in on the invasion of Sin Do and So Do Islands. We were in Wonsan Harbor in the middle of winter. It was cold. There was ice on the rigging, ice on the deck. It was the most inhospitable place you can be. We got shot at frequently.”




  “We had a V.I.P. come aboard. Phil Bucklew was one of the big heroes of World War II with Navy demolition teams. We became friends, used to play Acey Deucy in the wardroom. He told me the Navy was looking for good swimmers for Underwater Demolition Teams. I put in for it and was assigned to UDT training in Coronado, California when our ship got back to the U.S.”




  One of Weller’s best Navy assignments came when he was flown home two weeks before the Manchester was due to make port in Long Beach, California. As public information officer he was tasked with the duty to set up a homecoming for the ship.




  “I contacted a doctor; his name was Nolan. He catered to the stars. The doctor said he would be glad to help me. The next day the doctor had Dagwood Bumstead and his wife at his house. Dagwood and his neighbor ‘Woody’ said they’d be glad to help. There was a party at Hearst Castle and Hearst’s mistress Marion Davies called and said you’re invited.” Weller smiled, this Navy duty was easy to take.




  A DATE WITH MARILYN MONROE




  The party included Dorothy Lamour and Barbara Hale. They said they’d help. “There was a studio dormitory for young actresses. The rule was no smoking, no drinking. The girls had to be in by 11 PM. I met Marilyn Monroe.” Weller’s smile broadened.




  It was one of his contented smiles punctuated with a long pause while he closed his eyes, put his hands behind his head, and rocked back in the swivel chair in his office. He savored the memory.




  Weller had Manchester construct a stage on the stern that could accommodate a piano. The big day came, and Weller introduced Allan Mobry who was the emcee.




  “That morning Tommy Dorsey sent a telegram. Every officer was invited to hear him play on Saturday at the Hollywood Palladium.”
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Bob Weller at the homecoming of his ship. U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER.
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 Movie stars would participate in homecoming of warships. Marilyn Monroe is seated in the middle behind star Monica Sellers. U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER.




  “The first girl to leave the homecoming early was Marilyn Monroe. They had just handed me Tommy Dorsey’s telegram. I showed it to her and asked if she would like to go.” If Weller’s first smile was wide, he now grinned until his face resembled the image of a contented Cheshire cat.




  “I still had the use of two limos that weekend. We picked the girls up and went to the Brown Derby for dinner and then the Palladium. Marilyn was very bright and very personable. She kissed me on the cheek. I didn’t wash for a week,” Weller laughed.




  UNDERWATER DEMOLITION TRAINING SCHOOL




  He reported for Underwater Demolition Training School (UDT) in Coronado, California on June 1, 1951. He graduated in October. He was attached to UDT 1 and joined the team assigned to Korea. By this time Weller, a full Lieutenant, became First Division Officer, training officer, intelligence officer, then Executive Officer.




 [image: chpt_fig_006]




 Bob Weller wearing his U.S. Navy UDT diving mask. His collection of rare Spanish pieces of eight are on the wall.




  Weller was stationed at Camp McGill outside Yokosuka south of Yokohama, Japan. Camp McGill was the Underwater Demolition Team’s base of operations for the Korean War.




  “Louis Gibson was a high school buddy. He wrote me a letter addressed to Lieutenant Robert ‘Frogfoot’ Weller. Our Yeoman who handed out the mail hollered out Frogfoot all over Camp McGill for mail call. By the time he got to me with the letter everyone was calling me Frogfoot, Frogfoot. The name stuck.”




  “That’s how Frogfoot got his name. When I started writing books about sunken treasure, I thought nobody would remember Weller but they would remember Frogfoot so I used the nickname.”




  KOREAN WAR DUTY




  Weller spent two UDT tours of duty in Korea from 1951 to 1953. It was an inhospitable place and presented many challenges for UDT swimmers. There were many losses in combat and no clear-cut victories. UDT 1’s mission was threefold. “We did surveys of beaches for possible invasion routes, we cleared offshore areas of mines and obstacles and conducted reconnaissance of areas to report on enemy activity.”




  Korea was so cold that when UDT 1 was assigned to survey a beach some ten miles south of Siberia they had to break ice to do it. Weller and the team worked behind enemy lines. On Korea’s West Coast tides were thirty-eight feet. Boats were left high and dry with each outgoing tide.




 
[image: chpt_fig_007]





 Lieutenant Commander Bob Weller with his UDT team in Korea fishing a dead body out of the water. U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER.




  “The water would rip through there at fifteen- to twenty knots. The land beyond is very mountainous. The men of UDT 1 were equipped with primitive dive gear by today’s standards.”




  “The Navy never had a dry suit,” Weller laughed. “They clamped in the back. We had to clamp each other into them. They always leaked and you had water running down your crack. They were always cold. They were always wet.”




  “We were issued a very primitive face mask,” Weller pointed to his Navy dive mask on a shelf in his office. It was a round black rubber mask.




  “They issued fins made of hard rubber that gouged your feet. The fins put blisters across the top of your feet. We wore canvas reef shoes to keep our feet from getting cut on coral.”




  “We didn’t use tanks except on special assignments. Scuba tanks were very new. We used triple sixty cubic foot steel tanks with U.S. Divers regulators.”




  “We couldn’t use the steel tanks in Wonsan Harbor because of magnetic mines. Finally, they sent us aluminum tanks with beryllium fittings. The steel tanks would have set off the mines.”
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 Symbol of Lieutenant Commander Bob Weller’s UDT team in Korea.




  Like all combat personnel, UDT found ways to cope with inadequacies of issued equipment. “We wrapped our small arms in a plastic bag and stuck them into our dry suit. We’d almost have to take our dry suit off to get at the small arm but that was the way it was. We couldn’t swim into the beach with a small arm and expect it to work. We had a standard GI issue knife. UDT was issued a .38 small arm. We never used those. We’d buy our own. I bought a Colt .38 on a .45 frame. At least I could hit something with that, Weller said.




  COMBAT BEHIND ENEMY LINES




  Navy Underwater Demolition Teams had a number of combat missions to perform, many of them only because there wasn’t anyone else to do the jobs until later in the war. The east coast of Korea was a highway of roads and railroads that hugged the coastline as mountains rose sometimes from the beaches. Because of the mountainous terrain, the railroads and highways had a series of tunnels and bridges that connected the Siberian border with the city of Pusan at the southern terminal.




  The air force attempted to interrupt North Korean logistics by bombing these bridges. They had little or no success against the tunnels. After a while, North Koreans began to build the repaired railroad lines in the shadows of the bridges. By running their trains only after dark and without lights were they able to keep supplies and troops heading south. It became the job of the Underwater Demolition Teams to blow up these bridges and destroy the tunnels in order to prevent troops and supplies from reaching the front lines.
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 Lieutenant Commander Bob Weller briefing his men in Korea. U.S. NAVY, PHOTO COURTESY OF BOB WELLER.




  One of Bob’s first actions with UDT-1 was with a small group working their way inland almost a mile carrying forty pounds of plastic explosives in two haversacks, along with demolition cord and igniters. The bridge had been hit several times by the Air Force. New railroad tracks had been replaced in the shadow of the bridge. The tunnel immediately south of the bridge had never been hit after repeated attempts by fighter-bombers. The objective that night was to take out both the tunnel and the railroad.




  The tunnel was guarded by North Korean civilians with rifles. The guards disappeared soon after the frogmen ordered them to “run for your lives.” The tunnel and railroad were packed with explosives, and timers were set. UDT-1 members were on their way back to the beach when the charges went off. Air photos the following morning indicated it would be awhile before the Koreans could pass trucks or trains through that area again. The process would be repeated several times before a Marine Reconnaissance Group took over the job.




  Then there were the mines anchored just under the surface of the water to keep ships from entering various harbors or offshore areas. What complicated the clearing of these mines was poor visibility of the waters around Korea. The tide rose or fell as much as thirty-eight feet causing a tidal current that ran 15–20 knots at times.




  Mines had to be cleared. One method was to fly the area in a helicopter and watch for “swirls” in the water as the tide went in or out. This would indicate an object just below the surface. A buoy would be dropped locating the mine.




  Korean mine layers would always lay a string of eight mines, that’s the capacity of a thirty-two-foot mine laying canoe. When the team found one, they knew there were seven more close by. Then using slack tide to approach, UDT swimmers would attach a two pound plastic charge of C-3 to the face of the mine, run a primer cord extension to the surface, then tie in all eight mines to a single detonating cord.




  A fifteen-minute timer was used to get everyone out of the water before the charges were fired. In Wonsan Harbor alone there were over 200 known mines moored just below the surface. Enemy guns were trained on every movement directed towards their removal. It wasn’t the most desired duty during the war, but UDT got the job done.




  Combat situations and penetration behind enemy lines was perilous in the Korean war. There were also some lighter moments. Bob Weller preferred to remember the camaraderie and situations that later on turned out to be funny. Combat veterans share Bob’s view that war causes harsh memories that last forever.




  “It is the hardest thing you can do. To take a train to Chicago and tell parents their son was killed in combat.” Weller shook his head. The memory shut him down for a moment. He looked at his hands, folded in his lap. “I don’t want to talk about it.”




  KOREA—SECOND TOUR OF DUTY




  He wouldn’t discuss the really bad times. What he enjoyed relating were anecdotes. “On the second trip over to Korea I was a full Lieutenant aboard Wantuck. It was an Auxiliary Personnel Destroyer. We were assigned to do a survey on a beach on the West Coast of Korea inside enemy territory well above the 38th parallel. Our job was to survey the beach for enemy activity.”




  When Frogfoot launched the story a glimmer in his eyes and animation in his face gave it away as a tale that was going to have some fun or mischief in it.




  “It was October 1952. The sea was flat calm. Water temperature was probably sixty and visibility about four feet. I laid out the mission in the briefing room in Wantuck’s hold. We’d have two designated advance swimmers. Third Class Gunner’s Mate Ertle volunteered for one and I volunteered for the other. I told the men at the briefing that the Chinese were in the war with trained underwater swimmers just like us” Weller said.




  “Our objective was to go within five hundred yards of the beach in two separate LCPR boats. These were high-speed drop and pick up personnel boats. We started about 10 o’clock and our goal was to finish at midnight. We picked moonless nights.”




  “The two LCPRs were 500 yards apart. They dropped Ertle and I and we swam into the beach five hundred yards apart. The Wantuck stayed off about seven miles. Our objective was to swim into the beach, then swim toward each other and swim out together when we met.”




  Weller used his hands for emphasis. Arthritis in his fingers caused them to bend at an angle when he separated his fingers. His work hardened; strong hands always added drama to his stories.




  “I took the south and Ertle took the north. The beach was on an island that was two hundred yards wide, maybe three-quarters of a mile long and it lay two hundred yards off the mainland that provided a mountainous backdrop.”




  “As I approached the beach, I saw this big mountain in front of me. I swam toward it as a landmark. I didn’t realize I was so close to the beach until my elbows and legs started touching. At night distance will fool ya.”




  “The mountain turned out to be a dead goat. I didn’t know it was a goat until I swam right into it. It smelled to high heaven. It was bloated, washed up onto the beach and had been there some time,” Weller laughed.




  “Ertle was coming in on the north side of the beach. He knew from my briefing that the Chinese had underwater swimmers. Ertle saw a head come up in front of him. It came out of the water. He took a couple of strokes toward it and whispered, ‘Is that you Mister Weller?’ Suddenly the head disappeared and Ertle could see a phosphorescent trail swimming underwater.”




  “The head appeared on the other side of him about fifteen feet away. Ertle swam toward it and whispered again, ‘Is that you Mister Weller?’ Ertle didn’t know whether to abandon his mission and swim back to the boat or to continue. The head appeared directly in front of him about ten feet away for a third time. He asked it distinctly ‘Is that you Mister Weller?’ It barked at him as only a seal can bark. He continued the mission.”




  When Weller and Ertle met up at the center of the beach, the Gunner’s Mate couldn’t wait to tell him the story. Weller also had a tale to tell but they waited until they rejoined the pick-up boats and were safely away from the beach. “Everybody had a good laugh.”




  Weller spent two tours in Korea. He was discharged from the Navy with a Purple Heart, a handful of medals, and the rank of Lieutenant Commander in February 1954.




  TAMPA, FLORIDA




  “My stepfather and mother were living in Gulfport, Florida near Tampa. We moved down. I was still married to my first wife Pat and had two kids. I was looking for a job in Florida. I couldn’t get a job as an architect. I wrote all the powder companies. I was a demolition man. Atlas Powder hired me as a lab technician.”




  UNIVERSITY OF DELAWARE




  He transferred to Hercules Powder Company and worked as a janitor for three years. It was near the University of Delaware where he enrolled and earned a Civil Engineering degree.




  Bob’s new surroundings would form friendships that would last long after graduation. He founded the Delaware Underwater Swim Club in 1954. He and a group of friends began diving shipwrecks off Delaware’s coast.




  The strain of work and study “Was harder on my wife and kids than it was on me. I worked 7 days a week. I said to my wife, ‘You can pick where you want to live after graduation.’ I accepted a job with Honeywell and we moved to Tampa, Florida. Within a month of being hired, Honeywell sent me to school in Philadelphia and transferred me to Greensboro, North Carolina. Honeywell promised to ship me permanently to Florida when they had their first opening.”




  WORK WITH HONEYWELL




  Weller became Honeywell’s top salesman. “I did 1043% of my quota. I spent two-and-a-half years in Greensboro. They hired two salesmen down in Florida and never gave me a shot at it. I was having lunch in an open-air shopping mall in Durham. They were playing ‘The Girl From Ipanema.’ I walked to the car and thought that there was no reason for me to be in Greensboro when I want to work and play in Florida.”




  He walked into the Honeywell office and told his boss that he was going to Florida with or without Honeywell as of July first. A meeting was arranged with the Regional Vice-President in Honeywell’s Atlanta office. “They asked at that meeting whether the Regional Manager promised I’d be sent to Florida. I said yes. Within two weeks the Regional Manager was fired.”




  “In May 1960, the new regional manager sat down with me. He said he didn’t like people who threatened his company. I said I didn’t care, ‘You didn’t keep your promise.’ He said July first you will be in Miami.”




  Weller became the Industrial Manager for Honeywell’s Miami office on 1 July 1960. He remained with Honeywell in Miami for the next ten years.




  “I was there two weeks before I bought my first boat,” Weller smiled again. “It was a sixteen-foot plywood boat on a trailer powered by a 35 horsepower Johnson motor. I called it Frogfoot.”
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