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For the officers and crew of
Silversides, Drum, and Tang



THE SKIPPERS


SILVERSIDES

• Creed Burlingame—patrols 1–5 (December 1941–July 1943)

• John Coye—patrols 6–11 (July 1943–November 1944)

DRUM

• Robert Rice—patrols 1–3 (November 1941–November 1942)

• Bernard McMahon—patrols 4–7 (November 1942–October 1943)

• Delbert Williamson—patrols 8–9 (October 1943–June 1944)

• Maurice Rindskopf—patrols 10–11 (June 1944–November 1944)

TANG

• Richard O’Kane—patrols 1–5 (October 1943–October 1944)
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“In the cankerous mind of the devil

There festered a fiendish scheme;

He called his cohorts around him

And designed the submarine.”

—“The Submarine,” by Walter Bishop, radioman killed aboard S-4



1

SILVERSIDES

“No one knows how long this will last, but long enough to make everyone very tired of it.”

—Slade Cutter, February 9, 1942, letter

Lieutenant Commander Creed Cardwell Burlingame paced the bridge of the USS Silversides as it departed the submarine base at Pearl Harbor at 9:51 a.m. on April 30, 1942. The thirty-seven-year-old skipper, nicknamed “Burly,” felt anxious this warm Thursday morning. The last fourteen years, ten months, and twenty-eight days of his career had led to this moment. A Kentucky native with a thirst for bourbon, Burlingame had served on six submarines, the last three as the skipper. He had run countless drills, ordered crash dives, and fired practice torpedoes on maneuvers in waters from Connecticut to China. He had even survived a collision with a destroyer in an exercise off Corregidor that had sheared off the top of his periscope barrel, the jagged remnant now an ashtray in which he tapped out the burnt tobacco from his corncob pipe. But today was different. Much different.

Today he went to war.

The Silversides buzzed with anticipation. Lookouts perched atop the periscope shears, scanning the horizon with binoculars. Down in the maneuvering room, sailors tugged levers to control the submarine’s various speeds. Cooks in the galley and stewards in the wardroom brewed coffee by the gallon for the seventy officers and crewmembers. More than 3,500 miles of open ocean stood between Burlingame and his destination—the empire of Japan. Armed with twenty-four torpedoes and enough frozen meat, canned vegetables, and coffee to last three months, Silversides would take almost two weeks to cover that distance at an average speed of thirteen knots or about fifteen miles per hour. Burlingame planned to use that time to drill his men: a deep dive for trim and tightness, daily surprise dives, and a battle surface drill to test the gun crew. The skipper knew every action mattered.

Newspaper headlines captured America’s new reality 144 days into the war. The Army belatedly ordered coastal homes, businesses, and high-rises from Maine to Miami to kill nighttime lights that silhouetted offshore supply ships, easy prey for enemy submarines. Two days earlier, the garish billboards and marquees around Times Square advertising such films as Rita Hayworth’s My Gal Sal, and a rerelease of Charlie Chaplin’s famous The Gold Rush went dark for the first time since a 1917 coal shortage. Draft registration and volunteering now soared—more than 1,000 people a minute enrolled at one point—as millions queued up outside fire stations, post offices, and schools. The press predicted that some canned goods, coffee, and gasoline would soon be rationed as the war’s price tag swelled to a staggering $100 million a day, a figure President Franklin Roosevelt estimated that week in a fireside radio chat would double by year’s end.

The wreckage of Japan’s December 7 surprise attack still littered the cool waters of Pearl Harbor. The burned-out battleship Arizona rested on the muddy bottom with 1,100 sailors entombed inside. The Hawaiian sun reflected off the rusty keels of the capsized battleship Oklahoma and former battleship-turned-target-ship Utah, Burlingame’s first ship after he graduated from the Naval Academy. Thousands of divers, welders, and engineers now risked poisonous gas and unexploded ordnance to untangle the destruction. Grim reminders of the tragedy still surfaced. Workers salvaged thousands of waterlogged and rust-stained Christmas cards from one vessel, while marked-out dates on a calendar discovered in a storeroom of the sunken battleship West Virginia revealed that three men had survived until December 23 before oxygen ran out.

Japan steamrolled across Asia and the Pacific as America struggled to rebound. The opening lines of Burlingame’s secret orders read like a depressing scorecard with the United States and its Allies the clear loser: “Japanese forces now control the Philippines, French Indo China, Malaya, part of Burma, Dutch East Indies, part of New Guinea, New Britain, Guam and Wake, in addition to former Japanese territory.” But the enemy had made what would prove a fatal misstep in its infamous attack on Pearl Harbor. The bombers and fighters that Sunday morning, in the chaotic fury to destroy America’s battlewagons, had failed to target the submarine base, a compound that housed 2,500 officers and crew along with a torpedo plant, machine shops, and repair installations to service the twenty-two Hawaii-based boats, as the subs were often called by those in the service. Likewise, nearby surface tanks filled with 4.5 million barrels of precious fuel oil had miraculously escaped destruction, more than enough fuel to power Silversides and the other submarines that now set off for the empire’s waters.

Burlingame’s mission demanded that he not only target Japan’s aircraft carriers, battleships, and cruisers, but that he also hunt down and destroy all tankers, freighters, and transports that made up the enemy’s merchant fleet. The submarine war that American strategists envisioned boiled down to simple economics. Japan’s merchant ships—many now under the control of its army and navy—served as the lifeblood of an empire that stretched across more than twenty million square miles and seven time zones. Merchant ships not only hauled the precious oil, iron ore, and rubber that fed the nation’s ravenous war machine but also the soybeans, beef, and sugar that nourished the Japanese people. The outbreak of war had only increased those demands. Merchant ships and transports now ferried troops to the far reaches of the empire along with the bullets, toilet paper, and tooth powder needed to sustain them. If American submarines could destroy Japan’s merchant fleet, strategists theorized, the island nation that so hungered for raw materials would starve.

The success of this strategy depended on skippers like Burlingame, a man who on first inspection did not appear the most formidable figure. The son of a receiver for the Jefferson County Circuit Court, he stood barely five-feet, eight-inches tall and topped out in college at just 156 pounds. But Burlingame’s short stature disguised a rugged toughness that came with being the oldest—and smallest—of three boys in a home dominated by a stern father who ruled with his hand in the wake of his wife’s death in October 1917. The survival instinct and dogged perseverance he honed as the family’s “runt” would prove to be a vital trait, one the future skipper needed just to get into the Navy.

The Naval Academy rejected Burlingame in 1922 after his 83.9 percent grade point average from Louisville Male High School fell short of the 85 percent required. Rather than give up, Burlingame applied again, appointed by home state Republican senator Richard Ernst. He took classes at the University of Louisville that fall and crammed for several months with a tutor before he sat for the academy’s entrance exam on February 7, 1923—and passed. Burlingame’s struggle to become a sailor continued after he arrived at Annapolis. This time the issue wasn’t grades, but vision after a routine physical his senior year found him colorblind, a critical deficiency in a job that required him to read flags and signals. The Navy debated whether to bounce him from the service or send him into the Supply Corps.

Burlingame again rose to battle, petitioning for a retest, which was granted. The Navy issued its report three days later. “Upon examination,” concluded the report, “it is considered that this man has sufficiently acute color perception to warrant his retention in the service.”

Despite his mediocre academics—he graduated 243 out of 580—Burlingame would prove a gifted leader. His dislike of the Navy’s rigidity made him a natural fit for submarines where starched uniforms gave way at sea to shorts, T-shirts, and sandals. Burlingame spurned the traditional class system that divided officers and enlisted men, preferring his coffee to come from the crew’s mess and inviting young sailors to his cabin to share concerns. The only formality required was that enlisted men call officers “Mister.” Otherwise Burlingame preached that every sailor, from the skipper down to the galley potato peeler, be treated the same. “You are not going to start pulling rank,” he once commented. “You have to live with him. You can’t mistreat him, because he might be the guy that turns the right nut or bolt—or whatever it is—that saves the ship.” Burlingame’s sense of fair play earned him fierce loyalty from his crew, as evidenced by the observation of one of his pharmacist’s mates: “There were people on that vessel who would have cut their arm off for that old boy.”

But Burlingame wasn’t without his quirks and flaws. He shared a prejudice common among his generation toward blacks and Jews, though he never discriminated on board ship. A healthy dose of superstition would prompt the skipper and his crew to install a miniature Buddha statue in the Silversides’ conning tower and in each torpedo room. A rub of the belly, he boasted, promised good luck during depth charge attacks or when firing torpedoes. Burlingame’s greatest weakness was his taste for booze, which on one occasion prompted him to down a bottle of Chanel #5 perfume that he mistook for jitter juice; he joked afterward that he had a hard time keeping the boys at bay. But the skipper never touched liquor at sea other than the so-called medicinal alcohol the Navy provided to calm the nerves after depth charge attacks. To satisfy his craving, Burlingame instead nibbled chocolate. He likewise demanded his men forgo alcohol on board. “I drink more than any of you on this ship,” Burlingame lectured at the start of each patrol. “When I put to sea, I don’t drink and when I put to sea with you, you don’t drink.”

Years of hard living had marked the skipper with deep lines etched on his forehead, crow’s-feet stamped around his blue eyes, and the gray that peppered the beard he often grew at sea. He looked a decade older than his actual age. Though he had often won past battles, Burlingame privately doubted he would survive the war, a pessimism shared by many and reflected in a letter Lieutenant j.g. Robert Worthington wrote to his mother before departure. “Lord knows when we’ll see each other again,” the Silversides’ gunnery officer wrote. “Maybe never.”

The Navy Burlingame had fought so hard to join expected him to pursue the enemy with ruthless determination. “Press home all attacks. Do not be shaken off,” his orders demanded. “Make sure that torpedoed vessel sinks.” Burlingame and other American submarine skippers over the course of the war would battle enemy destroyers armed with deck guns and depth charges, dodge aerial bomb attacks from the skies, and navigate waters filled with mines. These dangers coupled with torpedo malfunctions, groundings, and operational mishaps would ultimately claim one out of every five American submarines. But Burlingame’s anger at the Japanese—and a desire to exact revenge—overshadowed thoughts of his own death. His anger was common among many servicemen in the wake of Pearl Harbor. “We hate those yellow rats something fierce,” one of Burlingame’s colleagues wrote in a letter to his mother four days after the attack. “They will pay plenty.”

Burlingame planned to make sure.

•  •  •

The weapon Burlingame skippered through the waves off Pearl Harbor represented decades of evolution in submarine policy and construction. German U-boats surrendered after the Great War had revealed the serious weakness in American submarine designs. The U-boats boasted superb diesel engines that gave them greater cruising ranges along with double hulls that could better withstand depth charges. The German boats sported superior ventilation systems, air compressors, gyroscopes, and enhanced periscope optics and narrow penciled tops that cut down on wakes and made the subs difficult for lookouts to spot. More important to combat submarines, U-boats could dive in just thirty seconds, much faster than American subs and critical for escape.

Engineers wrestled with how to overcome the inferiority of American submarine design against the backdrop of numerous peacetime tragedies, ranging from groundings and sinkings to hydrogen explosions and chlorine gas poisonings that by 1927 had claimed the lives of 146 sailors. The loss that December of the submarine S-4 following a collision off Cape Cod galvanized public demands for improved submarine safety. The Navy developed the McCann Submarine Rescue Chamber, a device that could be lowered to a stricken boat and used to ferry sailors to the surface. But experts realized submariners could not always wait on rescue—sailors needed to learn to save themselves. The Navy developed rubber rebreathers—dubbed the Momsen lung after its inventor, Charles Momsen—and constructed escape towers at the submarine school in Connecticut and the Pearl Harbor sub base. Filled with 280,000 gallons of water—and with mermaids painted on the walls—the towers allowed submariners to practice escape from a stricken submarine at depths of eighteen, fifty, and 100 feet of water, a skill that would prove crucial for a few fortunate sailors during the war with Japan.

This safety push coincided with a debate over the strategic role of submarines that would further influence design. Veterans challenged the traditional view that submarines operated best as coastal defenders or as part of larger fleet operations. Relegating submarines to defense failed to maximize the weapon’s stealth offensive potential. What other vessel could penetrate enemy harbors and sink ships? Geographic and strategic realities factored into the debate as Americans saw the rise of Japan as a military power and the potential for conflict in the far Pacific. To take the fight to foreign shores, submarines had to be self-sufficient, capable of cruising up to 12,000 miles, and must carry enough food, fuel, and torpedoes to patrol for ninety days. Longer missions demanded better quarters, ventilation, and air-conditioning to keep crews rested and efficient. Through this debate modern fleet boats, like the Silversides, were born.

Silversides represented the latest in American submarine technology. Workers at Mare Island Navy Yard near San Francisco had laid the keel of the $6 million Gato class submarine on November 4, 1940. Shipfitters, welders, and electricians labored under the warm California sun for the next 473 days. Eight watertight compartments ran from bow to stern, encapsulated inside a steel hull that could withstand the pressure of depths up to 300 feet, though skippers knew in a pinch the boats could go deeper. More than a dozen fuel and ballast tanks hugged the outside of the pressure hull protected by a second steel skin. A conning tower perched atop with a hatch that led to an exterior bridge, deck, and mounted guns. Once completed, Silversides stretched 312 feet—almost the length of a football field—but only twenty-seven feet wide.

Each compartment played a vital role, beginning at the bow with the forward torpedo room. Six bronze torpedo tubes lined the forward bulkhead while racks along either side held up to eight spares, cinched down with straps of braided steel cable wrapped in leather. Two additional spares were stored beneath the deck plates. A rear watertight door led to officers’ country, which housed the wardroom, several staterooms, and the chief petty officer’s quarters. Even the skipper’s cabin proved just large enough for a single bed, fold-down desk, and sink. Next came the control room, the brain of the submarine’s central nervous system. Crewmen there operated the pumps and planes to dive and maneuver the boat underwater, plotted the ship’s course on the chart table, and decoded top secret messages in the radio room. A ladder in the control room’s center led to the conning tower above. The cramped compartment served as Burlingame’s battle station and housed the radar and sonar displays, periscopes, and the torpedo data computer used by the fire control party to make attacks.

The next compartment contained the crew galley and mess, where as many as twenty-four men dined family-style around four green rectangular tables bolted to the deck to weather rough seas. A mess room door opened into the crew’s berth that offered precious shut-eye for up to three dozen sailors while the bulkheads held shoebox-sized lockers for men to stash wallets, toothbrushes, and packs of cigarettes. Sailors laid out uniforms under their mattresses, which doubled not just as storage but also as a way to keep them pressed. The crew’s head and showers were wedged in the rear of the compartment near the door that led to the first of the submarine’s two engine rooms. Following the engine rooms came the maneuvering room, where sailors regulated the submarine’s power and speed while the stern housed the after torpedo room with four additional tubes along with racks loaded with up to four spares.

The heart of the submarine’s propulsion system was four Fairbanks Morse diesel engines that each produced 1,600 horsepower to drive the generators and power the motors. Two bronze screws that spun in opposite directions propelled Silversides on the surface at a maximum surface speed of 20.25 knots or about twenty-three miles per hour. When the klaxon sounded and the submarine dove, enginemen shut down the diesels and switched to battery power. Two battery wells—one located under officers’ country, the other beneath the crew’s space—each held 126 cells. Silversides could submerge for up to forty-eight hours at a two-knot crawl before it needed to surface, fire up the engines, and recharge its batteries, an operation skippers preferred to perform at night under the cover of darkness. If the submarine ran at its maximum submerged speed of 8.75 knots, the batteries would die in just an hour.

Despite the advanced technology, submarines remained a dangerous workplace. Sailors not only risked dying in depth charge and aerial bomb attacks, but also faced threats of injury and death from accidents. World War II would see more than 1,200 such injuries as submariners suffered electrical burns, broke ribs clearing the bridge, and shattered teeth when tossed about topside. One sailor hit so hard that two broken teeth lodged in the roof of his mouth. Accidents would claim the lives of another sixty-two men. One such tragedy occurred when a rogue wave struck Tullibee, hurling a lookout against the platform railing with such force that he died less than eighteen hours later from massive internal injuries. An accidental discharge during an inspection of Blueback’s twin .50 caliber machine gun ripped two holes through the gunnery officer’s chest. Every torpedoman’s worst fear played out on Pollack when a reload skid slipped, crushing a sailor’s head between two 3,000-pound torpedoes. Seventeen submariners would drown throughout the war. Typhoons and hurricanes washed some overboard while others vanished when a submarine dove or battle-surfaced. Many of those lost were performing repair work topside when unexpected rough seas hit.

Beyond the dangers, submarine life proved austere. Men lived on top of one another in bunks stacked three high and just eighteen inches apart. Others slept on cots tucked between the one-and-a-half-ton torpedoes. Sailors jokingly labeled the two bunks that dangled side by side from the forward torpedo room overhead the “bridal suite,” the close quarters usually occupied by the submarine’s black, Filipino, or Guamanian mess attendants. The ship’s desalination plant purified 1,500 gallons of seawater a day, but much of that fed the batteries and the galley. Sailors often bathed with condensation collected from the ship’s air-conditioning system, though showers rarely consisted of little more than a wipe-down with a wet washcloth or a refreshing rainsquall while on lookout. A bucket of soapy water served as the ship’s washing machine while men draped clothes atop the engines to dry. Off-duty sailors played games of Acey Deucey and cribbage, checked out paperback detective novels from the ship’s library, or listened to phonograph records of Bing Crosby, Glenn Miller, and Billie Holiday.

Meals proved the highlight of the day and like everything else had to be designed around tight space and mission longevity. Fresh fruits and vegetables vanished within a few weeks, forcing cooks to resort to canned and frozen foods. Silversides boasted a freezer beneath the crew’s mess—accessible by hatch in the deck and a small ladder—that kept hams, turkeys, and chicken at an icy fifteen degrees while a neighboring forty-degree refrigerator allowed cooks to store fruits, vegetables, and thaw meats. The rest of the boat served as a makeshift pantry. Men stashed crates of potatoes, cabbages, and carrots in the cool space beneath the deck in the forward torpedo room while others lined cans of sugar, flour, and coffee along the narrow path that ran between the engines and bulkhead. A plank laid across the cans allowed engineers to walk atop if needed. Sailors crammed food in unused double hatches, the escape chamber, and even filled one of the ship’s two showers with canned milk.

The Navy depended on such creativity. Rather than clutter the galley with cumbersome bottles of soda, the Silversides carried 100 gallons of Coca-Cola syrup that could be mixed with fresh water and carbonated with miniature CO2 canisters. The same rationale applied to frozen meats; only boneless was allowed. Cooks knew cabbage remained fresh longer than other vegetables while preserved fruits helped spark appetites, improve hydration, and battle constipation. Veterans learned to mix powdered milk with creamy Avoset to make the drink more palatable. The real pros even left a few eggshells out on the galley counters when serving powdered eggs—a subliminal message designed to trick the crew. When weevils invariably infested a boat’s flour, some bakers removed them with a sifter. The craftier ones would simply toss in caraway seeds to disguise the bugs and bake rye bread.

•  •  •

Burlingame’s cramped and well-engineered submarine closed to within 600 miles of the Japanese coast on the morning of May 10. Other than a three-hour-and-ten-minute stop at Midway—long enough to unload a chronically seasick sailor and top off with 14,000 gallons of diesel—the voyage had proved uneventful, giving the skipper time to hone his men for war. He ordered two officers on watch at all times, alternating between the periscope and diving controls when submerged. On the surface, Burlingame demanded one officer stationed forward, the other aft, while on days he patrolled submerged he planned to dive about an hour before dawn and surface again just after sunset. The pharmacist’s mate passed out vitamins and fired up the sun lamp for sailors who seldom ventured topside. Cooks set a mealtime schedule of 7:30 a.m., 11:30 a.m., and 7:30 p.m.—with an open icebox policy that allowed the hungry to snack.

The skipper had yet to fire a single torpedo at the enemy but already had suffered his share of wartime tragedy. Burlingame’s youngest brother, Paul—his junior by almost four years—had opted to follow his brother into the military, though he chose the Army over the Navy, enrolling at the United States Military Academy at West Point. With chiseled features and curly dark hair, the junior sibling—known as “B’Game” to his friends—was a gifted basketball and football player, his gridiron success often highlighted in the New York Times. Even after he graduated and earned his wings, the married father of two young girls returned each fall to his alma mater to help coach his beloved leatherheads.

At 8:15 a.m. on the sunny morning of June 17, 1940, Lieutenant Burlingame lifted off from New York’s Mitchel Field in his B-18 bomber on a training mission to teach reserve pilots to fly in formation. Half an hour later, Burlingame’s twin-engine bomber and three others roared over Queens at about 2,500 feet in a diamond formation. On the ground below, children played in yards behind white picket fences as fathers hustled out the door to work. The thirty-one-year-old Burlingame, who served as the mission’s flight leader, radioed the other pilots to rotate positions. His bomber suddenly collided and locked wings with another. Both planes spiraled down to the crowded Bellerose neighborhood below. One crashed in the front lawn of a single-story house on 239th Street, setting two homes ablaze. The other slammed into the grassy median in middle of Eighty-seventh Avenue.

One of the worst disasters in the history of the Army Air Corps killed all eleven men on board both planes and turned a quiet New York neighborhood into an inferno. One airman, somehow dislodged from his bomber as it plummeted, smashed through the roof of a home and landed in the kitchen where his body rolled out the back door and stopped at the feet of a housewife hanging the wash on the line. The violent impact tossed the burning bodies of three other airmen into the driveway of one home, where a frantic neighbor used a garden hose to extinguish the flames. Repelled by the intense heat of the blaze, neighbors could only watch in horror as the bodies of several other airmen roasted inside what one newspaper called “funeral pyres of flaming, melting metal.”

Paul Burlingame’s tragic death weighed upon his older brother, who was now responsible for the safety of Silversides and its crew as the submarine closed in on the Japanese island of Honshu, its designated patrol area. The time for training and drills had passed. The next engagement would be real—and could come at any time. Men needed to remain alert against the threat of patrol planes, warships, and enemy submarines. Foul weather seemed to forecast Silversides’ arrival in hostile waters. Gray skies pressed down on the empty ocean as heavy waves pounded the bow, sending sea spray over the bridge. The lookouts perched above on the periscope shears in foul weather gear suddenly spotted a Japanese trawler in the distance at 8:05 a.m., Silversides’ first enemy contact of the war.

The officer of the deck summoned Burlingame, who arrived on the bridge in seconds. The skipper pressed the binoculars to his eyes and studied the 131-ton Ebisu Maru No. 5, which tossed on the angry waves some three miles away. The wooden boat proved a far cry from the enemy aircraft carrier, battleship, or tanker Burlingame had hoped he would find. Though Ebisu Maru appeared to be just a fishing trawler, Burlingame knew such boats often doubled as patrol and picket boats, gathering far more than tuna, cod, and salmon. These trawlers and ocean sampans bobbed hundreds of miles offshore and served as a defensive perimeter, radioing any sightings of enemy ships or submarines. Burlingame recognized that the tiny boat didn’t warrant an expensive $10,000 torpedo, but he decided Silversides could sink it with its deck gun. He ordered his men to battle stations at 8:06 a.m.

Officers and crew throughout the submarine, many of whom had just finished breakfast, hustled to prepare for Silversides’ first battle. Submarines are best suited to attack from a distance with torpedoes, firing either on the surface at night when protected by darkness or underwater during the day. Daytime gun battles on the surface were risky. Silversides would lose the element of surprise, one of its best tactical advantages. Such an attack also would expose the gun crew to return fire and risk damaging blows to the submarine’s thin steel skin, a serious danger since it needed to operate at great depths and pressures. But Burlingame judged Ebisu Maru a worthy target, an opportunity to rob the enemy of an intelligence collector. The gun crew reported to the conning tower, strapping on steel helmets. Other sailors climbed down into the magazine below the crew’s mess and handed the thirty-four-pound rounds up the ladder, forming an ammunition train that ran from the mess deck through the control room and up the ladder to the conning tower.

Petty Officer 3rd Class Patrick Carswell, a sight setter for the deck gun, crouched in the conning tower. The skinny eighteen-year-old South Carolinian had enlisted as a signalman. Down the ladder from him in the control room stood Petty Officer 3rd Class Mike Harbin, a loader for the deck gun. Five years older than his friend Carswell, the burly torpedoman had traded life in rural Oklahoma for that of a sailor in the fall of 1940.

Silversides cut through the rough waves at fifteen knots. The gun and ammunition crews waited largely in silence as the submarine closed the distance to about 1,200 yards. Carswell felt little fear as he anticipated his first battle. The target after all was only a small fishing boat, not an armed warship such as a destroyer or cruiser. Burlingame ordered the crew to man the deck gun at 8:25 a.m. The conning tower door popped open and the gun crew darted one after the other across the wet deck as waves crashed over the bow. Bolted on a pedestal on the submarine’s after deck, the three-inch fifty-caliber gun packed a punch, firing thirteen-pound projectiles a half mile per second at targets up to eight miles away. The massive gun required a team to operate. A pointer and a trainer sat on opposite sides, using hand wheels to swivel the gun and move the barrel up and down. A sight setter stood on a platform on the back of the gun and adjusted the scope’s accuracy while a team of loaders fed rounds one after the other.

Carswell hopped up on the sight setter’s platform. Sea spray drenched him and the other members of the gun crew. Gunnery officer Lieutenant j.g. Robert Worthington studied Ebisu Maru through binoculars, shouting range and bearing changes to Carswell. A loader slid a projectile into the gun’s breech and rammed it into place. The trainer sighted the enemy boat through a scope, and the pointer seconds later mashed the firing pedal. The gun roared. The spent shell clanged to the deck. Water splashed off the target’s bow. A miss. A loader rammed in another round. The gun roared again. Then again. Errant projectiles peppered the waves around Ebisu Maru. Executive officer Lieutenant Roy Davenport and Worthington both barked changes to Carswell. The sight setter struggled to hear as violent waves hammered the submarine, soaking the gun crew and making it difficult for the men to sight the target.

Suddenly the Japanese boat returned fire. Machine gun bullets whizzed past the sailors. One missed Burlingame’s head by just a few centimeters, singeing the hair on the skipper’s right ear. Others pinged off the conning tower. Burlingame’s instincts were right: this was not just a fishing boat. What had begun as a simple task of sinking an apparent trawler now evolved into a furious gun battle. One of the loaders, caught under the barrel when the gun first fired, felt blood run down his beard; the thunder had broken both of his eardrums. The loader now tasted a salty mix of sea spray and blood. Sailors in the magazine below ripped open ammunition boxes with bloodied fingers and fed shells to the hungry ammo train that passed them one after the other up through the submarine. Ebisu Maru now struggled to escape as Silversides’ gun roared almost every twenty seconds. With each shot, the gunners’ aim improved. The men could see that the projectiles now blasted the wooden boat. Carswell noted that the powerful projectiles, best suited to shred the metal skin of an airplane or warship, seemed to blow right through Ebisu Maru.

Rollicking waves thrashed Silversides, making it difficult to load and fire the gun. A wave hit Carswell from behind and knocked him off the sight setter’s platform. He landed on his back and slid toward the edge of the deck before he stopped himself. The soaked sight setter climbed back up on the gun only to have another wave knock him off again moments later. He struggled again to stop his slide as he plummeted toward the side of the deck. If he went overboard in the middle of the battle, he knew Silversides wouldn’t stop to pluck him from the churning seas. He would drown in minutes without a life preserver in the cold and turbulent ocean. Carswell’s heart pounded. He fought to stop himself as he slid from the wooden to the metal deck where his speed accelerated. He banged into the hatch over the after torpedo room before his leg snagged a second later on the wire extension that ran along the edge of the deck and stopped him.

Ebisu Maru caught fire and billowed smoke. Still, its crew peppered Silversides with machine gun rounds. Burlingame watched from the bridge as the picket boat, which throughout the attack had tried to escape, now turned on his submarine. The wounded trawler planned to fight it out. “Suddenly he realized his case was hopeless,” the skipper later recalled of the Ebisu Maru. “He turned around and came toward us with his machine guns going full blast.” The sailors on deck tried to take cover as the bullets zipped past. A projectile struck the underside of the foot-firing pedal on the three-inch deck gun and sprained the pointer’s ankle. Machine gun fire knocked the steel helmets off of two loaders, but did not injure them. A bullet hit Seaman 2nd Class Hal Schwartz’s helmet as he passed shells to Harbin next to him. The eighteen-year-old loader dropped to the deck. “It broke the strap and knocked me out,” Schwartz later recalled. “It was like getting hit in the head with a sledgehammer.”

Harbin handed a shell to the next loader in line just as a bullet hit him. His red blood splattered on the shell, which the ammunition crew reflexively loaded and fired as Harbin collapsed facedown on the wooden deck. The gun and ammunition crew stopped and stared. Blood seeped out from beneath him. Less than an hour into the first sea battle and Silversides already suffered a man down. No one had expected this. Carswell and the others jumped down from the gun to pick up Harbin even as the Ebisu Maru still charged toward them. Worthington unholstered his pistol and lowered it by his side so the men could see it. “Get back on that damn gun or I’ll shoot everyone,” he shouted. “We’ll take care of Mike.” Petty Officer 1st Class Albert Stegall and another sailor grabbed Harbin and struggled to pull him inside the conning tower. Harbin’s head rested against Stegall’s shoulder. “His mouth was working. I thought his helmet was causing him to choke. I got his helmet off. I found out it wasn’t his helmet that was causing it. He had been hit in the head,” recalled Stegall, who looked at Harbin’s wound and knew immediately the loader was dead. “It pretty much went through his head.”

An hour to the minute after the sailors had vaulted onto the deck, Burlingame ordered the gun crew to stop firing. Flames engulfed Ebisu Maru, its guns now silent. The skipper watched his victim burn. The wooden boat would not sink, but Burlingame suspected—albeit incorrectly—that the fire eventually would consume it; the submarine Scorpion would, in fact, later sink Ebisu Maru, in April 1943. Regardless, the skipper knew the torched guard boat would serve as a beacon to other enemy ships that might patrol the area, its black clouds alerting them of the submarine’s passing and foreshadowing more destruction to come. No other ships would venture near. Burlingame recorded the battle’s outcome in his patrol report. “He was on fire but did not sink,” the skipper wrote. “Since he could not reach land in his condition and further expenditure of ammunition was futile, resumed course.”

Carswell climbed down into the control room, the roar of the deck gun still ringing in his ears. The cold Pacific had soaked the terrified young signalman. Twice the thrashing waves had nearly washed him overboard. He had watched one of his friends take a bullet to the head. One minute Harbin loaded shells, the next he lay on the wooden deck, the seawater washing his dark blood overboard. Carswell’s couldn’t stop shivering. He recognized the signs of shock and knew he had to get warm. He stumbled through the control room, crew’s mess and berth, and into the forward engine room. There he climbed down in the narrow crevasse between the engine and port bulkhead. The 1,600-horsepower diesels had powered the submarine all morning. Heat radiated from them. Carswell drew his knees up against his chest, closed his eyes, and felt the warmth of the engines wash over him. “Harbin’s dead,” he could hear men cry out. “He’s gone.”

Shock permeated the crew. Ten days into the first patrol and already the submarine suffered its first casualty. The battle with the trawler, which Burlingame had expected to last a few minutes, had dragged on for an hour. The gun crew’s tally showed that Silversides had fired 164 rounds on the three-inch-50 caliber and recorded only about a dozen hits. The thunder of the deck gun broke three eardrums, including one on the pointer. The pharmacist’s mate tended to the injured men and bandaged Burlingame’s bullet-singed right ear.

Sailors carried Harbin down from the conning tower and placed him in a middle bunk in the crew’s berth by the entrance to the mess deck and right next to where Carswell slept. The blond torpedoman, who just an hour earlier had charged out onto the submarine’s deck, lay silent. Silversides’ freezer, packed with hams, turkeys, and roasts, had no room for a man’s remains. Likewise, the submarine could not turn back to Midway or Pearl Harbor because of the loss of one sailor. The mission had to continue; Japan awaited. The men would bury Mike Harbin at sea. The pharmacist’s mate, aided by the chief of the boat and a couple of torpedomen, wrapped Harbin’s body inside a piece of white canvas and stitched it shut with heavy white line, one loop at a time. The men tied a gun shell around Harbin’s legs, which guaranteed that his body would sink. One of the torpedomen cried as the men worked.

The chaotic morning evolved into a quiet afternoon as Silversides zigzagged west on the surface at fourteen knots, each turn of the screws taking the submarine closer to Japan. Burlingame triggered the loudspeaker microphone at 7 p.m. to announce Harbin’s funeral. The skipper clutched a prayer book, the conning tower now his pulpit. “We therefore commit his body to the deep,” he read, “looking for the general Resurrection in the last day, and the life of the world to come, through our Lord Jesus Christ; at whose second coming in glorious majesty to judge the world, the sea shall give up her dead.” Burlingame ended his brief service with the Lord’s Prayer, his Kentucky drawl crackling over the loudspeakers below in the control room, crew’s mess, and the forward and after torpedo rooms, where sailors stood, heads bowed.

Torpedomen who had worked alongside Harbin carried his flag-draped remains through the mess deck and into the control room. The pallbearers hoisted the torpedoman’s body up through the narrow hatch to the conning tower above and then out onto the submarine’s wooden deck, the same path Harbin had taken that morning as he raced to load the submarine’s deck gun. The gray skies and heavy waves that had pounded Silversides as it battled Ebisu Maru had vanished. The afternoon sun set and the cold blue Pacific was calm. The evening stars shone above as the submarine idled alone in the empty ocean. Burlingame executive officer Davenport, the chief of the boat, and a few officers and crewmembers gathered on deck around Harbin. The rest of the men stood alert throughout the submarine, ready to dive if an enemy plane appeared overhead.

Burlingame had deemed Ebisu Maru not worth an expensive torpedo, but in the end the Japanese boat had cost far more, the life of a twenty-three-year-old sailor from Oklahoma, one of the first submariners of the war killed in a gun battle. The skipper, who still grieved over the loss of his own brother, felt crushed. He knew that a chaplain would soon call on the Harbin family 6,000 miles away, a knock on the door that would forever change their lives. Was this one boat worth Mike Harbin’s life? The hard-charging Burlingame would regret his decision to attack for decades. “It was a stupid thing to do,” he later confessed. “We were all pretty damn dumb in the early part of the war.”

The sun faded as the men slipped Harbin’s body in its canvas cocoon into the ocean, watching as it disappeared in the dark waters. The quartermaster recorded Harbin’s final resting place in the ship’s log; two coordinates on a map, Latitude 33°13'30" North, Longitude 151°57'30" East. Burlingame sensed the crew’s sorrow. “It was quite a problem as to morale,” he recalled. “He was a very fine man, very well thought of by the entire crew, and at the very start of our first patrol to suffer a casualty like that wasn’t quite the way we had hoped to start the war.” The skipper gathered his men in the crew’s mess after dinner. He needed to rally them. “The first fish we fire,” he ordered, using a nickname common for torpedoes, “will have Harbin’s name on it.” The sailors stared at him for a while in silence. Finally one of the chief petty officers spoke. “Wherever you lead, captain,” he said, “we’ll follow.” Whether the others all shared his enthusiasm wasn’t clear, but the final entry in the log that night reflected Burlingame’s commitment: “Underway as before.”
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DRUM

“We have every type of man aboard—all races and creeds—but there’s something about this fight we’re in that proves that theory—about all men being created equal.”

—Dudley “Mush” Morton, July 13, 1943, radio interview

Lieutenant Commander Robert Henry Rice stretched out on the bridge of the USS Drum as the submarine inched north toward the Japanese coast on the evening of May 1, 1942. The thirty-eight-year-old Rice, who hoped to grab a few hours of rest before his submarine reached the waters off Nagoya at daybreak, had ordered Portsmouth shipfitters to weld a steel bunk on the bridge. The unorthodox addition allowed the ambitious skipper to drag a spare mattress up from below each night and stretch out at the feet of the officer of the deck, ready for anything. The move reflected the great pressure Rice felt to succeed. He still clung to the congratulatory letter former chief of naval operations Admiral Harold Stark sent on the eve of Drum’s commissioning the previous fall. “It is now your privilege to be the first to inject into this vessel the life, spirit and character of a fighting ship,” Stark wrote. “May the USS Drum always maintain the splendid tradition of the submarine service.”

But Rice faced more than just professional pressure. He sat down to holiday dinners across the table from Rear Admiral Russell Willson, his father-in-law. The two-star admiral had played a critical role in World War I in developing the Navy Code Box, a device used to encrypt messages that the Germans never cracked. That ingenuity earned him the Navy Cross when the war ended. Congress even paid him $15,000 in 1935 for use of the device. Willson later commanded a division of battleships and served as superintendent of the Naval Academy before the new chief of naval operations, Admiral Ernest King, picked him as his chief of staff. As the son-in-law of a legendary admiral, Rice knew the Navy’s top officers would monitor his performance closely. The skipper warned his men what to expect: “We’ll either get so many Navy Crosses,” he told them, “or we won’t come back.”

Rice appeared an unlikely warrior. Unlike Silversides’ rowdy skipper—a fellow 1927 Naval Academy alumnus—Rice favored academics over sports. The five-foot, eleven-inch midshipman never chased golf balls down the fairway or swung a tennis racket and only rarely rode horses or swam. Much to the frustration of his future wife, Rice even disliked dancing. The blue-eyed son of a local furniture store owner—Rice & Kelly in downtown Pittsfield, Massachusetts—preferred more cerebral pursuits. He excelled at bridge, won fencing awards, and built a personal library of classical literature in his room that proved the envy of his classmates. His hard work showed when he graduated eighty out of a class of 580. “Bob is quiet, reserved, and knows a lot more than he lets on. His witticisms and cynicisms are as amusing as his sarcasms are cutting,” Rice’s roommate wrote in the Lucky Bag yearbook. “Bob’s intelligence, quickness of action and coolness will make him a success in any field of endeavor.”

But Rice’s academic success had failed to translate into a prized assignment upon graduation. The new ensign had requested duty on a small ship where he joked that as soon as an officer knew which end of the gun to load, the skipper promoted him to gunnery officer. Officers on large ships with crowded wardrooms in contrast struggled to earn real responsibility. Rice believed the most dreaded assignment, however, would be a battleship that doubled as an admiral’s flagship. Flagship crews suffered close scrutiny that kept officers edgy, feeling at all times as though on parade. Rather than base assignments on class standing, academy graduates drew lottery numbers. Rice picked the second-to-last number and landed on the battleship Texas—flagship of the Atlantic Fleet. Despite his disappointment, Rice enjoyed the assignment. He tangled with an inebriated Ernest Hemingway in a Key West bar and later transported President Calvin Coolidge and Secretary of State Frank Kellogg to Havana and New Orleans.

Two years after he climbed the Texas gangway, Rice reported aboard the old armored cruiser Pittsburgh, flagship of the Asiatic Fleet that roamed the China Sea from Manila to Manchuria. Rice found the Pittsburgh’s atmosphere far more relaxed though still crowded with junior officers vying for responsibility, including ten fellow 1927 classmates. He soon transferred to a Yangtze River gunboat where he served on the shallow-draft Luzon that helped patrol some 1,300 miles of river, protecting American property. Rice thrived on the adventure, even escorting famed pilot Charles Lindbergh on a visit to the region. When Rice’s time in China ended in the spring of 1932, the ambitious officer still hungered for action. After he completed submarine school in May 1933, Rice reported aboard S-12, a World War I–era boat based in Coco Solo in the Panama Canal Zone. But the Navy had bigger plans for Rice. The skipper arrived in Portsmouth in June 1941 with orders to command one of America’s newest and soon to be completed fleet boats: the Drum.

The half dozen officers aboard his 1,500-ton submarine—now slicing through the dark night toward the east coast of Japan—reflected America’s ethnic diversity. That is, within certain limits: there were no African American sailors on board submarines in anything more than menial jobs such as mess attendants. Drum’s executive officer, Lieutenant Nicholas Nicholas, grew up the son of Greek parents who had settled in New Hampshire. Engineering and diving officer Lieutenant j.g. Manning Kimmel, the son of Admiral Husband Kimmel, who was relieved as the commander of the Pacific Fleet after the Pearl Harbor attack, was of German ancestry. Lieutenant j.g. Maurice Rindskopf, Drum’s torpedo officer, grew up in Brooklyn, the son of Jewish parents whose families left Germany a century earlier. Communications officer Ensign John Harper sported “rangy red-hair” that reflected his Scottish heritage while commissary officer Ensign Verner Utke-Ramsing, Jr., suffered endless taunts over his double name, courtesy of his Danish parents. But Ensign Eugene Pridonoff had traveled the farthest: born in Russia and raised in China before his parents settled in California.

Just as the ebb and flow of America’s immigration had shaped the Drum officers and crew, so had the Great Depression. For many, the cramped uncomfortable life at sea was, in fact, a step up, promising at least three meals a day. The decade-long economic catastrophe had taught vital lessons about sacrifice, resourcefulness, and endurance to the men who now loaded torpedoes, manned the bow and stern planes, and scanned the horizon for enemy ships. The austere world of a diesel submarine, where sailors went without privacy, showers, and even daylight for weeks at a time was an improvement over the callused childhoods many had endured. One Drum sailor had been forced to scavenge coal alongside snowy railroad tracks as a child outside Boston to help heat his family’s home. Another watched his father—a stonecutter and polisher—die at just forty-six, his lungs hardened from the granite dust of the tombstones he carved. A pharmacist’s mate lived for months in a tent in Texas and later picked avocados for director Victor Fleming of The Wizard of Oz and Gone With the Wind fame.

The officers who joined Rice on the submarine’s bridge each night sensed the enormous pressure the skipper felt. Unlike Burlingame, who palled around with his men, Rice remained distant. A firm believer in the Navy’s rigid hierarchy, he seldom ventured past the control room and into the crew’s mess and berth. Many officers felt only a little more warmth than the enlisted men. The veteran submariner, who once griped about his obsessive commanders, now found it difficult to delegate responsibility and trust his new subordinates. Much of his reluctance stemmed from an accident aboard S-30 when his executive officer, during a routine test of the valves used for diving and surfacing, failed to empty the main ballast tanks before yard workers flooded the Pearl Harbor dry dock. Rice had watched in horror from the bridge that day as the rush of water almost swamped his submarine, caught with its hatches and vents wide open. Only his emergency intervention saved the ship. “What embarrassment!” he later wrote. “This near-disaster cured me of placing confidence in my juniors until considerable observation of their performance gave me reason to rely on them.”

Rice’s autocratic style consisted of blunt evaluations designed to push his men coupled with the occasional raised voice. Though some of the junior officers bristled at his rigidity, many recognized that Rice strove to educate his men about more than just the Navy. “From the first day I met him, he was clearly in charge and he was going to be successful,” Rindskopf recalled. “He was a leader in the strictest sense of the word.”

The skipper’s efforts to shape his men had all been in preparation for this evening in early May. The submarine, some forty miles south of Nagoya, cruised north at six knots, its phosphorescent wake scribbling a sinuous path on the glassy sea. Rice looked up from his makeshift bunk on the bridge at the full moon that radiated in the cloudless sky. Drum had arrived in its patrol area at 9:30 that morning, ending a fourteen-day journey across the Pacific. The submarine had encountered only two Japanese flying boats and picked up two other enemy planes on its radar as it cruised toward its destination off Nagoya, one of the principal cities of Japan’s aircraft industry and home to Mitsubishi’s sprawling engine and aircraft plants, known for its fighters, bombers, and reconnaissance planes. The company’s airframe plant—one of the largest in the world—stretched more than four million square feet while its engine works plant totaled 3.8 million square feet. American war planners suspected such an industrial hub would prove rich hunting grounds for Drum.

Rice hoped so.

•  •  •

Rice, Burlingame, and other skippers who stalked these waters capitalized on Japan’s geographic and economic vulnerabilities. The archipelago consisted of four major islands—Honshu, Hokkaido, Kyushu, and Shikoku—as well as several thousand smaller ones. The diverse islands, with a total landmass comparable to the state of California, stretched almost 2,000 miles, from the icebound harbors of Hokkaido in the north to the azure waters and coral reefs of Okinawa in the south. Mountains crowded as much as 85 percent of Japan with towering ranges that traversed each of the major islands. The rugged terrain had shaped the development of Japan’s towns and cities. Many of the nation’s seventy-three million men, women, and children squeezed into dense and primitive wooden cities that clung to Japan’s narrow shoreline.

This geography had played a crucial factor in the evolution of Japan’s transportation systems. The mountains made railroad construction a challenge, demanding tunnels and bridges that proved expensive and vulnerable in wartime. The slow pace of rail construction had left Japan at the outbreak of the war with only two lines that ran the length of the main island of Honshu, home to major cities Tokyo, Osaka, and Kobe. The highway system proved equally primitive with less than 6,000 miles of national roadways, most unpaved. The nation’s few paved roads centered around industrial hubs on Honshu and northern Kyushu, but even then Japan lacked important inter-city highways. One seventy-seven-mile journey across Honshu after the war would take American surveyors twelve hours.

Japan’s dominant means of transportation revolved around the water, a vital maritime highway system that American strategists recognized proved an incredible liability in a submarine war. The concentration of shipyards, aircraft plants, and munitions factories on the central island of Honshu forced Japan to ship vital raw materials from its outer islands. Freighters loaded with coal, steel, and lumber steamed south from Hokkaido, while ships from the southern islands filled with salt, cement, and cane sugar plowed north. Japan’s merchant fleet in 1941 contained 18,789 wooden ships, most fewer than 100 tons. These older and more traditional vessels complemented a robust and modern fleet of steel ships—manned by a well-trained and efficient force of 16,000 officers and 60,000 crewmen—that served as the backbone of Japan’s international trade. This 6.2-million-ton fleet consisted of 1,250 large passenger and cargo ships of over 1,000 tons, 1,126 smaller ships, and seventy-four tankers.

Japan’s inhospitable terrain caused greater strategic problems than just transportation. A critical lack of farmable land handicapped the island nation at the same time Japan had suffered a population explosion, nearly tripling in size since it first opened its doors to the West less than a century earlier. This growth made Japan the densest nation per arable acre in the world with 2,774 people crowded per acre compared to just 230 in the United States. Fishermen sailed as far as Alaska and the Panama Canal to feed the burgeoning populace. “Of all Japanese problems, that of population is the least understood and the most important,” noted one newspaper reporter. “It is the driving force behind all Japanese policies, home and foreign. Everything turns on it: emigration, industrialization, social unrest at home, peace or war abroad.”

Outside of a few industries, like raw silk, fish oil, and sulfur, Japan had almost no material self-sufficiency, forced to import even its most iconic food, rice. The natural deficiencies became more apparent in the need for war materials. Ships arrived in port loaded down with bauxite to build fighters, rubber to manufacture tires, and cotton to sew uniforms. Japan’s largest import need—and the most critical for war—was oil. At the outbreak of the war Japan could produce just two million barrels a year, a figure that equated to just 0.1 percent of the world’s oil output. The United States in comparison—the world’s largest producer—delivered 700 times that amount. Until a few months before the war, the United States had supplied some 80 percent of Japan’s oil. Investigators even concluded that American fuel likely powered the carriers, bombers, and fighters that had attacked Pearl Harbor. “Napoleon’s armies moved on their stomachs,” observed a New York Times writer. “Modern motorized armies move on gasoline.”

Japan’s hunger for food and materials laid the foundation for the expansionism that put it on the eventual path to world war. Victory over China in the Sino-Japanese War in 1894–85 had netted Formosa (Taiwan) and broken China’s grip on Korea. Japan’s defeat of Russia a decade later in the Russo-Japanese War had blocked the czar’s expansion into Manchuria and Korea and set up Japan’s 1910 annexation of the latter. With China torn by civil war, Russia preoccupied by economic restructuring, and the United States gripped by the Great Depression, Japan seized another chance to expand in 1931 and invaded Manchuria. Control of Manchuria provided rich supplies of nonferrous metals, steel, and coal that would prove the “arsenal of Japanese expansionism.” Japan interpreted the failure of major powers to intervene in Manchuria—followed by similar inaction toward Germany and Italy—as a sign that it would meet no major opposition. Troops pushed into northern China in 1937.

These conquests had come at a price. Since Commodore Matthew Perry’s arrival in Tokyo Bay in 1853 on a mission to end Japan’s isolation, the nation had worked to model itself after the West, drafting a constitution and embracing Western laws, diplomacy, and industrial, commercial, and financial systems. That rapid rise had led to Japan’s inclusion as one of five major powers at the 1919 Paris Peace Conference at the end of the Great War and earned Japan a permanent seat on the Council of the League of Nations. Many of the nations that had applauded Japan’s success spurned the nation’s imperialistic drive. Japanese leaders viewed that as hypocritical given the vast and resource-rich possessions other major powers boasted in Japan’s backyard. Britain held Hong Kong, Malaya, Burma, India, and Ceylon. France controlled Indochina, the Dutch ruled the East Indies, and the United States had the Philippines. If these countries could all have possessions in Asia why shouldn’t Japan?

These tensions led Japan to quit the League of Nations and triggered a wave of nationalism that swept the country, symbolized by the popular political slogan “Back to Asia.” Japan’s military successes upended the balance of power. Powerful cliques inside the Army and Navy exerted a strong influence over the nation’s domestic and foreign policies, policies endorsed by the bespectacled Emperor Hirohito. Japan’s campaign in China, which war planners had viewed as an easy conquest, soon bogged down, costing as much as 40 percent of the nation’s oil production. Unable to end the China campaign without losing face—and in desperate need of resources—Japanese leaders looked toward new conquests with a special eye on the oil-rich Dutch East Indies. In preparation for war, Japan stockpiled raw materials, from iron ore and bauxite to copper, zinc, and lead. The government ordered gas rationed in 1938, eventually halting almost all civilian traffic, including buses and taxis. Essential vehicles burned charcoal or wood.

These measures coincided with an aggressive armament program. By the time of the attack on Pearl Harbor, workers punched out more than 550 planes a month, boosting Japan’s air forces to some 7,500 aircraft. That figure counted some 2,675 army and navy tactical planes, like fighters and bombers. The propeller-driven Zero—code-named “Zeke” by the Allies—served as Japan’s teeth in the skies. Mitsubishi engineers had stripped the single-engine fighter of self-sealing fuel tanks and much of its armor, making the lightweight plane faster and more agile than its American counterparts though vulnerable in dogfights. Japan’s muscle spread beyond the skies. Aggressive recruitment would soon swell the army’s 1.7 million soldiers to some five million while the navy’s register at the war’s outbreak listed 381 warships, including ten battleships, ten aircraft carriers, eighteen heavy cruisers, and 112 destroyers. The Japanese navy not only outgunned American forces in the Pacific, but proved more powerful than the combined navies in that ocean of the United States, Great Britain, and the Netherlands.

Japan saw the outbreak of war in Europe as an opportunity and sided with Germany and Italy, forming what President Roosevelt called an “an unholy alliance.” Japan seized on the fall of France to move into Indochina, providing important bases for the ultimate capture of Hong Kong, Singapore, and the East Indies. To Japan’s surprise, Roosevelt retaliated, ordering Japan’s assets frozen. Britain and the Dutch East Indies followed. America increased pressure and shut off exports of oil, demanding Japan’s exit from Indochina, Manchuria, and northern China, an untenable position for the nation’s military leaders, who refused to appear weak and back down. In an Armistice Day speech delivered at Arlington—and closely studied in Japan—Roosevelt recalled the sacrifice of the men killed in the Great War. “They did not die to make the world safe for decency and self-respect for five years or ten or maybe twenty. They died to make it safe,” he said. “The people of America agree with that. They believe that liberty is worth fighting for. And if they are obliged to fight they will fight eternally to hold it.”

Japan took him at his word.

The empire’s war planners imagined an easy path to victory. Germany’s invasion of Russia had eliminated the threat of a Russian attack in Manchuria. Great Britain was on the defensive and would prove unable to fight, much as China would be once Japan severed the Burma Road. Even the United States, war planners believed, posed little threat, despite its size and industrial power. The Japanese banked on a decisive victory at Pearl Harbor that would wipe out America’s Pacific strength and buy them as much as two years to seize and fortify resource-rich islands, creating a defensive perimeter across the Pacific. Furthermore, the weakened United States would be pulled into defending Britain and prove unable to fight an offensive war on the opposite side of the ocean. One of America’s greatest flaws, in the eyes of the Japanese, was democracy. Strategists believed that the American public would never allow the nation to fight a costly and bloody war against Japan’s fanatical soldiers. The United States would have no choice but to make peace and allow Japan to hold on to its territorial gains. But in the exhaustive analysis of America’s weaknesses, Japanese strategists failed to spot their own country’s critical vulnerability—a vulnerability that would ultimately cost them the war.

•  •  •

Skipper Rice and his men felt anxious to prove themselves, particularly after the Navy aborted Drum’s first mission in early April. Ordered to carry some twelve million vitamins to embattled forces on Corregidor island in Manila Bay, Drum reached Midway only to learn that Japan would soon seize the Bataan Peninsula and cut off Corregidor, setting the stage for the infamous Death March. Drum returned to Pearl Harbor, its torpedo rooms and magazine still stacked with pill bottles. Above the bridge on the periscope shears this evening, lookouts scanned the horizon for the dark silhouettes of enemy ships. Rice closed his eyes and envisioned the ideal attack on the Japanese aircraft carrier he hoped to find at first light; the massive and vital warship was the prize of all submarine skippers. He would track the carrier’s course and then maneuver Drum ahead. Once in position some 1,500 yards off the carrier, he would fire all six of his bow tubes followed by the four torpedoes loaded in his stern tubes. The Japanese captain, Rice dreamed, would be helpless.

The skipper stirred. Was that an airplane engine, he wondered. He told himself to relax. He likely heard only the rumble of the submarine’s small auxiliary engine or “donkey diesel.” But Rice couldn’t relax. The growl grew louder. He abandoned his bed at 9:24 p.m. and joined the officer of the deck. The men scanned the horizon before a grumble above forced them to look up. The red and green lights of a Japanese plane pulsed just 200 feet overhead. Lookouts had either failed to spot the plane or it had just switched on its lights as a recognition signal. The plane caught Drum exposed on the surface on a moonlit night. The klaxon sounded and the lookouts dropped from the shears as the men hustled to clear the bridge before bombs pummeled the submarine. The officer of the deck in the rush to dive failed to collect his pricey binoculars and throat microphone, while Rice abandoned his mattress and pillow. The submarine submerged at such speed that the men barely had time to seal the conning tower hatch before the Pacific washed over Drum.

The submarine leveled off at 150 feet as the skipper waited for the aerial bombs to hit. None came. Fifteen minutes later, Rice ordered the submarine up to periscope depth. The moonlit sea filled his eyepiece. The plane had vanished. Rice swiveled the periscope in search of his mattress and pillow, an oceanic billboard that announced the submarine’s presence off Japan. The skipper felt that the loss of his mattress—stenciled with Drum’s name—mocked his crew’s diligence in dumping trash overboard only in weighted bags. His search of the calm sea proved unsuccessful. Forty-six minutes after the plane buzzed Drum, Rice ordered the submarine to surface and continue at six knots toward Nagoya. The skipper climbed down to his cabin to rest. Rice had just drifted off again when the general alarm sounded at 11:55 p.m. Dressed only in his underwear and slippers—what a uniform to go into one’s first battle, he thought—Rice darted to the control room, grabbed the ladder, and climbed up through the conning tower to the bridge.

He arrived to find that twenty-four-year-old gunnery officer Maurice Rindskopf had just taken over as the officer of the deck for the midnight to 4 a.m. watch. The wiry lieutenant, known as Mike, pointed at the horizon. “Captain, there’s a ship,” he announced. “I have ordered all the bow tubes made ready for firing.”

Drum’s four engines now roared as the submarine closed the distance at full speed of almost twenty-one knots. The skipper’s eyes had not yet adjusted to the night and he could see only the bright phosphorescence of the bow wave and stern wake, much to his frustration. Finally he spotted a dark silhouette some two miles off the port bow. The 9,000-ton seaplane carrier Mizuho steamed at about ten knots from its recent refitting in Yokosuka toward Hashirajima, an island some 300 miles southwest in Hiroshima Bay that provided safe anchorage to Japan’s warships. Completed in 1939 after almost twenty-two months of work in Kobe, the Kawasaki-built carrier stretched 602 feet, almost twice the length of Drum. Crewed by more than 500 sailors, Mizuho could haul up to a dozen floatplanes and twelve midget submarines. The diesel-driven carrier, with a top speed that rivaled that of the stalking submarine, already had played a vital role in Japan’s war, providing reconnaissance and air cover for invasion forces in the Philippines and Dutch East Indies. Rice hoped to end that tonight.

Rindskopf dropped down into the conning tower to calculate the best shot, a complex equation given that both Drum and Mizuho still steamed through the dark night. The fact that a torpedo could take up to several minutes—or even longer—to reach the target complicated the mathematics. The gunnery officer depended on Drum’s torpedo data computer to help solve the trigonometry. The analog computer operated by hand cranks, knobs, and dials was one of the most sophisticated machines on a submarine where sailors still used the stars to navigate. The computer automatically logged Drum’s course and speed, but required Rindskopf to manually enter Mizuho’s estimated speed, bearing, course, and range, data that often came from the periscope in the conning tower or the target-bearing transmitter on the bridge. The computer then tracked Mizuho’s position and computed the torpedo’s course, relaying that information simultaneously to the torpedoes loaded in the bow and stern tubes via a spindle that turned the onboard gyroscopes.

Two dozen Mark 14 torpedoes served as the heart of Drum’s arsenal. Each of the complex weapons—constructed of some 1,325 parts—cost taxpayers more than $10,000, a sum that could cover the annual salaries of five Navy ensigns in 1942. The twenty-one-inch torpedo functioned much like the Drum. Once fired by a blast of compressed air, the torpedo’s steam engine ignited, powered by burning alcohol. Dual propellers that spun in opposite directions drove the 3,209-pound bomb up to 4,500 yards at forty-six knots or 9,000 yards at the slower and rarely used speed of 31.5 knots. The gyroscope controlled the rudders to keep the torpedo on course while a depth gauge guaranteed that the weapon ran at its typical set depth of ten feet below the target’s estimated keel. The torpedo’s warhead boasted 507 pounds of TNT, a charge the Navy would swap later in the war for 668 pounds of the more powerful explosive Torpex. Engineers designed the torpedo to detonate on impact or when it detected a change in a magnetic field as it passed beneath a target’s keel, an explosion intended to break a ship in half.

Rice estimated Mizuho’s masthead height, course, and range, relaying that information below to Rindskopf as the submarine closed to 1,200 yards. The gunnery officer plugged in the data. Drum now locked on to Mizuho. Sailors in the forward torpedo room flooded the tubes and wrenched open the outer doors. Throughout the submarine crewmen who moments earlier had dozed in bunks stacked three high now stood ready, anxiously waiting to fire Drum’s first torpedoes of the war. At 12:02 a.m.—seven minutes after lookouts spotted the carrier—Rice gave the order, his voice crackling over the conning tower loudspeaker. Rindskopf eyed the fire control panel bolted to the bulkhead just steps away and verified that all tubes were ready. The gunnery officer ordered tube one to fire. The fire controlman, still buttoning his pants, mashed the button. The spindle in the torpedo room that adjusted the gyroscope up until the second the weapon fired withdrew, followed by the swoosh of compressed air that launched the torpedo. Five seconds later, Drum fired another.

The skipper studied the phosphorescent wakes that raced beneath the waves at fifty-two miles per hour. Submarine doctrine demanded that he fire at least four torpedoes, but the skipper opted not to shoot any more. The darkness made it difficult to judge Mizuho’s size and value as a target. Armed with only twenty-four torpedoes—and having traveled some 3,500 miles to use them—Rice was reluctant to waste a single one. Plus he held out hope that the aircraft carrier he so coveted might soon cross his path. He watched the torpedoes disappear in the sea until he noted sudden movement on the surface ahead. The skipper focused his eyes in the dark, before he realized he was staring at the bow wave of a destroyer. The enemy escort appeared on course to ram Drum at an estimated twenty-five knots. Rice ordered his submarine to dive after firing again, as the destroyer closed to within a 1,000 yards. The men on the bridge dropped through the hatch into the conning tower as Rindskopf computed the shot. The fire controlman slammed the button and a third torpedo launched.

Rice ordered Drum down to 100 feet. Seawater flooded the submarine’s ballast tanks to make the ship heavier as sailors cranked the bow and stern plane wheels to guide the descent. Throughout the submarine men held on tight. The skipper waited for the submarine to slip beneath the waves when he heard what he later described as a “strange, tinny sound.” The submarine submerged and reached its ordered depth. When the baffled Rice later grabbed the ladder and climbed down the dozen rungs to the crowded control room, his men greeted him with grins and a flash of the victory sign as his slippers hit the deck. Thirty-five seconds after firing the second torpedo, the men claimed to have heard an explosion. Drum had torpedoed its first ship. Morale soared, but Rice didn’t buy it. “The officers and men there insisted that we had hit the target,” he recalled. “Convinced that we had sunk a ship, they were full of elation, a feeling I couldn’t share.”

Rice was wrong. One of Drum’s torpedoes had ripped open the side of Mizuho. Unknown to the skipper and his men, cold seawater flooded the carrier as the ship listed twenty-three degrees. Damage control crews fought fires and struggled to contain the flooding. The injured Mizuho held on for hours as the flooding worsened and the list increased. The crew abandoned ship before Mizuho slipped beneath the waves at 4:16 a.m. along with seven officers and ninety-four crewmen. The attack on Mizuho injured another thirty-one sailors, seventeen seriously. Japanese Rear Admiral Matome Ugaki, Combined Fleet Commander Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto’s chief of staff, recorded the destruction of Mizuho in his diary that Saturday afternoon. “This was the greatest loss so far, to my regret,” Ugaki wrote. “I am sorry that little can be done against an enemy surprise attack in full moonlight. A warning against enemy submarines was issued in the name of the chief of staff.”

Rice ordered Drum up to periscope depth at 12:10 a.m., eight minutes after the submarine dove. He swiveled the periscope. The night sky lit up with rockets and flares, an array of reds, blues, whites, and yellows. It reminded him of a Fourth of July celebration. The skipper and his officers mistakenly concluded the distress flares were designed to attract antisubmarine forces. Rice spotted the destroyer 1,500 yards astern. Drum’s desperate attempt to hit the charging escort had failed. The destroyer idled in a position Rindskopf felt ideal for attack. Rice relayed the bearing, speed, and range to his gunnery officer. Rindskopf aimed the torpedoes at the middle of the destroyer and set them to strike the target just four feet below the estimated keel depth. Rice ordered him to fire. Three torpedoes launched at twenty-second intervals. The crew waited for the explosions, but none came. All three torpedoes had missed. Rice recorded his frustration in his report. “This attack was on a destroyer lying to—with steady bearing,” he wrote. “Misses cannot be explained.”

The Japanese escorts, alerted to Drum’s presence, turned on the submarine. The skipper ordered the ship down to 300 feet and prepared for silent running. Sailors shut down the air-conditioning, ventilation blowers, and turned off the refrigerator motors. Men stood prepared to seal the watertight doors to limit flooding while other nonessential sailors climbed into the bunks to conserve air and minimize noise. Japanese escorts on the surface above dumped depth charges into the water to target Drum. The two-and-a-half-foot cylindrical canisters that rained down typically packed 220 pounds of Type 88 explosive, a charge more powerful than TNT. Water pressure served as the trigger for the rudimentary weapon. A small orifice on each canister allowed seawater to flow into an interior cylinder. Once the cylinder flooded, the charge exploded. The size of the orifice controlled how fast the cylinder filled and dictated the depth of the charge. The simple charges offered only three settings: ninety-eight, 197, and 292 feet—just shy of Drum’s maximum depth.

Sailors below braced themselves. A depth charge that exploded within fifty feet of a submarine promised significant damage. If one exploded within twenty-five feet—the kill zone—the submarine would not likely survive. The first depth charge exploded, followed by a second, then a third. Light bulbs and gauge glasses shattered. Cork insulation rained down and sailors reported leaks around the hull fittings. A rattled executive officer Nicholas looked to Rice, who had finally dressed in more than his underwear. “Captain,” Nicholas whispered. “They’re playing for keeps!” Drum sailors throughout the submarine waited for the next explosion, a terrifying ordeal in which the men often could hear the click of the detonator seconds before the blast. The skipper ordered Drum to clear the area at 1:55 a.m. The submarine now operated on battery power, meaning it maneuvered at slow speed. If Rice increased the speed, he risked draining the batteries, a dangerous proposition if the escorts did not abandon the attack and allow Drum to surface and charge its batteries.

The depth charges grew more sporadic as the escorts rescued Mizuho’s survivors; the Japanese heavy cruiser Takao later transported 472 sailors to Yokosuka. The temperatures on Drum rose and the air soured, now heavy with condensation. Winded sailors labored in ten-minute shifts to hand crank the rudders and planes. During a lull between attacks, Rice ordered the smoking lamp lit, signifying that sailors could take a cigarette break. He directed the men in each spot to share one cigarette between them, though the nicotine-deprived sailors discovered the oxygen levels had plummeted so low that matches wouldn’t light. Daybreak came and went. The last of the depth charges—thirty-one total over sixteen hours—exploded at 6 p.m. The Japanese stopped hunting at 7:30 p.m. “Throughout the long night and day, my problem as skipper was twofold: first, to maneuver the sluggish Drum at two knots in such a way as to confuse and frustrate the succession of attackers and second, to present to my crew a calm and confident demeanor which would conceal from them how scared I was!”

Rice ordered Drum up to periscope depth. The skipper had no idea what ships he might find. But he could not stay down any longer or the submarine might not have the power to surface. He ordered all the men to slip on life preservers and assembled the gun crew in the conning tower. Sailors climbed down into the ship’s magazine beneath the crew’s mess and began passing up shells. If Rice found the Japanese escorts above, the skipper felt he would have no choice but to battle it out. Though not the most devout parishioner, the Episcopalian offered a quick prayer. If God allowed him two hours on the surface to partially recharge his batteries, he would never ask for anything again. Drum’s periscope broke the surface about 10:30 p.m. Rice grabbed the handles and peered through the eyepiece. The full moon revealed a glassy sea. He swiveled the periscope and scanned the horizon. The empty night greeted him, his prayer answered.
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SUBMARINES

“Submarine war against merchant shipping is inherently inhuman, and for that reason should be prohibited.”

—New York Times, April 13, 1916, editorial

Rear Admiral Charles Lockwood, Jr., bounced in a jeep down a rain-soaked Australian highway late one afternoon in early May. The five-foot, eight-inch Lockwood had just landed in the wintry western corner of Australia as the commander Submarines Southwest Pacific, a job he would hold only briefly before taking over as the principal architect of America’s submarine war against Japan. The short time the blue-eyed admiral had spent in Australia was enough to convince him of America’s tough road ahead. Japan had overrun the Philippines, Malaya, and the Dutch East Indies. Enemy forces now amassed bases along the Malay Barrier for what Allied war planners feared would be a push into Australia. A glance at the Princess Royal Harbour captured that fear. The only ship Lockwood noted was the American submarine tender Holland with a half dozen boats moored alongside. All merchant ships had evacuated. This far corner of Australia had become the new front line of the war.

Lockwood felt bleak as his jeep zipped past the homes and businesses that lined the streets of this wool and cattle town, the flickering of evening lights reminding him of a Kansas boomtown. Australia had become a refuge for the battered remnants of America’s Asiatic Fleet, driven from its home base in the Philippines with a great loss of planes, surface ships, and subs. The bombing of Cavite had cost America a supply of 233 precious torpedoes while the assault on Baatan had forced evacuating troops to scuttle the bombed submarine tender Canopus rather than risk losing it to the Japanese. The loss of the Philippines had cost more than just planes and ships, but American morale. Grim faces surrounded the man known to most simply as Uncle Charlie. “Must admit I felt pretty well discouraged by all the belly aching I have heard, and seeing so many people so down in the mouth,” Lockwood confessed in his personal diary. “I think all this retreating has taken something out of them.”

Lockwood knew the best way to guarantee an end to America’s retreat was to unleash his submarines. In the wake of the disaster at Pearl Harbor, the United States resorted to a policy that only twenty-four years earlier President Woodrow Wilson had denounced before Congress as immoral and a reason for war when German U-boats carried out unrestricted submarine attacks in the North Atlantic. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Harold Stark had phoned President Franklin Roosevelt just hours after the attack to read his proposed order. Roosevelt gave him the green light, telling legislative leaders that same day: “The Japanese know perfectly well that the answer to her attack is proper strangulation of Japan—strangulation altogether.” At 5:52 p.m. December 7, 1941, in Washington—as the fires still burned 5,000 miles away in Pearl Harbor—Stark fired off an eight-word order that would shape Lockwood’s mission and transform the war to come: “Execute against Japan unrestricted air and submarine warfare.”

Born in rural Virginia at the end of the nineteenth century, Lockwood had relocated to Missouri when his family settled on a sheep and cattle farm in the small town of Lamar. The boats he built to use on the muddy streams of the Midwest fed his drive to attend the Naval Academy in 1908. The skinny midshipman struggled with academics, but grew into a champion long-distance runner, breaking the school’s one-mile record when he charged across the finish line in just four minutes and twenty-nine seconds. Lockwood had shaved off the seconds needed to win only after weeks of arduous training, which had taught him tenacity, endurance, and pace. Those vital skills would shape his combat philosophy and prepare him for a marathon war of attrition measured not in weeks or months, but in years.

Lockwood graduated in 1912, planning to become a battleship sailor. He spent his first two years on the 26,000-ton Arkansas, then the most powerful ship in the Navy. Lockwood soaked up the experience. He shoveled coal with soot-stained hands in the battlewagon’s boiler room, worked as a junior turret officer in the gunnery department, and served as a signalman on the bridge. He hoped to continue that education when he arrived in the Philippines at the outbreak of the Great War, but instead landed in submarines, regarded by battleship sailors as the Navy’s “unwanted stepchildren.” He struggled to conceal his disappointment when he climbed aboard the sixty-three-foot-long A-4 for his orientation cruise in September 1914. The seven-man submarine—built at the turn of the century—had only one torpedo tube and could dive just 100 feet. “Sailor, few people have a built-in affection for submarines,” the skipper confided in Lockwood. “They are, like olives and caviar, an acquired habit—but once acquired, hard to give up.”

The A-4 with its top speed of just eight knots headed out into the steamer lanes where Lockwood heard a repetitive thump off the port side. “What’s that?”

“That’s the propeller of a sizeable ship,” the skipper answered.

Lockwood froze and listened as the ship’s propeller grew louder. The rhythmic beat reached a crescendo, then faded as the vessel steamed off. Lockwood had imagined himself at that moment in a submarine parked off the coast of war-torn Europe, stalking enemy freighters and battleships. His vision grew even more vivid when the skipper stepped aside and offered to let Lockwood fire a shot, albeit with a torpedo tube filled just with water. The young lieutenant pressed his eye to the periscope and spotted a rusty steamer in the distance. He called out course changes, navigating his submarine to within 800 yards of the target. Lockwood watched as the ship steamed across his eyepiece before he shouted the order to fire. He felt the submarine shudder as a blast of air ejected the water from the tube. Lockwood saw then the awesome potential of the submarine. “At that moment my attitude toward submarines changed,” the admiral would later write. “I had felt the urge and thrill of a hunter alerted by the nearness of game.”

Lockwood’s epiphany in the warm waters off Manila reshaped his career ambitions. He went on to command a half dozen submarines, including a German U-boat surrendered in the Great War. He refined the diplomatic skills necessary for higher command with a tenure as a submarine adviser to the Brazilian navy and later served as naval attaché in London in the months leading up to America’s entry into World War II. There Lockwood witnessed the horror of modern warfare on a civilian population as German bombers and fighters crowded the skies each night, pounding the British capital to rubble. Lockwood watched children march down ruined streets to school toting gas masks while another time he witnessed rescue workers pick through the wreckage of a church flattened during the middle of a wedding. The nightly rumble even cracked one of the windowpanes in Lockwood’s room at the Dorchester Hotel, where he outlined his mounting frustration in his diary: “I wish to God we would get into this war before it is lost.”

His wish soon came true.

Before the smoke had settled over the oily waters of Pearl Harbor, he fired off a letter to the head of the Navy’s bureau of personnel, Rear Admiral Arthur Carpender, known to many simply as Admiral Chips. “It has been a fine job and vastly interesting over here in times of peace, but now that we are in it with our little yellow friends I need more space and, besides, I have always had an ambition to bring home a Japanese wishbone. I do not ask for any particular sea job, just so it gives me a chance to get into the scrap,” Lockwood wrote in his December 8 letter. “They have drawn first blood but they’ll pay for it in plenty of their own.” The impatient Lockwood followed up his letter the next day with a Western Union cablegram: “Forgive personal communication but if you need someone for job in Pacific especially submarines Honolulu or westward please consider me.”

Lockwood’s days of diplomacy were over. He wanted to return to the undersea service with a job in the Pacific. “Submarine warfare was what I had been trained for—and had trained others for—all these years,” he wrote. “I certainly did not want to miss this chance to see our training doctrines and techniques put to good use.” Inundated by requests from officers hoping for a combat assignment, the Navy opted to make as few changes as necessary to avoid idle sailors in transit between jobs. The frustrated Lockwood had no choice but wait. He spent his days ferrying top secret messages from President Roosevelt to Winston Churchill—whom the president referred to by the code name “A Former Naval Person”—often meeting with the prime minister at dawn at 10 Downing Street as the British leader shaved in his bathrobe. The news arrived on March 5 followed by word of his promotion to rear admiral. “Ordered Home!! Boy, oh Boy!!” he wrote in his diary. “Maybe this will mean subs. Pacific!!”

British Vice Admiral Sir Bruce Fraser offered the attaché some advice before his departure. “Lockwood,” he chided him. “Have you heard about the order we’ve received from the States for thirty thousands kilts?”

“What in the world do we want with thirty thousands kilts?” Lockwood replied.

“So that you people won’t get caught with your pants down again!”

Lockwood planned to make sure.

•  •  •

America’s war plan devised before the attack on Pearl Harbor—known as Rainbow No. 5—had called for the military to focus first on the defeat of Germany, which analysts considered a greater threat than Japan. “Since Germany is the predominant member of the Axis Powers, the Atlantic and European area is considered to be the decisive theater,” the plan stated. “The principal United States Military effort will be exerted in that theatre, and operations of United States forces in other theaters will be conducted in such a manner as to facilitate that effort.” America in the meantime would largely play defense in the Pacific, holding Japanese forces at the Malay Barrier, the series of large islands that stretches from the Malay Peninsula east to New Guinea. Loss of those islands would give the enemy access to vital rubber, oil, and bauxite to fuel their war machine. Beyond resources, the fall of the Malay Barrier would put the Japanese within striking distance of Australia and India.

But Japan had not stopped at Pearl Harbor, hitting American forces in the Philippines, Guam, and Wake as well as targeting the British and Dutch from Malaya to the East Indies. Japan had relied on its larger air forces—2,675 tactical planes compared to the 1,290 Allied aircraft—coupled with the element of surprise to overrun opposition. Japanese planes pounded the Marianas island of Guam—ceded from Spain to the United States in 1898—for two days before enemy troops sloshed ashore on December 10. The tiny garrison of some 670 American and local forces—armed only with handguns and .30 caliber machine guns—put up a fight before the governor ordered the flag lowered and surrendered the island. Another battle played out more than 1,300 miles east at Wake, a remote outpost built atop the two-and-a-half-square-mile rim of a submerged volcano that resembled the shape of a wishbone. More than 500 Marines and sailors—aided by 1,200 civilian construction workers—repelled the Japanese from the three-island atoll for fifteen days before finally surrendering December 23.

America’s largest forces in the far Pacific had been in the Philippines. Most of America’s heavy bombers and fighters crowded the airfields when enemy planes appeared in the skies overhead just hours after the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor. The ninety-minute assault had destroyed half of America’s heavy bomber force, a third of the fighters, and damaged many of the remaining planes. With Japan now in control of the skies, amphibious forces landed, forcing the Navy’s retreat to Java and later Australia as forces under Army General Douglas MacArthur made a final effort to defend the Bataan Peninsula and Corregidor. Under orders from President Roosevelt, MacArthur evacuated the Philippines, slipping out with his family in a patrol torpedo boat one night in early March. Bataan fell a month later on April 9. American and local forces would ultimately hold out on the island fortress of Corregidor in Manila Bay until May 6, surrendering just days after Rear Admiral Lockwood landed in Australia.

The British and Dutch suffered similar defeats. Japanese forces landed on the Malay Peninsula, Borneo, and Celebes, sinking the battleship Prince of Wales and the battle cruiser Repulse. Hong Kong fell, then Singapore. The Japanese army even went so far as to invade Thailand and capture Bangkok. America, England, the Netherlands, and Australia joined forces in a desperate effort to try to hold the Japanese at the Malay Barrier, an alliance plagued by language barriers, communication difficulties, and divergent national interests. The battered Allies struggled to regroup as the Japanese occupied Sumatra, Bali, and Timor. Enemy fighters and bombers launched from four aircraft carriers on February 19, pounding the city of Darwin on the northern coast of Australia, a vital hub for supplying the embattled forces on the Dutch East Indies island of Java. When the enemy strike force finally withdrew, nearly every ship in the harbor sat on the bottom. Australia had no choice but to evacuate the city.

By late February the Japanese noose had tightened around Java, advertised as the “Gem of the Dutch East Indies.” The lush equatorial island that served as the heart of the Dutch empire was all that stood between Japan and Australia. Ninety-seven enemy transports loaded with invasion forces steamed toward Java. The Allied forces left to battle the Japanese included just five heavy and light cruisers and ten destroyers. Crews were exhausted and Allied airpower scarce. The February 27 Battle of the Java Sea raged well into the night before the Allies had to retreat. The seven-hour battle cost the Allies two cruisers and three destroyers. The Japanese in contrast had lost nothing. Organized Allied resistance crumbled as Japan completed its conquest of the resource-rich south. America’s prewar expectation to hold the Japanese at the Malay Barrier had failed. War planners had underestimated Japanese capabilities. “The United States plan,” one postwar report concluded, “had little basis in reality.”

Japan had created a defensive perimeter, protecting its conquests in the south as well as its homeland. The free passage of freighters, tankers, and troopships was vital for Japan to transport oil, coal, and other resources as well as to fortify and defend the perimeter. Allied forces faced years of fighting to win back lands Japan had seized in just five months. While forces under General MacArthur in Australia would claw north across the jungles of New Guinea en route back to the Philippines, Admiral Chester Nimitz in Hawaii would push west, fighting the Japanese in the Solomons, the Gilbert and Marshall islands, the Carolines, and the Marianas. The goal was to shatter Japan’s perimeter and put the enemy’s homeland in reach of Allied bombers. But the disastrous early months of war had wiped out much of America’s offensive capabilities. Outside of a few carrier- and land-based air raids, America’s offense fell to the submarines, the lone combatants able to sneak into enemy waters and target Japan’s supply lines.

Before the war the Navy had assigned submarines to the three major fleets in the Atlantic, Pacific, and Southeast Asia. New London served as the hub for Atlantic Fleet submarines while Pacific Fleet boats operated out of the base at Pearl Harbor. Submarines with the smaller Asiatic Fleet headquartered on the tender Canopus in Manila Bay. Japan’s invasion of the Philippines had forced the evacuation of those submarines to Australia. There the Navy reorganized the boats as Submarines Southwest Pacific and put Lockwood in charge. The undersea war against Japan now fell to two commands that split the Pacific. Lockwood would oversee the waters from Australia east to the Coral Sea and north to the Philippines. This included New Guinea, Borneo, and Java. Submarines Pacific Fleet under command of Rear Admiral Robert English would patrol the vast central Pacific west of Hawaii that included the strategic areas of the Marianas, Caroline Islands, and the Japanese home waters.

The submarine force was just a small part of the Navy, consisting at the outbreak of the war of 111 submarines with another seventy-three under construction. Fifty-one submarines operated in the Pacific with twenty-two based at Pearl Harbor, including sixteen modern fleet boats plus a half dozen hangovers from World War I, boats ill suited for the long distances this fight would demand. Another twenty-nine submarines—twenty-three modern boats and six older ones—were based in the Philippines. Four of those would be lost before Lockwood took command. New construction in shipyards from Maine to Wisconsin and California would ramp up fleet production to its 1944 peak of ten new boats a month. Even then the force would remain small, never exceeding more than 50,000 officers and enlisted men or just 1.6 percent of the Navy. Only 16,000 of those men would actually serve at sea. To those few fell the responsibility to patrol eight million square miles of ocean, an area more than twice the size of Europe.

The Navy knew that was almost an impossible task. While submarines over the course of the war would help rescue 504 downed aviators, smuggle ammunition to embattled Corregidor, and protect amphibious landings, the principal mission of the force was to destroy to Japan’s navy and merchant fleet. To manage the vast seas the Navy created dozens of numbered patrol areas. These areas covered Japan’s home islands as well as strategic locations like Formosa, the Marianas, and the Carolines. In creating patrol areas war planners looked not just for enemy naval bases but vital shipping centers. Other patrol areas covered important sea lanes and areas where multiple shipping routes converged, places war planners knew to expect maritime traffic. The Navy assigned submarines headed out on patrol a specific area to hunt. Given the great distances and need for refits and overhauls, only about one third of the fifty-one submarines available at the war’s start could be on station at a time.

Lockwood knew that each enemy freighter delivered to the bottom slowed Japan’s nimble war machine. Ships required great investments in materials and labor, from the steel required to build the hull down to the maps used to navigate. One 10,000-ton merchant ship required as many as 650,000 rivets while a ship’s chronometer cost $200, the engine order telegraph $400, and even an anchor ran more than $1,200. Torpedoed ships not only vanished with experienced officers and crew, but with precious loads of bullets, bauxite, and fuel, a tremendous loss considering a Japanese Zero in combat drank as much as 1,500 gallons of fuel a week while a single tank regiment could burn 2,000 gallons in an hour. “When Japan allied herself with Germany, not only did she join with the chief sponsor of unrestricted submarine warfare but her ships immediately became carriers of men, munitions and war supplies,” wrote Lockwood. “Therefore, no longer were there any Japanese merchantmen in the Pacific.”

President Roosevelt’s shake-up of the Navy after the attack on Pearl Harbor elevated veteran submarine officers to three of the nation’s top four admirals. These men understood the pain a submarine war could inflict on Japan. The new commander of the United States Fleet, Admiral Ernest King, who doubled as the chief of naval operations, had served as a submarine division commander. Roosevelt also had initially left Admiral Thomas Hart in charge of the Asiatic Fleet. The sixty-four-year-old Michigan native, during his tenure as director of submarines, had battled to advance the role of submarines in the Navy, pushing to acquire German U-boats after the Great War. Though the fall of the Philippines would spell the end of the Asiatic Fleet—and Allied infighting would lead Roosevelt ultimately to relieve Hart—the veteran admiral would remain influential.

More important to Lockwood was Admiral Nimitz, the new Pacific Fleet commander and mastermind of America’s naval war against Japan. The tall and slender admiral with blue eyes and white hair was the son of a cowboy who drove cattle from Texas north to Nebraska. Nimitz’s father died before he was born, leaving his grandfather to help raise him, a former German merchant mariner who operated a hotel in Fredericksburg, Texas, shaped like a steamboat, complete with a mast. “The sea—like life itself—is a stern taskmaster,” he often told his grandson. “The best way to get along with either is to learn all you can, then do your best and don’t worry—especially about things over which you have no control.” Nimitz followed that advice. He served as a submarine skipper, traveled to Germany before World War I to study diesel engine design, and helped build the Pearl Harbor submarine base that served as the war’s nerve center. On December 31, 1941, Nimitz took command of the battered Pacific Fleet on the deck of the submarine Grayling, his four-star flag climbing the submarine’s mast that morning. Throughout the war his Pacific Fleet flagship would remain a submarine.

America’s submarine force and strategy differed greatly from that of Japan, which started the war with sixty-four submarines. Though America experimented with various-sized boats around the time of the First World War, the decades between the conflicts saw American design coalesce around a long-range fleet boat, perfect for commerce warfare. Japan in contrast boasted a wide range of designs, from two-person midget boats to massive 5,000-ton submarines that could carry seaplanes. That experimentation of design would continue throughout much of the war. The variety reflected a lack of a focused policy. Rather than order submarines to attack merchant ships, Japanese strategists saw the boats as part of a larger fleet action, second-rate to the battleships and aircraft carriers that dominated the surface Navy. Lockwood now hoped to exploit that miscalculation.
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