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We rode on the winds of the rising storm.
 We ran to the sounds of the thunder.
 We danced among the lightning bolts
 and tore the world asunder.

 

—Robert Jordan, from The Dragon Reborn

 

The torpedo wake headed right for his stack. The explosion blew his midships section higher than a kite. Troops began jumping over the side like ants off a hot plate. Her stern went up and she headed for the bottom.... [Later] we surfaced to charge batteries and destroy the estimated twenty troop boats now in the water. There were boats of many types, scows, motor launches, cabin cruisers, and other nondescript varieties. At 1315 made battle surfaces and manned all guns. Fired 4” gun at largest scow loaded with troops. Although all troops in this boat apparently jumped in the water our fire was returned by small-caliber machine guns. We then opened fire with everything we had.

 

—Lieutenant Commander Dudley W. “Mush” Morton, from his official patrol report about an incident in January 1943, during the third war patrol of the submarine USS Wahoo (SS-238)




PREFACE

Was that thunder? Was God about to backhand them again?

A misleading calm had settled on the surface of the sea where only minutes before stormy hell had raged. A 7,200-ton Japanese troop transport ship that had been steaming for the Solomons was now simply gone. Only debris, a haze of thick smoke, and a roil of oily water marked where she had suddenly disappeared, nose down. She sank so quickly it was hard to fathom for those now floating in the warm waters north of New Guinea.

A vessel that big could not have gone down so fast.

Once the torpedo punched a hole in her side, there had hardly been time for the prisoners of war crammed into her hold to get off the ship. Some, not so lucky, rode her down. Even then, many of the fortunate ones did not have life vests. Their captors did not provide them. They were forced to jump and swim frantically away from the inevitable suck as their ship broke apart and plunged downward.

The Japanese, on the other hand, had launched lifeboats. Then, from somewhere, a fleet of small vessels appeared and began taking on survivors. Japanese survivors.

The prisoners of war had to fend for themselves, frantically searching for any bit of floating wreckage. Some struggled for their lives with the Japanese, using their last bit of strength trying to wrest away a plank or life vest. There were echoless cries as men fought one another for anything buoyant. All were aware that sharks swam in these waters.

The Japanese had no doubt about what took their ship out from under them. Those on deck had seen the track of the torpedo that did them in. Saw another ship in their convoy go down. A third get wounded.

They fired their deck guns at the point from which the torpedoes came. Now that stealthy warship was almost certainly chasing after the heavily damaged vessel that had limped away wounded, disappearing over the horizon. She would make an easy target.

Then those in the water far enough away from the noisy motors of the scows and launches heard an ominous sound. It was a distinct clap of distant, grumbling thunder. It was not an explosion, not a storm. No, it sounded more like the deep-throated rumble of a powerful engine. Then, when the gentle roll of the waves lifted them high enough, they could see something dark gray on the horizon, its position marked by a smudge of smoke above it.

It was a submarine. The same one that had sunk them? Or maybe there had been more than one all along. A wolf pack.

The POWs who saw it, who realized what it was, cheered. The Americans were coming back to rescue them. To end their months of hell, their days of being jammed together in the fetid, stifling hold of the troopship, swimming in their own waste and vomit, a truck parked over the hatch cover to prevent them from getting to the deck and fresh air.

But how could such a cramped vessel take on so many men? Hundreds of Indian prisoners of war. Maybe they would chase away the Japanese boats and summon help, though.

Maybe their ordeal was finally over.

Then the submarine was close enough that they could see men scurrying about on her decks, manning her deck guns. Others perched on her bridge, looking their way through binoculars.

As the slick gray iron eel drew closer, the Indian prisoners frantically  waved anything they could find that might serve as a white flag, shouting, “POW! POW! Indian POW!”

Suddenly the biggest deck gun on the submarine belched smoke and launched a shot toward one of the canopied motor launches. Japanese soldiers dived overboard even though the shell was a miss.

Then, from behind them, the staccato ack-ack-ack of a machine gun drowned out their cries. Some could hear the sizzle of the bullets as they passed mere feet over their heads. The Japanese were firing back at the American boat. There were also a few cracks of sidearm or rifle fire, too, though the submarine was well out of their range.

All three deck guns on the submarine swung to the direction of the machine-gun fire, as if they were needles of a compass tugged by some strong magnetic pull. One of the guns snarled. The bigger one again, coughing, spitting fire and smoke. Then all three deck guns were barking, aiming at the assortment of boats that held many of the surviving troops. Aimed, too, at the men in the water, Japanese and prisoner of war alike. Sailors with automatic rifles were also on the submarine’s deck, firing methodically, repeatedly, at men who floated in the sea.

The men in the water looked for cover. They found none.




INTRODUCTION

“When a natural leader and born daredevil such as ‘Mush’ Morton is given command of a submarine, the result can only be a fighting ship of the highest order, with officers and men who would follow their skipper to the Gates of Hell.”

—Admiral Charles Lockwood

 

 

 

Success in war often comes through improvisation. Enemies, technology, geography, timing, and other factors dictate how a war is to be fought. The American Revolution is a prime example of what happens if warriors do not adapt to the nature of combat in which they find themselves. Those who introduce new tactics and develop better methods of blowing things up and killing people usually prevail, even if outnumbered. That is especially true if the other side in the conflict is slow to react, loath to change, or simply unable to do either one.

Even if we accept the argument that the involvement of the United States in a world war was inevitable in the early 1940s, we must still acknowledge as well that our country was far from ready for the type of war in which we suddenly found ourselves.

Even as fires still raged on the U.S. naval base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, President Franklin Roosevelt issued the order to units scattered around the Pacific to wage unrestricted warfare against Japan. For the first time in our nation’s history, our ships had orders to attack any enemy vessel. That included merchant and noncombatant shipping.

There was little or no preparation for that level of conflict, and  obviously no experience in conducting such warfare among those who would have to do it.

Much of our naval fleet was damaged at Pearl Harbor and other bases that were attacked by the Japanese around that same time. That was the intention of Japan in the first place, to neuter the ability of the Navy to wage a sea war in the Pacific. This meant that most of the naval war in the first months would be fought by aircraft carriers—all three Pacific-based carriers were away from Pearl Harbor at the time of the attack—and submarines. Those submarines based at Pearl were not attacked, and others were away on patrol when the dive-bombers thundered in out of a peaceful sky that morning.

In the decade prior to World War II, most naval brass assumed the submarine to be a defensive weapon. Submersibles were best suited to guard shorelines and harbors or to accompany ship convoys as a protective screen. Those who trained submarine crews and who ran the submarine squadrons almost uniformly instructed their captains and crews to avoid detection if at all possible. They were specifically told to not attack a target unless it was reasonably safe to do so. They were supposed to risk firing their limited number of torpedoes on targets only if they were almost a sure kill.

There were good reasons for this cautious strategy, based on previous wars and the capabilities of the submarines that helped fight them. Rely on the stealth of the vessel. Do not allow the enemy to know the vessel was there unless a sure target was identified. Save the precious torpedoes for only the best targets. Keep the enemy guessing about where the submarine might attack next.

Though the vessels were also typically armed with a limited complement of deck guns and a cache of ammunition, submarine captains were taught to avoid their use. Man them and fire them only if the ship was surprised on the surface. Then use them only to defend yourself.

In short, the submarine skippers were ordered to use the stealth of their vessels to run away from trouble and hide in the depths—to live to fight another day. Dive deep, hide, then flee.

In the first months of the war, American submarine captains did  pretty much as they had been taught. It was difficult at first for some skippers, as well as for their more traditional squadron commanders, to adapt to this new thing, this unrestricted warfare. They tended to pass up tankers and freighters, fishing boats and transports, electing instead to remain hidden until a warship happened by, if one ever did. That was what had been expected of them for decades.

It is also true that most submarines in service at the time of the beginning of the war were older, smaller, less habitable, unable to dive to great depths, and limited in the amount of firepower they could deploy. Torpedo technology was still lacking as well. Sonar and radar, too. Though they immediately began taking a toll on enemy shipping, the submarine service was not yet the awesome destructive force it would eventually become. Certainly not the equivalent of the German U-boats.

Those were some of the reasons why the Japanese had not even tried to destroy submarines at Pearl Harbor, concentrating instead on the battleships. And why many American commanders were distressed when they realized how much they would have to rely on the creaky, dirty old “plunging boats” and their conservative skippers until the battleships could be salvaged or constructed.

There are two primary reasons American submarines would eventually become such a major contributor to victory in the Pacific. Reasons why submarines would ultimately account for over half the Japanese shipping destroyed in the war, although America’s sub force was never more than a small fraction of the total naval assets at work there.

First, forward thinkers in the Navy—men who early on felt the rising winds of conflict and anticipated the storm on the western horizon—had designed and begun production on a far superior submersible warship. This was the much more advanced Gato-class submarine.

Assuming a Pacific war with Japan was inevitable, and with the Navy well aware of the damage that was being done by the Germans in their U-boats, construction on USS Gato (SS-212)—a program that was almost two decades in the making—began in earnest in 1940. The first-in-class boat was launched in August 1941 and officially commissioned a mere three weeks after Pearl Harbor. She and her seventy-six sisters that  followed her to war would eventually sink more than 1,700,000 tons of enemy shipping.

The Balao-class boats soon followed in early 1943. These submarines were capable of diving even deeper than the Gatos. They had a much sturdier hull and included more improvements in firepower, technology, and crew habitability. With 122 Balao boats built, they eventually became the largest class of submarines in the history of the Navy.

These vessels were arguably the most advanced war machines created by man to that point. With their massive diesel-fuel-powered railroad locomotive engines, banks of storage batteries, and sophisticated torpedo data computers, they were a most formidable weapon. They proved perfect for the decidedly different kind of war in which the United States now found itself. During the conflict, these new warships would also be the catalyst and platform used to introduce ever newer technology, such as improved radar, better listening devices, wakeless and acoustic torpedoes, and even VHF radio systems.

Once some of the more innovative squadron commanders such as Charles Lockwood began equipping the submarines with larger, more powerful deck guns, these ships demonstrated a totally new and unexpected capability. They also became effective surface gunboats, but with the added advantage of being able to pull the plug and disappear if the battle became too hot or enemy help suddenly arrived on the scene.

In almost every way, the Gato and Balao boats were superior to the legendary German U-boats. And they were perfectly suited for a new kind of submarine warfare that was about to be developed on the fly by a different kind of submarine commander.

That, of course, is the second reason for the remarkable success of submarines in the war effort. The arrival of a new breed of younger, freewheeling skippers who either ignored or disdained the old way of running the submersibles. These men took “unrestricted warfare” beyond the limits of its typically accepted meaning.

It should be noted, and it is certainly true, that the brashness and daring of these commanders were not always prized or supported by all of their superiors. At times that lack of appreciation even applied to their  otherwise admiring crews. However, the astounding results of this new breed of commander soon began making a difference in the war, much to the consternation of U.S. Navy brass and the enemy alike.

With the winds of the rising storm blowing hard, though, America needed this special breed of warrior like never before. They were soon relieving experienced but old-line skippers, sending them on to other ways of helping fight the war. The mayhem set loose by these new submarine “aces” quickly made a major difference in the war for the Allies.

Like airplane fighter aces, these captains took every advantage of the capabilities of their unique state-of-the-art hardware, and even found new ones nobody anticipated. Using tactics that were unorthodox—if not downright foolhardy—they immediately made their presence in the war known. And they quickly became the “stars” of the war, the “golden boys” of some of the top commanders.

Even as many in the higher command accused this bunch of being “cowboys,” of taking unnecessary risks, of exaggerating their exploits to get the fame and glory, the Navy was only too happy to feed the media back home the exciting tales of their exploits and successes. Their faces, images of their submarines and crews, and photos of exploding enemy ships taken through their periscopes often graced the pages of national magazines and big-city newspapers. They were featured in the newsreels that flickered on movie screens around the nation. The news of their achievements in the Pacific and among the sweltering islands between Australia and the Japanese Home Islands was also fed to the Allied troops wherever they fought, in order to boost their morale.

Here was a bright spot in an otherwise dismal war. They did not need actors or models. Here were actual handsome, smiling faces to show to the public, central-casting characters who happened to be real, living people out there striking a mighty blow against the fanatical enemy.

For the first time in history, the stealthy Silent Service was front-page news on a world stage. The daring acts of their photogenic leading men could be displayed for all—friend or foe—to get to know better, to admire, to rally around, to fear.

With matinee-idol names like Dick O’Kane, “Mush” Morton, Slade  Cutter, Walt Griffith, Creed Burlingame, Gene Fluckey, Gordon Underwood, “Moke” Millican, and “Red” Ramage, they soon caught the fancy of all who heard about them, even as they caused some of the Navy brass heartburn. But they were also creating great consternation in the inner sanctum of the Imperial Japanese Navy as they claimed their terrible toll.

With their swashbuckling tactics, they were dispatching to the deep not just warships, but vessels that were loaded with rubber and petroleum and other natural resources unavailable on the Japanese Home Islands. The enemy was losing precious fuel for the insatiable war engine. Though not as sexy as a battleship or aircraft carrier, these American submarine commanders each inflicted a significant blow to the empire’s hopes of winning the war they had started.

The most colorful skipper of the lot, though, was a handsome Naval Academy graduate with the unflattering nickname of “Mush.”

Dudley “Mush” Morton was certainly the first real submarine ace of World War II. He left in his wake a long list of other submarine warfare firsts and is arguably the most innovative and inventive skipper in history.

In his very short tenure, he shared the wardroom of his submarine—USS Wahoo (SS-238)—with and tutored other officers who went on to make their own indelible marks on the enemy. Each of them employed his inspiring style and nonconformist but effective tactics. They acquired as if by osmosis Morton’s unique ability to bring out the best in a crew. To inspire his men to follow him willingly into some of the most harrowing situations any one of them could have imagined. And to do it over and over again.

Admiral Charles Lockwood, who became commander of the Pacific submarine fleet during Morton’s short time on the bridge of Wahoo, wrote of his star skipper, “When a natural leader and born daredevil such as ‘Mush’ Morton is given command of a submarine, the result can only be a fighting ship of the highest order, with officers and men who would follow their skipper to the Gates of Hell. And they did.”

The big boss of the Pacific submarine fleet was not shy at all in telling people around him what he thought of Morton. Lockwood routinely referred to him as “Mush the Magnificent.”

His men idolized their skipper and were loyal to him, even as he all too often scared the wits out of them with his lightning-bolt attacks. His commanders—for the most part, including some who had once tried to drum him out of submarines—loved him, too. Still, they gritted their teeth at times and looked the other way when they heard about something amazing that he had done or the audacious way he had done it.

The enemy knew who he was, too, and they feared him and his diving boat, dreading the sight of Wahoo rumbling and grumbling out of the sunrise, zooming along on the surface, her deck guns belching lightning bolts.

Mush Morton’s actions and tactics were often as controversial and debatable as they were appreciated and admired. His rabid and freely expressed hatred for his enemies has been labeled as everything from laudable and inspiring to racist and inhuman.

How did an officer who was almost jettisoned out of the submarine service in disgrace become its most famous warrior in a matter of only a month, after only one war patrol? Why is it that this man who sits near the top of most lists of submarine heroes has never received the Congressional Medal of Honor?

How did this complicated, controversial man become one of the war’s most influential fighters? And how did Morton accomplish all this in a bottle-rocket submarine career that effectively lasted only ten months? A history-altering run in which he really only took one submarine to war?

I will attempt to answer some of these questions and likely create more as I examine the short life of the man who was the epitome of a submarine commander, Dudley W. “Mush” Morton, the first and most famous submarine ace of World War II.




CHAPTER 1

Pinky and Mush

“Tenacity, Dick. Stay with the bastard till he’s on the bottom!”

—Lieutenant Commander Dudley “Mush” Morton to Richard O’Kane, his executive officer on USS Wahoo

 

 

 

 

 

Some men are fortunate enough to be able to do in life exactly what they were born to do. Others find themselves cursed, locked into a situation for which they were never intended intellectually, emotionally, or by previous experience.

Lieutenant Commander Marvin “Pinky” Kennedy must be placed firmly into the latter group.

On the other hand, Lieutenant Commander Dudley “Mush” Morton was a man who was born to do exactly what he ended up doing: helming a submarine against a frenzied enemy force. He was born to be a submarine commander.

When the two men ended up inside the hull of the same submarine at the same time for a few weeks, it was the perfect metaphor for the conflict that was raging at all levels of the U.S. Navy’s submarine force at the time. It was also a flashpoint within the cramped spaces of one of the Navy’s newest and most fearsome warships, USS Wahoo.

Kennedy was not the only one who found himself showing up for a ball game with the wrong ball. Others who skippered American submarines at the beginning of World War II quickly realized they  were not prepared in any way for what they were now being called upon to do.

Many of them had chosen submarines for what turned out to be all the wrong reasons. Some went to the boats because command experience was supposed to be the most direct route to making admiral. Many were trained as engineers, and the complicated submersible vessels gave them the opportunity to practice the theory they learned in the classroom and prepare for a career after the Navy. Others saw it as relatively easy duty, with a smaller crew to shepherd, higher pay, and decidedly better chow than other sea duty in the Navy.

While submarine service has always been voluntary—and still is—the nature of that duty changed dramatically when World War II started. Submarines were suddenly called upon to fight a different kind of war, one in which the role of submersibles changed radically. And the job not at all what many had anticipated when they joined up. They were no longer expected to hover just beneath the surface and attack by sound and, in extreme circumstances, employing their periscopes.

This left many experienced, trained submarine commanders and officers ill prepared, either by training or temperament, to do what had to be done. Still, the United States had no choice but to go to war with the men and resources they had.

America showed up at a gunfight with a knife.

Within the first two years of the war, a majority of the skippers who first responded to the Japanese had gone elsewhere and were no longer at the helms of submarines. That was either by resignation or purposeful shove. Or because they, their crews, and their warships were at the bottom of the Pacific forever.

This should not necessarily reflect negatively on the bravery, dedication, or capabilities of these men. The nature of this war caught them in a situation for which they were not prepared. Submarine commanders would be called upon to adapt. Some did. Most could not.

Many went to desk jobs. Others moved to surface duty. Most contributed to the eventual victory, and for that, we owe them a huge debt, not our scorn.

Fortunately for the Allies, and whether it was by design or a lucky happenstance, a new breed of submarine officer emerged. In an almost Darwinian manner, these remarkable commanders adapted, evolved their tactics to fit the needs of the conflict, learned to take every advantage available in the new class of vessels available to them, and eventually inflicted a staggering amount of damage on Japanese shipping, both military and commercial. Damage in stunning proportion when compared to the relatively small number of submarines and crews that fought in the Pacific. And a success rate that greatly contributed to the eventual victory over Japan.

Marvin Granville Kennedy and Dudley Walker Morton came to be in the same submarine at the same time by very similar routes. However, their personalities, style, and personal appearance, as well as their theories and opinions on how to drive a submarine in battle, could not have been any more different.

Kennedy was born in 1905 in a small town in Middle America, Huntsville, Missouri, halfway between St. Louis and Kansas City. His hometown was a long way from the nearest salt water. Morton, too, was born far from the sea, in Owensboro, Kentucky, in 1907.

Kennedy won an appointment to the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland, directly out of high school in 1925. Morton’s mother was ill, hospitalized most of the time, and his father had sent him and his brother to Miami, Florida, to live with relatives during their high school years. He went to the academy out of Miami High School in 1926 after a brief time at a prep school.

Both midshipmen were athletes at the academy. Kennedy played varsity soccer and lacrosse. Morton was a football player and was also a star on the varsity wrestling team.

As so often happened at the service academy, both men earned distinctive nicknames during their time there. The monikers bestowed on midshipmen were not always flattering.

Kennedy was a tall, skinny man with very pale skin. His classmates naturally dubbed him “Pinky.”

It is not nearly so clear how Morton earned the nickname “Mushmouth,”  which was usually shortened to “Mush.” Morton himself confirmed several versions of the story and actually seemed to enjoy bearing the name and helping perpetuate the various myths of where it came from. He later urged his officers to call him “Mush” instead of “Captain,” a request that made some of them uncomfortable.

He did have a decided Southern accent, and some said he talked as if he had a mouth full of mush. Morton jokingly told some that mush was his favorite breakfast dish. He certainly had a great time impressing the ladies and his classmates by putting four or five golf balls in his mouth and quoting Shakespeare. With his prominent lantern jaw, he did bear some resemblance to a cartoon character named “Mushmouth,” a regular in the Moon Mullins comic strip. The strip debuted in the newspapers in 1923 and was quite popular while Morton was at Annapolis.

Kennedy graduated and was commissioned as an ensign in June of 1930. So was Morton.

It is unknown whether either man knew the other during their time at the academy, but it is likely that they would have at least had a passing acquaintance. Of course, neither would have dreamed that their paths would eventually cross in the conning tower of a submarine in the midst of a war storm in the Pacific Ocean.

The country was reeling from the Great Depression in the summer of 1930, so it was a good time for a young college graduate to have the security and enjoy the prestige of being an officer in the peacetime Navy. Both new ensigns headed off to sea duty on the West Coast, Kennedy to the wardroom of the battleship USS Idaho (BB-42) and Morton to serve as an officer aboard the aircraft carrier USS Saratoga (CV-3), the Navy’s first “fast” carrier.

Again, the two young men remained on a parallel course. Both ships were home-ported in San Pedro, California, in the Los Angeles area. Once more, we do not know whether or how often the two men’s paths crossed. We do know Morton enjoyed being in Southern California and was soon attending Hollywood parties when off duty and in port, spending time with people in the movie industry, who were impressed with the dashing young officer’s sea stories and ebullient personality.

Early in 1932, Pinky Kennedy was the first of the pair to make a significant course correction. He volunteered for and received orders to go to the Navy’s submarine school, back east on the banks of the Thames River in New London, Connecticut. There he would prepare for duty as an officer aboard a submersible vessel.

Meanwhile, Morton had been reassigned to help launch a newly built heavy cruiser, the USS Chicago (CA-29). That ship was already undergoing sea trials out of Mare Island Naval Shipyard, up the California coast and on the northern shores of San Francisco Bay.

A year and a half later—in June 1933—Mush Morton also volunteered to go to New London and to submarines, just as Marvin Kennedy had done. He liked the prospects of being a submarine officer for many of the same reasons that led others to volunteer.

There was the quicker route to command, better pay and food, a smaller crew, and a closer bond with such a small, tightly bound group of men. But he also liked the adventurous aspect of serving aboard such a ship, too. The deep, almost sexual throb of the engines as they reverberated beneath his feet. The warm rush of the wind and kiss of spray in his face as he stood on the bridge, the submarine racing along on the surface. The ability to simply disappear if things got tangled up, to circle around and creep up on an unsuspecting enemy and take them by surprise. To be the aggressor, the silent warrior, the almost feline stalker of unsuspecting prey.

The excitement of it all was impossible for Morton to resist.

Wahoo and her tense second war patrol were still nine years away for both men, but they were already on a converging course. A collision course, just as surely as the old and accepted way and the new and daring way of conducting submarine warfare were.

When that coming-together ultimately took place, the U.S. Navy and the manner in which submarines were used to fight a war would never be the same again.




CHAPTER 2

A Mind of His Own

“There was never anything halfway about Dud Morton.”

—Unidentified classmate, quoted in an article in the Evansville, Indiana, Courier & Press

 

 

 

 

 

“He was built like a bear but he was as playful as a cub.” That is how George Grider, a junior officer who served under Mush Morton on Wahoo, described his skipper. “He was constantly joking, laughing, or planning outrageous exploits against the enemy.”

His classmates back in Madisonville, Kentucky, paint a similar picture of a young man with a true zest for life, well liked, a good but not great student who did not always trust or appreciate what his textbooks and teachers told him.

“He had a mind of his own,” one classmate remembers in a 1963 article about Morton in the Evansville, Indiana, Courier & Press. “But he was a hail fellow well met and had a world of friends.”

“There was never anything halfway about Dud Morton,” another former classmate told the reporter.

He was athletic as a boy—“mostly muscle but not a big fellow,” yet another one of his classmates remembers in that article—but for some reason, when Morton tried out for the football team at Madisonville, he failed to make the squad. He later grew a couple of inches and rectified the situation by making the football team, first in high school after  moving to Miami, Florida, and then at the U.S. Naval Academy. He was not an exceptional football player. Wrestling would be his sport, and he excelled there.

Morton’s father, William Dix Morton, was a native of Owensboro and worked as a superintendent at the Norton Coal Company there. His mother, the daughter of a prominent lawyer and politician, was born Elizabeth Rebecca Rowe, but everybody called her “Bessie.” He also had an older brother, William Junior, who followed in his maternal grandfather’s footsteps and became an attorney in Boston, Massachusetts, after attending Harvard. William later served in the Massachusetts state assembly.

When Dudley was growing up, Bessie was often ill and was regularly hospitalized at a health care facility in the Owensboro area, then later in the small town of Pewee Valley near Louisville. With his work at the mines, his father was simply unable to manage two high-spirited teenage boys. Dudley and William were packed up and sent to live with their aunt and uncle in Miami.

Edwina Botts was Bessie’s sister, and Edwina’s husband, Fred Botts, was relatively well-off and politically connected. That would direct young Dudley in a direction he may not have taken—or been able to follow—without that money and influence.

Morton played center on the Miami High Stingaree football team for three years. He was also secretary of the senior class, president of the French Club, secretary of the MiHiSci Club, and snapshot editor of the Miahi, the school’s yearbook. “He was ever ready to crack a joke and caused everlasting merriment among his companions,” someone wrote of Dudley in the Miahi.

Like many others his age, young Dudley spent much more of his time carousing with his friends, pursuing sports, and wooing young ladies than he did getting serious with his studies. His schooling went somewhat better once he moved to Miami. Uncle Fred was able to channel some of the boy’s energy toward his studies, and was a guiding force in persuading his nephew to pursue his education at Annapolis. Botts was also able to use his connections to secure the necessary appointment.

But when it came time to attend the Naval Academy, it was determined by his father and uncle that Dudley needed a bit more polish. He spent time at a prep school in Maryland, as many others bound for service academies have done. That would not have been possible without his uncle’s financial help. William Morton had no money for prep school or college for his boys, so the appointment to the service academy was Dudley’s only hope for college.

Morton was a handsome young man with a strikingly broad smile, big hands, and a shock of thick, wavy hair, but it was his outgoing personality and sense of humor that most people who knew him remember. That was true both in high school and during his time at Annapolis. From his earliest days, he enjoyed good-natured roughhousing, wrestling with friends, classmates, and, later, even his submarine crews.

Some even thought he was a bully at times, too vigorous in his playful attacks on some of his crew. With his strength and size, he could—and did—inflict some minor injuries on some of the men he tussled with. That even included enlisted men, who were reluctant to fight back when their captain grabbed them from behind and put them in a sudden and powerful headlock.

However, his personality was magnetic, his style engaging. This would stand him in good stead later, when he inherited a disappointed and dispirited crew on Wahoo, eager for a commanding officer with Morton’s inspiring leadership and daring style.

There was little in his time at Annapolis to indicate that he would eventually become such a dynamic naval officer. On the contrary, he continued to be high-spirited, preferring to “go over the wall” for fun in Baltimore to staying in Annapolis and poring over the schoolbooks. He also chose to indulge in his early passion for sailing, spending more time out on Chesapeake Bay than in the library studying. At a school that would one day name a building for him, young Dudley Morton was not a standout midshipman.

He was notorious for being willing to do anything for a laugh. One of his favorite stunts was to practice his ventriloquism when a substitute teacher was overseeing one of his classes. He had a knack for throwing  his voice and simulating a dogfight in the back of the classroom. He frustrated more than one substitute with his antics, all while keeping his fellow students entertained.

Dudley’s laugh was legendary. Some described it as “starting in his toenails,” and regardless of how unpleasant the practical joke might have been for its victim, or how frustrated the instructor or the other serious students might have been with his disruptions, it was hard for any of them to stay mad at him for long.

While he did make the football team, it was in the sport of wrestling where young Dudley Morton was a star athlete. He almost qualified for the U.S. wrestling team in the 1932 Olympics in Los Angeles. But in the trials, Mush was beaten out by another wrestler whom he had already subdued the previous thirty-two straight times they had met each other.

In the Lucky Bag, the Naval Academy’s yearbook, the description next to Morton’s first-class (senior year) picture says, “Everybody’s happy! And ‘Mushmouth’ seems to have brought along a goodly supply of that same Florida sunshine and happiness. A cheery ‘wha’ d’ye say, Tillie,’ and his famous smile is enough to drive away any case of the blues.”

The write-up continued, “Dud’s ever-ready sense of humor and charming personality have made him admired of many; while a heart of gold and a vast appreciation and understanding of others have made Dud beloved of those who are so fortunate as to really know the man behind the smile.”

After his service aboard Saratoga and Chicago, Morton made his own fateful decision to volunteer for submarines and headed for the Navy’s sub school at New London, Connecticut. It did not take the cocky young officer long to run afoul of the powers that be there. One day there was an unannounced inspection of the officers’ quarters at the school. Though he really had nothing to hide, Mush Morton was livid.

“Dammit, I am an officer and a Naval Academy graduate. I will not have my room inspected like I’m some damned convict!”

He promptly persuaded a couple of other officers to go in with him and rent a house in nearby Mystic, within sight of Long Island Sound. All the others in their class predicted disaster with this move. And especially  when they heard that Morton and his buddies had dubbed their house “Stud Manor.”

But amazingly, the test scores of the guys from “Stud Manor” actually improved. Improved to typically perfect grades. Some of the other officers finally asked Morton the secret. They could only imagine what was going on out there in Mystic, yet those guys were suddenly model students.

“It’s simple, boys,” Morton drawled. “We got a ban on women and booze from midnight Wednesday night until after exams on Friday. We cram, we take the tests, and then we throw a victory party!”

In October 1933, after completing submarine training at New London, Mush Morton was commissioned a lieutenant (junior grade). In early 1934, he was sent back across the country for duty with Submarine Squadron Five as part of the Navy’s Asiatic Fleet. His first assignment was aboard the submarine tender USS Canopus (AS-9).

A tender is a ship that supports and supplies other vessels. Since World War II–era submarines were not blessed with much storage or transport space, they were unable to carry a large amount of food, supplies, repair gear, or spare parts. Tenders would rendezvous with submarines at sea—a decidedly dangerous operation in wartime—or be available at ports where the subs could meet with them for restocking, to pick up parts, or to complete repairs. The Canopus did not end up the way its builders intended. She had been constructed by the New York Shipbuilding Company in Camden, New Jersey, for W. R. Grace and Company. Upon her launch in 1919, she was supposed to become the ocean liner SS Santa Leonora, but the Navy had other ideas. She was taken over by the Navy to be used as a troopship, making runs from the United States to Europe, which was still recovering from World War I. She later became the property of the U.S. Army for a time before coming back to the Navy and being refitted as a submarine tender. After plying the Atlantic for a few years, she went through the Panama Canal to California, to Pearl Harbor in Hawaii, and eventually to Manila in the Philippines, where she would became flagship for Submarine Squadron Five for a while.

That was where Mush Morton joined her.

From the Philippines, Canopus visited many ports around the Pacific, servicing the old S-boats that then made much of the U.S. submarine fleet. Each summer, she followed the boats to Tsingtao, China, for exercises along the eastern Chinese coast, west of Korea and Japan. This became one of the sailors’ favorite stops.

“Tsingtao” means “lush green island,” and, considering its beauty, the name was most appropriate. With its strategic location on the Yellow Sea, the city has had its share of foreign occupation. The Germans were there from 1897 until 1914, and during that time, they built modern buildings and greatly enhanced the natural seaport. They also established a beer-making facility in the city, which eventually became the famous Tsingtao Brewery. That was just another reason the sailors loved visiting there.

By all accounts, Mush Morton enjoyed his duty aboard Canopus and his life in Manila, as well as time spent during this period as an officer aboard one of its S-class submarines, S-37 (SS-142). This was an exciting and exotic part of the world for a young man from Kentucky to be, truly a different environment from the one where he grew up. He also reveled in the camaraderie of the submarine service. As others discovered, with the very small crews and the extremely close quarters in which they lived, an officer soon knew the names and abilities of every man on his boat. And the crews quickly learned the mettle and temperament of their officers—including their skipper—as well.

Life aboard Canopus was not unpleasant at all. S-37, though, was hardly a pleasure craft.

Like most of the S-boats, this early submarine was just over two hundred feet long and typically carried a crew of forty-two enlisted men and officers. Boats in her class had been designed primarily to patrol shorelines and harbors. They were built for stealth, not for crew comfort. They were not expected to make long runs or submerge for long periods of time. That made for cramped living inside a dark, steamy, dank ship. These vessels were called “diesel” or “electric boats” because their propulsion actually came from a complicated combination of electric motors and diesel engines. Those electric motors drew their power from a huge  bank of storage batteries that occupied most of the belly of the boat. And those batteries had to be kept charged by loud, smoky diesel engines that were originally designed, in most cases, to propel railroad locomotives.

The storage batteries were not only smelly but downright dangerous. If not properly vented or if charged too rapidly or too long, they became potentially explosive because of the gas they emitted during the process. Early in her life, S-37 had experienced this danger firsthand, and the results were tragic.

In October 1923, while Mush Morton was still a schoolboy, S-37’s crew was busy recharging her batteries one day as she floated gently in the harbor at San Pedro. Suddenly, the submarine was rocked by a massive explosion. Two crewmen died instantly in the blast. Others were overcome as dense, black smoke and gas fumes filled the lower part of the boat. Rescue operations began as men were pulled from the battery compartment, one of whom died of his injuries before medical help arrived. Two of the rescuers were seriously injured.

The captain decided no one in the battery could still be alive, so the compartment was sealed to starve the roaring flames of oxygen. The next morning pressure was so great that the main hatch blew open and had to be resealed. Later, when it was cautiously opened, the blaze reignited with the inrush of air.

Almost a full day after the initial explosion in the battery compartment, the area was finally ventilated and cooled enough so that the crew could enter and assess the damage.

Fire. The element most feared by all submariners. Not flooding, as most would assume. Fire and its resulting smoke. If a blaze sparks when the vessel is submerged and she cannot quickly reach the surface, it is especially dangerous.

Mush Morton knew only too well that this ever-present danger had already visited the vessel on which he found himself serving in the mid-1930s.

There were other worries, too, that were not lost on a happy-go-lucky  young submarine officer. Hitler had become chancellor in Germany in 1933 and abolished democracy. The rearming of Germany had begun. Many believed another war in Europe was inevitable if not imminent, and it would be difficult for the United States to avoid entanglement there.

Meanwhile, Japan had marched into Manchuria in 1931. The Japanese were intent on spreading their empire around the Pacific, beyond the limited geography and natural resources of their Home Islands—so much so that they were willing to go to war with a China that was fragmented by warlords. The Japanese knew it would be in the empire’s best interests to ensure a government there that would be stable and friendly to them. They were also aware that the United States and its allies were pushing back in response to what they saw as dangerous imperialism.

But despite those storm clouds, Mush Morton was having himself one great time. One submariner who knew him in those days described Morton as the kind of officer nobody noticed—unless he got into trouble or a fight. And he apparently did both on multiple occasions.

Another described him as “kind of rough, kind of loud, not the kind of officer that seemed to be at home in the officers’ club. Truth is, he would probably get his ass thrown out.”

One man who served with him during this time noted that he was far from a by-the-book officer. “Mush didn’t give a damn about the book,” he remembers. “He would have given an ulcer to the public information officers back then.” The PIOs were charged with keeping the locals pacified when sailors did too much damage while ashore.

“Mush was the kind of guy that you either went with him all the way or you didn’t go,” another brother submariner recalls.

There were signs that Morton had aspirations for a more respectable naval career. He loved to sail and took every opportunity when off duty to be out on the water in whatever craft he could round up. He told friends that one day, when he retired from the Navy as an admiral, he would buy a sailboat—and not just a sailboat, but a ninety-foot sailboat—and spend  his later years skimming over the wave tops of not only his favorite body of water, Chesapeake Bay, but all the great seas of the world.

Morton also talked of how much he admired the fine homes of the admirals that overlooked the harbor at Manila. He decided to get a head start on furnishing the home he and his future wife would one day have. He commissioned a local furniture maker in Manila to build a beautiful table and chairs from mahogany, complete with ornate rope carvings in the backs of the chairs. He hoped that by the time they were finished, they would be his wedding gift for his bride.

For the rest of his career, that table and chairs were shipped—at great trouble and expense—from one place to another, wherever he was based at the time or where his family awaited his return from sea.

Some would later charge that Morton was a fatalist, that he had no future envisioned for himself beyond the next enemy target, the next attack. However, the lovely, hand-carved mahogany table and chairs strongly counter that conjecture. They became a symbol of a future he envisioned, a full life made happier by a wife to love and fully share it with. That was a life that had been denied his father due to his mother’s illness, and something Morton openly talked about. He simply had not found that wife yet, but he was having one hell of a good time looking for her.

(The table and chairs today are in the home of Morton’s son, Douglas.)

Lightning flashed ominously on the horizon, and the storm of war was threatening as young submarine officer Dudley Morton took every advantage that he could to have a good time, making the most of this part of his naval career in Manila and the Far East as he plied the South Pacific, the Yellow Sea, and the Sea of Japan, and visited other exotic, colorful ports of call around Asia.

One of those exotic ports was Tsingtao. He made stops there while serving on both Canopus and S-37 as they conducted summer maneuvers. Morton would have been fully aware during those summers that trips to that colorful port—across the Yellow Sea from the southwestern coast of Japan—would almost certainly end if Japan pressed its war effort against China.

The young officer had no way of knowing, though, that he would find  more in that ancient Chinese harbor city than just a good time with his fellow submariners and an exceptional German-influenced Oriental beer.

By coincidence, he would find the love of his life.

Some may call it an omen, but that chance encounter, one that resulted in a whirlwind romance, actually began with a fatal automobile accident half a world away.
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