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“This will be a fight against overwhelming odds from which survival cannot be expected. We will do what damage we can.”



With these words, Lt. Cdr. Robert W. Copeland addressed the crew of the destroyer escort USS Samuel B. Roberts on the morning of October 25, 1944, off the Philippine island of Samar. On the horizon loomed the mightiest ships of the Japanese Navy, a massive fleet that represented the last hope of a staggering empire. All that stood between it and Douglas MacArthur’s vulnerable invasion force were the Roberts and the other small ships of a tiny American flotilla poised to charge into history.

THE LAST STAND OF THE TIN CAN SAILORS

It was an upset victory won by overmatched American warships fighting a battle they were never supposed to fight. In a two-and-a-half-hour running cataclysm in the Philippine Sea, the Americans performed the impossible, turning back the Japanese Navy in its last desperate gamble and changing the course of World War II in the Pacific. Writing from the point of view of the men who waged this steel-shattering battle, following them from training camps to the midst of an engagement that the eminent historian Samuel Eliot Morison called “the most remarkable of the Pacific war,” James D. Hornfischer brings to life the valor of individual sailors, officers, and airmen in a riveting account of war at sea as it has seldom been presented before.


“Spellbinding. Hornfischer has captured the essence of naval warfare…. He relays this story of heroism amidst graphic descriptions of tin can sailors fighting their ships until their shipsare gone—and then they fight sharks, thirst, and delirium. This book should be read by all Americans—and never forgotten.”

—Rear Adm. Charles D. Grojean, USN (Ret.), Executive Director, The Admiral Nimitz Foundation



WINNER OF THE SAMUEL ELIOT MORISON AWARD FOR NAVAL LITERATURE

A MAIN SELECTION OF
THE BOOK-OF-THE-MONTH CLUB AND
THE MILITARY BOOK CLUB
A FEATURED ALTERNATE SELECTION OF THE HISTORY BOOK CLUB

More Praise for James D. Hornfischer and

THE LAST STAND OF THE TIN CAN SAILORS


“A critically acclaimed, blow-by-blow look at a small American force counterattacking into the teeth of hopeless odds.” —Miami Herald




“An instant and enduring classic of naval warfare and World War II literature.” —Flint Journal




“Samar is a grand American epic and in Hornfischer it has finally found a narrator to match its scale. This is an exemplary combination of ‘old style’ naval history narrative deeply enriched and elevated by a carefully woven collage of ‘new style’ individual testimonies that hammer home the human experience.… A vivid and brutal portrait of naval surface warfare. No existing work can touch Last Stand in conveying the realities of gunfire and torpedo warfare on vessels powered by superheated steam.”
—Richard B. Frank, author of Guadalcanal




“What a treat it was to read this work. Hornfischer … paints a portrait so remarkable he should at least be made an honorary tin can sailor. [His] skillful description makes the old salt reader, as well as the landlubber, feel right there on board those little tin cans, alongside the sailors whose lives become real. The naval historian and amateur alike can learn from this fascinating book.”

—Vice Adm. Ron Eytchison, USN (Ret.), Chattanooga Times Free Press




“A brilliant, fast-moving book worthy of the sailors who fought … the first major work to concentrate solely on the Battle off Samar … does admirably for the sailors what Stephen Ambrose has done for infantry soldiers. Will enthrall any reader with even a tepid interest in World War II naval history.”

—San Antonio Express-News




“An astonishing story that leaves the reader shaking, breathless, and forever thankful that such a generation of seamen existed to defend this country. This is the most gripping work of naval history in years.”

—H. W Brands, Distinguished Professor of History, The University of Texas; author of The First American




“Hornfischer is a powerful stylist whose explanations are clear as well as memorable. He never loses control.… A dire survival-at-sea saga.”
—Denver Post




“Epic, elegiac, charged as a torpedo foaming through the water … leads us through violence, grand strategy, spectacle, and shocking loss. A wreath, offered lovingly, to some of the bravest young American seamen ever to sacrifice themselves in battle.”
—Ron Powers, coauthor, Flags of Our Fathers




“Surprisingly the first book to detail the Navy’s astonishing achievement in the World War II Battle off Samar. A valuable tribute and also a reverent eulogy.”
—Sea Power magazine




“An immensely gripping account of the supreme courage and self-sacrifice displayed by the outgunned sailors and airmen. With captivating prose and innovative battle maps, Hornfischer deftly creates a clear picture of what has been characterized by some historians as the most complex naval battle in history. Hornfischer’s work will be welcomed by both general readers and naval enthusiasts. Highly recommended.”
—Library Journal




“One of the most outstanding examples of courage in U.S. naval history … a gripping and detailed account … more than just a battle narrative. Hornfischer provides fascinating background on what the U.S. ships, crews, and commanders were capable of in battle.” Classic naval history.”
—Dallas Morning News




“Reads like a particularly good novel … this popular history magnificently brings to life men and a time that may seem almost as remote as Trafalgar to many in the early twenty-first century.”
—Booklist (starred review)




“Hornfischer tells colorful stories of heroism and companionship. The book is well-told and enjoyable [with] excellent and pertinent notes, documentation and bibliography.” —Associated Press




“Stirring, inspirational … No account of the running gun battle off Samar has been told intimately from the personal perspective—until now. Hornfischer makes a stellar debut that ranks with John Lundstrom’s The First Team and Rich Frank’s Guadalcanal. We eagerly await his next book.”
—Barrett Tillman, The Hook




“Only once in a great while does a book come along that manages to combine authentic historical detail with the fast pace of the thriller. This is an important book and one that everyone interested in naval history should read and that every destroyer veteran should have in his personal library. If you read only one destroyer book about the war in the Pacific, The Last Stand of the Tin Can Sailors should be that book.”
—The Tin Can Sailor/The National Association of Destroyer Veterans




“An absolutely fascinating story … and a valuable and unique addition to the literature of the Pacific naval war.”
—Rear Adm. Donald Mac Showers, USN (Ret.)




“James Hornfischer drops you right into the middle of this raging battle, with five-inch guns blazing, torpedoes detonating and Navy fliers dive-bombing. The overall story of the battle is one of American guts, glory and heroic sacrifice.” —Omaha World-Herald




“A gripping saga of courage and carnage on the high seas … triumphal … a tale that deserves a place among this nation’s greatest wartime epics. Mixing meticulous research with a profound respect for the guts and grit of ordinary seamen, Hornfischer may have written the final military chapter of the Greatest Generation’s heroic sacrifices. Hornfischer’s account combines the epic scope of Tolstoy with Ernie Pyle’s grunt’s-eye view of combat to give a riveting account of what survivors endured.”
—MetroWest Daily News




“Hornfischer’s brilliant, breathtaking, page-turning saga is the definitive word on one of this nation’s most critical military moments. This is a stunning work that should be required reading for anyone seeking proof that ordinary people can become extraordinary, transcendent heroes. The book is at once thrilling, cautionary and pulsing with eternal lessons. It is about so many things—a searing battle, a war for the ages and a harrowing, hurtling journey to manhood.”
—Bill Minutaglio, author of City on Fire




“A spectacular book. In the best tradition of naval history, it combines the grand sweep of oceanic strategy with the experience of the average sailor, from the admirals’ bridges to the fliers’ cockpits to the gunners’ turrets. It should be required reading for all naval devotees. It is simply first-rate.”
—Holger H. Herwig, Research Chair in Military and Strategic Studies, University of Calgary; coauthor of The Destruction of the Bismarck




“Splendid. Drawing on an impressive array of personal interviews and government records, Hornfischer presents a stirring narrative…. A significant contribution to World War II literature.”
—John Wukovits, author of Pacific Alamo: The Battle of Wake Island and Devotion to Duty: A Biography of Admiral Clifton A. F Sprague




“The most amazing air and sea battle story you will ever read … I could write a book about this book; it’s probably the most informative, entertaining, engaging and awe-inspiring work of Navy nonfiction I have ever encountered.”
—Pacific Flyer magazine




“Hornfischer’s protagonists are real men, swabbies and admirals in gold braid, hotshot pilots and fatalistic Japanese officers. He recounts the David-and-Goliath sea battle through the familiar voices of the veterans we see swapping tales in neighborhood coffee shops.”
—Boston Herald




“Hornfischer has captured the honor, the courage, and the commitment of sailors who did their duty and beyond in the face of great peril. A fitting monument to one of the greatest sea battles in history. It will stand as a classic of naval literature.”
—Lt. Cdr. Thomas J. Cutler, USN (Ret.), Professor of Strategy and Policy, Naval War College; author of The Battle of Leyte Gulf




“Carries a considerable emotional wallop.” —Madison (WI) Capital Times




“Hornfischer’s captivating narrative uses previously classified documents to reconstruct the epic battle and eyewitness accounts to bring the officers and sailors to life.” —Texas Monthly




“Hornfischer thrusts readers into the reality of utter destruction…. The first complete account to focus solely on [the Battle off Samar]. A treasure trove of information.” —Navy Times




“The writing is forceful and vivid, and the book is harrowing and unforgettable. A monumental tribute.”
—Barbara Lloyd McMichael, Bookmonger




“Hornfischer expertly conveys the sensory experience of warfare… to produce a gripping minute-by-minute reconstruction of an engagement awful in cost but awesome in importance.”
—Kirkus Reviews
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Vice Adm. Takeo Kurita

Commander, Center Force
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October 25,1944
 San Bernardino Strait, the Philippines

A giant stalked through the darkness. In the moonless calm after midnight, the great fleet seemed not so much to navigate the narrow strait as to fill it with armor and steel. Barely visible even to a night-trained eye, the long silhouettes of twenty-three warships passed in a column ten miles long, guided by the dim glow of the channel lights in the passage threading between the headlands of Luzon and Samar.

That such a majestic procession should move without challenge was surprising, inexplicable even, in light of the vicious reception the Americans had already given it on its journey from Borneo to this critical point. Having weathered submarine ambush the night before, and assault by wave after wave of angry blue aircraft the previous afternoon, Vice Adm. Takeo Kurita, steward of the last hopes of the Japanese empire, would have been right to expect the worst. But then Kurita knew that heavenly influences could be counted upon to trump human planning. In war, events seldom cooperate with expectation. Given the dependable cruelty of the divine hand, most unexpected of all, perhaps, was this fact: unfolding at last after more than two years of retreat, Japan’s ornate plan to defend the Philippines appeared to be working perfectly.

For its complexity, for its scale, for its extravagantly optimistic overelegance, the Sho plan represented the very best and also the very worst tendencies of the Imperial Navy. The Japanese military’s fondness for bold strokes had been evident from the earliest days of the war: the sudden strike on Pearl Harbor, the sprawling offensive into the Malay Peninsula, the lightning thrust into the Philippines, and the smaller but no less swift raids on Wake Island, Guam, Hong Kong, and northern Borneo. Allied commanders believed the Japanese could not tackle more than one objective at a time. The sudden spasm of advances of December 1941, in which Japan struck with overwhelming force in eight directions at once, refuted that fallacy.

[image: ]

In the war’s early days, Japan had overwhelmed enemies stretched thin by the need to defend their scattered colonies throughout the hemisphere. But as the war continued, the geographical breadth of its conquests saddled Japan in turn with the necessity of piecemeal defense. America rallied, the home front’s spirits boosted by the gallant if doomed defense of Wake Island and by Jimmy Doolittle’s raid on Tokyo. As heavier blows landed—the Battle of the Coral Sea, the triumph at Midway, the landings on Guadalcanal and the leapfrogging campaign through the Solomons and up the northern coast of New Guinea—Japan’s overstretched domain was in turn overrun by the resurgent Americans. The hard charge of U.S. Marines up the bloody path of Tarawa, the Marshalls, and the Marianas Islands had put American forces, by the middle of 1944, in position to sever the vital artery connecting the Japanese home islands to their resource-rich domain in East Asia. The Philippines were that pressure point. Their seizure by the Americans would push the entire Japanese empire toward collapse.

The strength America wielded in its counteroffensive was the nightmare prophecy foretold by Adm. Isoroku Yamamoto and other far-sighted Japanese commanders who had long dreaded war with an industrial giant. As two great American fleets closed in on the Philippines in October, with Gen. Douglas MacArthur’s troops spearheading the ground assault on the Philippine island of Leyte, Japan activated its own last-ditch plan to forestall the inevitable defeat. It was unfolding now. Admiral Kurita was its linchpin.

The Sho plan’s audacity—orchestrating the movements of four fleets spread across thousands of miles of ocean and the land-based aircraft necessary to protect them—was both its genius and its potentially disastrous weakness. Adm. Jisaburo Ozawa, leading the remnants of Japan’s once glorious naval air arm, would steam south from Japan with his aircraft carriers and try to lure the American fast carrier groups north, away from Leyte. With the U.S. flattops busy pursuing the decoy, two Japanese battleship groups would close on Leyte from the north and south and deal MacArthur a surprise, killing blow.

Admiral Kurita had departed Brunei on October 22 with his powerful Center Force, led by the Yamato and the Musashi, the two largest warships afloat, aiming to slip across the South China Sea, pass through San Bernardino Strait above Samar Island, and close on the Leyte beachhead from the north. Meanwhile, the Southern Force, led by Vice Adm. Shoji Nishimura and supported by Vice Adm. Kiyohide Shima, would cross the Sulu Sea and approach Leyte from the south, through Surigao Strait.

On the morning of October 25, after their thousand-mile journeys through perilous waters, Kurita’s and Nishimura’s battleship groups would rendezvous at 9:00 A.M. off Leyte Island’s eastern shore, encircling the islands like hands around a throat. Then they would turn their massive guns on MacArthur’s invasion force. Japan would at last win the decisive battle that had eluded it in the twenty-eight months since the debacle at Midway.

Kurita’s grandfather had been a great scholar of early Meiji literature. His father too had been a distinguished man of learning, author of a magisterial history of his native land. In the morning Takeo Kurita, who preferred action to words, would make his own contribution.

Off Samar

Gathered around the radio set in the combat information center of the destroyer escort USS Samuel B. Roberts, they listened as a hundred miles to their south, their heavier counterparts in the Seventh Fleet encountered the first signs that the Japanese defense of the Philippines was under way. There was no telling precisely what their countrymen faced. It was something big—that much was for sure. And yet, until the scale of the far-off battle became too apparent to ignore, they would pretend it was just another midwatch. By the routine indications, it was. They watched the radar scopes and the scopes watched back, bathing the darkened compartment in cathode-green fluorescence but revealing no enemy nearby. The southwest Pacific slept. But something was on the radio, and it put the lie to the silent night.

The tactical circuit they were using to eavesdrop was meant for sending and receiving short-range messages from ship to ship. Officers used it to trade scuttlebutt with other vessels about what their radar was showing, about their course changes, about the targets they were tracking. By day, the high-frequency Talk Between Ships signal reached only to the line of sight. But tonight, the earth’s atmosphere was working its magic and the TBS broadcasts from faraway ships were propagating wildly, bouncing over the horizon to the small warship’s vigilant antennae.

They had come from small places to accomplish big things. As the American liberation of the Philippines unfolded, the greenhorn enlistees who made up the majority of the Samuel B. Roberts’s 224-man complement could scarcely have guessed at the scope of the drama to come. On the midnight-to-four-A.M. midwatch, the Roberts’s skipper, Lt. Cdr. Robert W. Copeland, his executive officer, Lt. Everett E. “Bob” Roberts, his communications officer, Lt. Tom Stevenson, and the young men under them in the little ship’s combat information center (CIC) had little else to do than while away the night as the destroyer escort zigzagged lazily off the eastern coast of Samar with the twelve other ships of its task unit, the small, northernmost contingent of the sprawling Seventh Fleet. When morning warmed the eastern horizon, the daily routine would begin anew: run through morning general quarters, then edge closer to shore with the six light aircraft carriers that were the purpose of the flotilla’s existence and launch air strikes in support of the American troops advancing into Leyte Island.

With a mixture of pride and resignation, the men of the Seventh Fleet called themselves “MacArthur’s Navy.” The unusual arrangement that placed the powerful armada under Army command was the product of the long-standing interservice rivalry. The two service branches, each wildly successful, were beating divergent paths to Tokyo. From June 1943 to August 1944, MacArthur’s forces had leapfrogged across the southern Pacific, staging eighty-seven successful amphibious landings in a drive from Dutch New Guinea and west-by-northwestward across a thousand-mile swath of islanded sea to the foot of the Philippine archipelago. Simultaneously, Adm. Chester W. Nimitz’s fast carrier groups, accompanied by battle-hardened Marine divisions, had driven across the Central Pacific.

The perpetual motion of the American industrial machine had built a naval and amphibious arsenal of such staggering size, range, and striking power that the vast sea seemed to shrink around it. “Our naval power in the western Pacific was such that we could have challenged the combined fleets of the world,” Adm. William F. Halsey, Jr., would write in his memoirs. The rival commanders had used it so well that the Pacific Ocean was no longer large enough to hold their conflicting ambitions. There was little of the Pacific left to liberate. Behind them lay conquered ground. Ahead, looking westward to the Philippines and beyond, was a short watery vista bounded by the shores of Manchuria, China, and Indonesia. Once the Far East had seemed a world away. Allied soldiers, Marines, sailors, and airmen operating along the far Pacific rim early in the war—the Flying Tigers in China, the U.S. Asiatic Fleet in Java, the Marines on Wake Island, the defenders of Bataan and Corregidor—were consigned to oblivion, so desperately far from home. Now that U.S. forces had crossed that world, the greatest challenge was to agree on how to deliver the inevitable victory as quickly as possible.

For most of the summer of 1944 a debate had raged between Army and Navy planners about where to attack next. On July 21 Franklin Delano Roosevelt, newly nominated at the Chicago Democratic Convention for a fourth presidential term, boarded the heavy cruiser Baltimore at San Diego and sailed to Oahu for a summit meeting of his Army and Navy leaders. In a sober discussion after dinner at the presidential residence in Honolulu, Nimitz and MacArthur repeated to their commander in chief the same arguments they had been espousing to the Joint Chiefs of Staff these many weeks. The Navy preferred an assault on Formosa (now Taiwan). MacArthur had other priorities. On a large map FDR pointed to Mindanao Island, southernmost in the Philippine archipelago, and asked, “Douglas, where do we go from here?”

Without hesitation, MacArthur replied, “Leyte, Mr. President, and then Luzon!”

It had been nearly three years since Bataan fell and the American Caesar fled that haunted peninsula by night aboard a PT boat, arrived in Mindanao, and boarded a B-17 bomber for Australia to endure the exile of the defeated. On March 20, 1942, at a press conference at the Adelaide train station, he declared, “The President of the United States ordered me to break through the Japanese lines … for the purpose, as I understand it, of organizing the American offensive against Japan, a primary object of which is the relief of the Philippines. I came through and I shall return.” Torn from context and conflated to a national commitment, “I shall return” became MacArthur’s calling card and his albatross.

For the general, fulfilling his famous promise to the Philippine people was not solely a question of military strategy but also a point of personal and national honor. He told his president of the backlash in public opinion that might arise if the United States abandoned seventeen million loyal Filipinos to their Japanese conquerors. And the lives of some 3,700 American prisoners—the ravaged survivors of Bataan and Corregidor—would fall in immediate peril if the archipelago were bypassed and its occupying garrison starved out, a strategy many U.S. planners favored after seeing it succeed against other Japanese strongholds.

Nimitz reiterated the Navy’s preference for driving further westward to seize Formosa. Such a move would land a more decisive blow against the long communications and supply lines that linked Tokyo to its bases and fuel supplies in Sumatra and Borneo. Mac-Arthur and Nimitz made their best arguments, and after extended discussion FDR sided with his general. MacArthur had flown in with virtually no time to prepare. Such was the force of his personality and persuasive gifts that even Admiral Nimitz was ultimately won over. The Philippines—Leyte—would be next.

And so it began. Two great fleets gathered at staging areas at Manus in the Admiralty Islands and at Ulithi in the Carolines for the final assault on the Philippines. Under MacArthur, as it had been since March 1943, was Vice Adm. Thomas C. Kinkaid’s Seventh Fleet. Nimitz retained the Third Fleet, which sailed under the flag of Admiral Halsey.

The Seventh Fleet had a wide variety of ships to ferry and supply the invasion force itself. In addition to an alphabet soup of troop-, tank-, and equipment-carrying landing craft—APAs, LSTs, LSDs, LSMs, LCTs, LCIs and LVTs—it had amphibious command ships, ammunition ships, cargo ships, oilers, seaplane tenders, motor torpedo boats, patrol craft, coast guard frigates, minesweepers, minelayers, repair and salvage ships, water tankers, floating drydocks, and hospital ships. Standing guard over this wide assortment of hulls were the combatant vessels of the Seventh Fleet: Jesse Oldendorf’s bombardment group, composed of battleships and cruisers, and, farther offshore, Task Group 77.4, a force of sixteen escort carriers under Rear Adm. Thomas L. Sprague, divided into three task units and screened by destroyers and destroyer escorts.

On October 20, 1944, two and a half years after retreating from the strategic archipelago, Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander, Allied Forces, Southwest Pacific Area, made good on his grand promise. At seven A.M. sharp, the Seventh Fleet battleships Maryland, West Virginia, and Mississippi trained their main batteries on Leyte Island’s beaches and hills and opened fire on the conquerors and murderers of Bataan. The American liberation of the Philippines was under way. For exactly two hours the massive rifles roared. Then, precisely on schedule, the shelling stopped and Higgins boats began spilling out of the larger ships that housed them. Lt. Gen. Walter Krueger’s troops clambered down rope ladders thrown over the sides, the landing craft circling until their full number had gathered. Then the invasion force spiraled out into a series of waves that surged across San Pedro Bay and broke on Leyte’s eastern shore.

As two corps of Sixth Army soldiers pushed inland from the coastal towns of Dulag and Tacloban, newspapers back home captivated the public with reports of the ongoing offensive. MACARTHUR RETURNS TO PHILIPPINES IN PERSONAL COMMAND OF AMERICANS. FDR VOICES GRATITUDE FOR NATION. The drama had been stage-managed from the beginning. On Leyte’s Red Beach the cameras were ready for the general’s star turn, carefully positioned to capture the liberator coming ashore. He obliged them with a flourish, wading from a landing craft ramp to inspect the damage inflicted by the Navy’s bombardment. Then, with Philippine president Sergio Osmeña at his side, General MacArthur, resplendent in pressed khakis, sunglasses, and marshal’s cap, corncob pipe in hand, leaned into a microphone held by an Army Signal Corps volunteer and spoke to history:


This is the voice of freedom, General MacArthur speaking. People of the Philippines! I have returned. By the grace of Almighty God, our forces stand again on Philippine soil—soil consecrated in the blood of our two peoples…. Rally to me. Let the indomitable spirit of Bataan and Corregidor lead on. As the lines of battle roll forward to bring you within the zone of operations, rise and strike…. The guidance of divine God points the way. Follow in His Name to the Holy Grail of righteous victory!



If anyone aboard the Samuel B. Roberts fancied that his ship would be spearheading something so grand as a God-inspired drive to righteous victory, he was probably wise to keep it to himself. The destroyer escort was but a tiny cog in this unimaginably large and capable engine of war, its men smaller still, though collectively they were the long arm and clenched fist of an enraged democracy at war. Their flotilla, Task Unit 77.4.3, with the radio call sign Taffy 3, was far from center stage. One of three escort carrier task units positioned off Samar to watch MacArthur’s back, Taffy 3 had a supporting role, vital in its way if unlikely to generate for its leaders headlines to match those of its theater commander. Its six squadrons of FM-2 Wildcat fighters and TBM Avenger torpedo bombers flew air cover for, and struck ahead of, the American troops advancing ashore. As the planes came and went from their oceangoing hives, seven small warships—destroyers and destroyer escorts, including the “Sammy B.”— steamed in a protective ring that encircled Taffy 3’s escort carriers.

Like the twelve other skippers in Taffy 3, Captain Copeland well knew that his task unit was far from being the most formidable American force operating in the Leyte Gulf area. As the happenstance transmissions coming to him via the TBS circuit now reminded him, that honor belonged to Admiral Oldendorf’s battle line. Steaming a hundred miles to Taffy 3’s south, the six battleships of Oldendorf’s Bombardment and Fire Support Group were the Seventh Fleet’s heavy hitters. Five of them—the California, the Maryland, the Pennsylvania, the Tennessee, and the West Virginia— were scarred veterans of Pearl Harbor. Each had absorbed the enemy’s treacherous blow on that Sunday morning nearly three years before. Now, lifted from the harbor mud, refloated, refitted, and sent to rejoin the Pacific Fleet, they were together again. They had set a trap in the deadly gauntlet of Surigao Strait, and tonight that trap was closing on one of several Japanese fleets sailing to challenge MacArthur’s invasion.

Dawn was still hours away as Copeland’s officers and the rest of the crew in the Sammy B.’s CIC gathered to listen to an accidental play-by-play broadcast of an era in naval warfare thundering to a close. They did not immediately grasp the significance of the rogue bursts of radiation that skittered off the nighttime ionosphere and into their shipboard radio receiver. The signal—now crisp and clear, bringing the voices to them as if over an intercom, now cut through with static, incomplete—gave them only hints of what was happening in waters far to the south. They were American voices, Navy voices: upright, impersonal, but girded with the confidence that comes from long hours of drill and training. Their tenor and cadence had a practiced nonchalance, but there was no escaping the sense that down in Surigao Strait, big things were happening.

“Skunk 184 degrees, 18 miles.”

“Captain of McDermut is taking first target, you take one farthest north.”

“Proceed to attack. Follow down west shoreline. Follow other groups in. Then retire to north. Make smoke.”

On most nights, Bob Copeland and the others in the CIC gladly hit the sack when the midwatch ended at four A.M. But tonight the escalating drama of the events in Surigao Strait had moved them past the point of needing or wanting sleep. They were camped out for the long haul. Sleep could wait. As the men of the morning watch began to rouse themselves to relieve the midwatch, the voices on the radio were joined in chorus by the sound of something else: gunfire.

“Fish are away.”

“This is going to be quick.”

“I have a group of small ones followed by a group of large ones. When the large ones reach twenty-six thousand yards, I will open fire.”

Twenty-six thousand yards. Fourteen and three-quarter statute miles. To a sailor aboard a destroyer escort, the reach of a battleship’s big guns inspired awe. When they fired, sending their armor-piercing bullet trains shrieking out over the horizon, shooting out of a thun-derhead of cordite smoke, the shock wave flattened the seas around them. The full sonic experience of the shelling could not be appreciated over the radio. Indeed, it could seldom be fully appreciated by anyone other than its target. But the sudden sharp cracks of the great guns now and again obliterated the voices coming over the speaker.

The sound and the fury stirred the men’s imagination and their curiosity.

If they switched off the TBS radio, it would all have gone away. The echoes of the American battle line loosing hell to their south would have vanished, leaving them contemplating their blank radar scopes. Since its defeat in the Marianas Islands in June, the Japanese Navy had stayed out of sight, gathering its strength for a final showdown. Now it was increasingly apparent that MacArthur’s move against the Philippines had at last stirred it to action.

In the radio shack next to the CIC, the Roberts’s communications department—Tom Stevenson’s group—had been picking up an unusual amount of radio traffic. It was all in code, its meaning mysterious until the inscrutable five-character sequences could be transcribed and decrypted. The only unfiltered real-time information they got came via the Talk Between Ships radio. They sat around the plotting table, studying charts, building a visual picture from the clues coming over the TBS frequency. As the fragmentary broadcasts began to resolve into a notion of what was happening in the narrow straits south of Leyte Gulf, no level of drill or training could quite suppress their jubilation.

They felt no concern for their own safety. The flanks of Taffy 3—and of their sibling task units Taffy 1 and Taffy 2—were guarded by the Seventh and Third Fleets, the greatest gathering of naval strength the world had yet seen. Let the Imperial Japanese Navy come to challenge the invasion. The contest had begun, and the men aboard the Samuel B. Roberts had it right there on the radio.

*      *     *

OUTSIDE, FROM HIS WATCH station in the starboard twenty-millimeter gun tub just forward of the bridge, seaman second class George Bray, an enlistee from Montgomery, Alabama, saw quick flashes of light illuminating the southern horizon and figured them for a storm. Most of the enlisteds had no particular love for the ocean, and the rainy season in the southwestern Pacific seemed to do its level best to keep things that way. A few days before, en route to their station off the island of Samar, the Roberts and her consorts had been swallowed by an unexpected typhoon. The ship had rolled so sharply—to fifty-nine degrees on the inclinometer—that at terrifying intervals it was easier to walk on bulkheads than stand on deck. The rolling lasted for three full days. Most of the crew who had not been to sea before lay in their bunks, paralyzed by nausea. But the pitching hull permitted that luxury only to the resourceful. After a few hard falls out of the sack to the deck, a bluejacket learned to sleep—or suffer—with a leg hooked around the chain that suspended his bunk from the ceiling.

As ever, sailors learned to get by. In the mess, they could press a slice of wet bread under their supper tray to keep their meal on the table—when nausea permitted them to stomach a meal, that is. Some retched so badly they thought they might die. When landlubbing enlistees from plains states felt the ship heel over to starboard—thirty-five, forty, forty-five degrees—then make the long, creaking roll back to port, it was natural for them to fear the ship would sink. After suffering through a days-long spell of the cork-in-a-washtub gyrations, it was just as natural to worry that the ship might remain afloat. When the three-day ordeal was over, the feeling that the poor troops ashore were getting a raw deal had abated if not entirely disappeared.

With memories of the typhoon fresh in his mind, Bray turned and shouted up to the wing of the bridge, where Bob Copeland had come for a breath of fresh air and a look at the action on the horizon. “Hey, Captain, look at that storm.”

“That’s not a storm, son,” Copeland said. “It’s a battle. We’ve got it on the radio in here.”

A battle. George Bray hadn’t been a shellback long enough to weigh knowledgeably the risks of possible combat against the perils of another hungry typhoon. For now, the Alabaman was glad simply to have something to look at, because nine nights out of ten the lone benefit of the midwatch was relief from the stale heat of the poorly ventilated sleeping quarters belowdecks. Navy men went to great lengths to find breathable air in the torrid latitudes of the South Pacific. You slept on deck if you could; under a blower or an air duct failing that. When no officer was looking, radioman third class Dick Rohde would stretch his standard-issue hammock from the bridge wing to a superstructure sponson and sack out, dangling from the starboard side of the ship. Whenever the ship went over to starboard, his makeshift aerie, with Rohde in it, would swing out over the open ocean. If it rained, the cool, fresh water rolling off the roof of the pilothouse would cascade down over him. He wouldn’t have had it any other way.

If fresh air was the reward of the midnight deck watch, boredom was its potentially steep price. Snoozing on duty was a sure route to Captain’s Mast, a disciplinary proceeding where an enlisted man who was found guilty as charged could get busted down a rating or win himself eight hours of extra duty, possibly in that hell-on-earth known as the engine room. Though life in the wartime Navy was full of potentially catastrophic risk, mostly it was isolated and monotonous, broken only by the regimented pleasures of watching movies and opening mail from home. As the ship made its way, steaming, always steaming, yet never seeming to arrive at an actual destination, Bray and the three others in his gun mount took turns standing and sitting in pairs. While two of the men sat down and shot the breeze, the other two would stand, one with binoculars, the other donning headphones with a ready link to the officer of the deck on the bridge.

Now the sudden spectacle of the distant pyrotechnics—the blooming and vanishing oases of light beneath the Pacific’s vast vaulting darkness—concentrated Bray’s attention. As he watched the gunfire backlight the southern horizon, a thought began pecking in the corner of his mind:

If that’s a battle, well, God Almighty, what might we be getting into?

San Bernardino Strait

Sunrise would come at 6:27 A.M. on the day that might well settle the endgame, if not the outcome, of the long struggle in the Pacific. As the mightiest ships of the Imperial Japanese Navy boomed through the northern strait toward the wide waters of the Philippine Sea and the slumbering dawn, Admiral Kurita dared hope that the Sho plan might succeed. He had suffered losses severe enough to deter most commanders—the great battleship Musashi, victim of five waves of air strikes the afternoon before; three heavy cruisers, sunk or forced home by submarine attack. But battle was not new to him, nor loss.

Kurita’s tenure with the fleet was deep. During the invasion of Java in March 1942, he had led the Japanese cruiser force that sank the USS Houston and HMAS Perth in Sunda Strait. He had commanded the heavy cruiser Mikuma, sunk at Midway, the battleship Kongo during the audacious Japanese bombardment of Guadalcanal’s Henderson Field, and the aircraft carriers that had covered the Tokyo Express, as the daring Japanese effort to resupply the besieged Solomon Islands became known. In the disastrous battle in the Marianas Islands in June, he had the distinction of being the only escort commander not to lose any of the carriers he was shepherding. The losses he had suffered on the present mission were but the latest chapter in a career scarred smooth by battle. According to an American historian, Kurita “had been bombed and torpedoed more often than almost any other Japanese admiral.”

So much lay behind him; what lay ahead? Though the night was yet clear as he exited San Bernardino Strait after midnight on October 25, events were moving through the thickest of fogs. Of his countrymen—Admiral Ozawa and his decoy force, Nishimura in the south—he had had no word. Poor radio communications meant that he would not learn of their success or failure until it was far too late for the news to matter.

There was no telling what would greet Takeo Kurita in the rain-squalls to the east, beyond Samar Island. At the moment, American eyes were looking elsewhere. Soon the whole world would be watching. For now, all that was watching him were the sharks.
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Part I

TIN CANS


“Captain, how often does a little ship like this sink?” “Usually just once.”

—The Gismo, newsletter of the USS Samuel B. Roberts, September 30, 1944






One

On January 20, 1944, three months prior to the commissioning ceremony that would make it a U.S. Navy warship, the welded hull of DE-413, its prow festively draped in red, white, and blue bunting, slid off the ways at the Brown Shipbuilding Company and entered the Houston Ship Channel with a roaring sidelong splash. At the launching ceremony, administered by the employees of Brown’s pipe department, a prayer was said to be in the hearts of all who watched: “May she be a sound ship, capable of rising to the heights when her supreme moment comes.”

The hull that would become the USS Samuel B. Roberts had been laid down alongside the hull that would become her sister ship, the Walter C. Wann, on December 6, 1943. Two weeks later the twins were moved from their initial production stations, and work began on the Le Ray Wilson and the Lawrence C. Taylor. From July 1942 to March 1944 the shipwrights, marine electricians, pipefitters, machinists, and welders at Brownship would turn out sixty-one destroyer escorts, one pair following the next with punch-clock efficiency.

As the shipyard workers continued making the Roberts ready for sea, installing gun mounts, laying ducts and wiring, and testing the ship’s many internal systems, a group of newly minted seamen left the naval training center at Norfolk, Virginia, and boarded a train to Houston to fill out the ship’s complement of seamen and rated petty officers. The weathered World War I-era passenger train took five days to make the trip. The recruits’ place in the world was reflected not only in the nineteenth-century decor of their accommodations—a potbellied stove warmed one end of the car; gas lamps lit their card games—but in the unceremonious manner by which their train got shunted aside whenever a line of boxcars had to get through. During wartime, and decades before America would develop a culture of personal convenience, there was no denying that cargo could be as important as men.

Once, interminably delayed while a long freight train squealed by ahead of them, the enlistees, accompanied by the two youngest ensigns assigned to the Samuel B. Roberts, John LeClercq and Dudley Moylan, piled out of their passenger car and passed the time riding cows bareback in a pasture. Another time, stuck in a mountain rail-yard with nowhere to go, they got off the train, took over a rural diner, and helped cook their own dinner. Three railcars full of young sailors and no drill-field exercises to burden their days—it was a memory that would grow dearer with time, and it bonded them as only the great adventures of youth can.

What the kids had gone through in basic training was meant to adjust their perspective on their relative individual worth in this new world. For teenagers entering military service during wartime, the shock of boot camp was bracing, equalizing. It leveled the little hills and valleys of socioeconomic differences, broke down egos, and made new recruits glad to end up wherever the Navy Department’s Bureau of Personnel might send them. When Dick Rohde, son of a New York City ship chandler who went broke in the Depression, arrived at boot camp in Newport, Rhode Island, he first encountered the well-calibrated cruelty that would ensure his smooth entry into the wartime fleet.

Sharply dressed in his neatly pressed uniform, the boot camp company commander, as World War II-era Navy drill instructors were known, lined his men up at first muster and addressed them gently. “I know what it’s like for you guys. A couple days ago you were home with your mothers and fathers. Now all of a sudden here you are. You’re up in this strange part of the country. You’ve been rooted out of your homes. You’re homesick. You’ve got your hair all shaved off and you got those shots. I just want to tell you that for the next six weeks, I’m going to be your mother and your father. I’m going to make sure things go just as nicely for you as possible. That’s the reason I’m here. If there’s any way I can accomplish these things I’m gonna do it. I want you to know that.”

Well, this I can handle, Rohde thought. Maybe it wasn’t so bad that the Marines had turned him away, the big sergeant behind the desk saying something alluringly dismissive like, “Go home and grow up and then come back and we’ll talk to you.” Rohde didn’t go home. He went around the corner to the Navy recruiter, who had ready good use for an eager seventeen-year-old. Let the Marines slog through mud—Dick Rohde from Staten Island was going to sea.

“Now, I’m going to call the roll,” the company commander said. “I don’t know how to pronounce some of your names, so if I make a mistake, please correct me.” He got down to Rohde on the list and called out, “Road?”

“Uh, sir, that’s Rohde,” his young charge offered, emphasizing the long e.

The company commander walked up to the freshly cropped boot, and it was then that Rohde discovered the true nature of the instructor he had dared to admire. “No, that’s Shithead!” he roared. “Your name from now on is Shithead!”

Thus began a six-week program of drill-field marching, obstacle-course running, weapon maintenance, latrine cleaning, and more. Each morning when Rohde’s name came up at muster, the company commander called out “Shithead?” When Rohde’s mother heard about the treatment her son was getting at the hands of the U.S. Navy, she vowed to blow the lid off the scandal through the good offices of Mr. Walter Winchell and his little newspaper column. Her son put an end to that plan. Perhaps mothers were poorly equipped to appreciate the educational value of scrubbing a concrete courtyard with a medium-bristled toothbrush. Dick Rohde survived boot camp. He became a sailor.

Rohde had skills the Navy prized. As a one-time page to a Wall Street investment banker, he was a proficient typist. That, combined with the rudimentary Morse code he had learned in radio club at Staten Island’s Curtis High School, set him up to strike for a radioman’s rating. With new ships launching daily from shipyards all around the country, bodies were needed—and minds too. There was a shortage of trained radiomen to man the sets. In March 1944 Dick Rohde went to the U.S. Naval Training School in Boston, where radiomen were made.

The genius of the Navy’s personnel system was that it sorted young men by their talents, trained them for specialized duty, and funneled them to places where their knowledge would benefit the nation most. A recruit with promise in a particular technical area could go to a service school to study a specialty. Someone with a keen ear for pitch recognition would be encouraged to attend sound school in Key West, Florida, where he learned to operate sonar equipment. An enlistee with an engineering background might be a candidate for radar school at MIT in Cambridge. Most recruits went straight to sea, where they got about the sweaty business of scraping paint, loading supplies, maintaining equipment, and doing anything else the petty officers said needed doing. Seamen who discovered their callings aboard ship could affiliate themselves with a particular department and “strike for a rating” in that area. A sailor with the designation “seaman first class (radioman striker)” would be the gofer of the radio department. As long as he didn’t slip too often with the coffeepot, he would in time get promoted to radioman third class, a petty officer rating that signified his expertise in the chosen field.

After completing basic training at Newport and graduating from radio school in Boston, Rohde went to the receiving station at Norfolk, Virginia, where like scores of men he awaited assignment to a ship and got further training. The training never quite ended, for there was always something else to learn. At Norfolk Rohde’s training went beyond drill-field rote and began to reflect the realities of life under fire. One day he entered a large room enclosing an indoor swimming pool. Into one end of the pool was poured fuel oil, which was summarily set alight. He and his fellow seaman recruits were directed to jump into the smoking, flaming water, to splash the burning fuel away from them, and to make their way to the clean end of the pool. Nary an eyelash was singed, but their minds were seared indelibly with a glimpse of what might lie ahead.

Like many others in the mob that had boarded that train in Norfolk, George Bray had not joined the Navy looking for a fight. Like most enlisted men, he was a pragmatist. The calculus was simple: a war was on. If you were eighteen or older, the thing to do was join the service. If you were seventeen, you could get a parent to sign your enlistment papers. Or you could just lie about your age. Ends justified means: if you wanted to impress a girl, your best bet was to get yourself in uniform as quickly as possible. The only question was what service you preferred.

When the Japanese hit Pearl Harbor and the war started, Bray had been as eager to sign on as the next kid. But he tempered idealism with practicality. He looked at the options available to him and chose the Navy for reasons that recruiters surely exploited in the 1940s: he would get three meals a day, clean bed linens, and none of the trench-humping that was the daily lot of the infantryman.

Not that Bray was a shrinking violet. Back in Alabama he had made the high school varsity football team as a seventh grader. He was a hard-nosed halfback, adept at catching passes out of a Notre Dame-style T formation, which had come into fashion in 1943 when Fighting Irish quarterback Angelo Bertelli brought it to South Bend and won the national championship and the Heisman Trophy along the way. Halfway through his senior year Bertelli had joined the Marines. If military service was good enough for one magician of the T formation, it was good enough for another. And so Bray found himself aboard the U.S. Navy’s smallest man-of-war, a destroyer escort.

In Houston the men came aboard the Roberts as it was undergoing a final fitting out prior to the commissioning ceremony that would convert it from the private property of the Brown Shipbuilding Company to a public asset as a United States Ship. Those who came by train found that their Spartan accommodations had been good preparation for shipboard life. Their bunks on the Roberts were three-high, with forty or fifty men to a compartment. There was little venting, let alone air-conditioning. But comfort is an afterthought for a teenager on the cusp of adventure. Dick Rohde swooned at the thought of what was in store for him in the Pacific. “There was always something new, always something exciting,” he said. “We weren’t homesick at all. It was just ‘Wow, what’s going to happen next?’ ”


Two

What happened next would be up to Bob Copeland. It was his world—the enlisted men just lived in it. The commander of three previous ships, Captain Copeland, a naval reservist from Tacoma who had left behind a budding legal career to assume his fourth command, arrived in Houston on March 4, 1944, and instantly liked what he saw in the Roberts. Holed up at the Rice Hotel while the ship neared completion, he and his officers spent each day at the shipyard, watching the nondescript slab of metal become a warship.

Fair-minded, firm, and shrewd, Copeland, at the advanced age of thirty-three years, had a rare gift: the ability to assert his authority and make his men like it, both at the same time. No one on the Samuel B. Roberts was ever heard bellyaching that they had gotten a raw deal from Bob Copeland. He wasn’t above turning to an enlisted man and asking, “So, how’s your family?” If he saw a picture of a sailor’s girlfriend on a desk, he would be likely to ask, “You still hearing from her?” He led his crew from a position of trust. And they trusted him for his ability to lead.

The skipper of the Roberts had been a lawyer exactly as long as he had been an officer. Commissioned as an ensign the same day he was admitted to the Washington State Bar Association, he had maintained a trial law practice in Tacoma while fulfilling his commitment to the naval reserve, with meetings one night a week. The fact that Bob Copeland was not “regular Navy”—an Annapolis graduate with a full commission and a full-time job in the fleet—owed more to his sense of family duty than to a lack of devotion to naval service.

Like the rest of his generation who grew up amid the patriotism and Wilsonian high-mindedness of World War I, Copeland had come of age aspiring to be a warrior. Eight years old when the Great War ended, he had spent his childhood infused with enthusiasm for playtime war, prancing around in doughboy getup, tin hat cocked over his forehead, stockings pulled up over his calves, wooden rifle at the ready. In his teenage years, when his peers had moved on to playing sports, Bob Copeland was up in his room running his own private navy. He kept his fleet on paper, order of battle formed up, a command hierarchy drawn. Though his devotion to naval strategy might have led him to neglect certain skills that would be useful at sea—such as the ability to swim—it filled his imagination and prepared him for the managerial reality of command.

At a critical juncture in his young life, he had been offered the chance to attend Annapolis. Every Fourth of July young Bob Copeland watched the fleet weigh anchor in Tacoma’s Commencement Bay to help the city celebrate Independence Day. Destroyers, cruisers, and battleships, and the Admiral. The Admiral was there. The opportunity was not lost on Bob Copeland. He aimed to see the Admiral, if only he could buck up his courage to make the trip. Every day he went down to the docks where small boats ferried townsfolk out to see the ships. But each day Copeland’s nerve failed him. Finally, on the last day the fleet was to be there in July 1927, he mustered the will to amble aboard the small harbor ferry and go see the Admiral. Tucked in his pocket was a letter of introduction from the mayor of Tacoma. He approached the flagship, climbed aboard, and handed the envelope to the officer of the deck. The letter was passed to the executive officer, then to the Admiral himself.

Before Copeland could grasp what was happening, an invitation was extended to him. He would see the Admiral in his flag quarters. A kid who commanded a world-beating fleet on paper was permitted to sit down and talk to a man who earned his living doing the real thing. They talked for hours. Copeland’s knowledge of naval history, his appreciation for fleet organization and command, won him an unexpected prize: the Admiral told him he should go to Annapolis.

Better than that, the Admiral wrote a letter. To Copeland’s congressional representative. Who wrote a letter. To the commandant of Annapolis. An appointment to the Naval Academy was there for the taking.

But his mother, who had an extreme, unreasoning fear of water, could not abide the idea of her only child going to sea. So the family doctor was summoned. He mustered his most ominous tone of voice and said to the seventeen-year-old something like this: “Robert, your mother’s health concerns me deeply. She might very well have a heart attack if you decide to enter the service. Please don’t cause her this stress.” Born to his parents ten years into their marriage, Copeland knew that he was a long-wished-for and only child. He decided that he could not inflict such pain on his mother. Bob Copeland, the dutiful only son, declined his appointment to the breeding ground of admirals.

He would settle for living in smaller worlds. In 1929, Copeland enlisted in the naval reserve and, six years later, was commissioned as a naval reserve officer, coincident with his completion of law school. Having fulfilled his commitment to the service, he returned to civilian life in 1935 to practice law in Tacoma until 1940. Ordered back to active duty during the Navy’s prewar expansion, he commanded two auxiliary ships and the destroyer escort USS Wyman before reporting to Houston as skipper of DE-413. He liked the men he found there. In Houston, standing on the bridge of the protean warship, watching the workers of the day shift scramble down the gangway and into the safety of their civilian lives, Copeland noticed two officers looking up at him from the dock. His instinct told him he would come to know them well. He ambled down and asked them if they belonged to his ship. They did. One was Lt. William S. Burton. The other was Lt. Lloyd Gurnett.

In Burton, Copeland found a kindred soul, for Burton had previously been a lawyer too. But the attorney from Cleveland had the edge on his captain in family prominence: Burton’s father, Harold Burton, a World War I Army captain and the former mayor of Cleveland, was a member of the U.S. Senate. (He would become, after the war, a justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.) Copeland was relieved to find that Burton did not let it go to his head. “He stood on his own and successfully lived down his family fame. Bill by his own abilities and his own personality won his way completely with both the officers and the enlisted men.”

Lieutenant Gurnett was a mustang, a sailor who had climbed the enlisted ratings—in Gurnett’s case, to chief quartermaster—and finally achieved a commission at sea. “Lloyd knew his navy, knew his job, and didn’t know when to quit working. No man on board worked harder or loved the ship more than he,” Copeland would write. Because Gurnett’s dedication was so readily apparent, Copeland gave him the post of first lieutenant, making him responsible for the construction department, which handled damage control, shipkeeping, messing, berthing, and repairs. The officers were joined by their so-called nucleus crew: thirty-odd chief and first-class petty officers who had the experience to whip a green crew into shape, as well as other key officers, including Tom Stevenson, the communications department boss, and Bob Roberts, the ship’s executive officer.

The Samuel B. Roberts was christened in posthumous honor of a twenty-one-year-old naval reservist from Portland, Oregon, Samuel Booker Roberts, Jr., killed on Guadalcanal when, at the height of fighting on September 28, 1942, he took the landing craft he commanded and motored in to draw fire away from ships trying to rescue Marines trapped in a Japanese crossfire. When the secretary of the Navy informed Roberts’s bereaved mother that DE-413 would be named in her late son’s honor, she planned to come down from St. Louis to attend the ceremony. Her husband was an engineer working for Mississippi River Flood Control, but even he couldn’t stop the great river from rampaging as the big day, April 28, 1944, approached. Floodwaters washed out the southbound rail lines, and travel became impossible. The wife of the flood controller had no choice but to yield to high water. She wrote Bob Copeland with her regrets and enclosed a photo of coxswain Roberts, which the captain placed in the wardroom.

She also made a request: would he find a place on his crew roster for Jack Roberts, her youngest son, who was finishing basic training at Great Lakes Naval Training Station? The younger Roberts badly wanted the assignment. From Galveston, Copeland wrote the Navy Department with a request to bring Jack Roberts aboard.

Commissioning is a signature moment in the life of a warship. An authority on naval history has observed, “If launching may be likened to birth, and christening the endowment of individuality, then at commissioning the ship is at the threshold of a productive and rewarding maturity.” It constitutes its formal transfer to the care of its commanding officer. Its officers and crew assemble on the quarterdeck as the fleet’s district commandant or his representative reads the directive that assigns the vessel to the fleet. The Navy band plays the national anthem, the ensign is hoisted, and the commissioning pennant is broken out. The new commanding officer reads his orders and assumes command, and the first watch is set.

A productive and rewarding maturity—close though it was for the Samuel B. Roberts— lay far in the future for Bob Copeland’s two small children. His wife of four and a half years, Harriet, had been there when all three of his previous ships had been commissioned, from his first command aboard the coal-burning tug, the Pawtucket, to his most recent tour aboard an older destroyer escort, the Wyman. He wanted her there in Houston for the commissioning of the Roberts, and he let her know it, cajoling her in letter after letter to make the long trip from Tacoma. But his efforts at persuasion could not overcome the imperatives of new motherhood. Though she wanted to be there for her husband, Harriet Copeland had an infant daughter and toddler son to care for. And so on the day the Samuel B. Roberts became a Navy warship, Bob Copeland took command of her without the comfort of family. Copeland would continue to chide his wife for missing the commissioning. “I think I overdid it,” he later acknowledged. He finally relented when Harriet wrote him, saying, “There’s an old saying that one picture is worth ten thousand words, and the enclosed picture will perhaps explain why I wasn’t there.” Tucked inside the envelope was the front cover of the Saturday Evening Post. It depicted the inside of a firehouse, firemen clambering aboard an engine as it raced out of the station. Their mascot, a Dalmatian, was left sitting on a large red pillow, suckling a litter of puppies as the pumper zoomed off to battle the flames. As Copeland raced off to his own four-alarm fire in the Pacific, he could not be sure he would ever see Harriet and their children again.

After the commissioning ceremony on April 28, the Roberts departed for Bermuda with a group of other destroyer escorts for an extended shakedown cruise to test and break in the ship’s physical plant. But as an experienced commander like Bob Copeland well knew, the successful operation of a warship would depend as much on his ability to forge the character of the ship’s crew as on the Texans’ skill in forging the curve of the ship’s keel.

After shakedown was complete, the Roberts escorted a paddle steamer up the East Coast to Norfolk, then continued northward to Boston for a final fitting out and inspection prior to going to war. In Boston seaman second class Jack Roberts reported for duty. The only people on the ship who knew his connection to the Mr. Samuel B. Roberts were the skipper and his executive officer, Lt. Bob Roberts. No one suspected a thing, for the surname Roberts didn’t stand out: the ship already had two of them. By the time the fact of young Jack Roberts’s relation to the heroic landing craft skipper of Guadalcanal slipped out a few months later, his captain wrote, “Jack Roberts had made his own way, and his place in the ship’s company was secure for him in his own right.”

When he finished boot camp, Jack Yusen was ordered to join the Samuel B. Roberts at Charlestown Navy Yard in Boston. On June 7, 1944, as the U.S. Army was consolidating its hold on the Normandy beachhead, Yusen loaded his seabag aboard a truck with eleven other recruits and was driven to the docks to meet his new ship. When he saw the big turrets and bristling guns, his first thought was, What a ship! Then a petty officer approached the New Yorker and his buddies and asked, “What are you guys looking at?” The petty officer told them that the object of their admiration was in fact a British heavy cruiser. He then pointed to the dry dock on the other side of the pier. “You’re going on that one over there.”

The large waterless enclosure appeared to be empty, save for a single mast that stuck up out of it, a radar antenna affixed to its top. “That’s your ship,” the petty officer said. Yusen and his friends were crestfallen. “We looked down the dock at the little ship—306 feet long—and then looked at the big cruiser, and said, ‘Oh my God!’”

How quickly disappointment turned to pride. Destroyer escort sailors tended toward an intensity of pride that was out of all proportion to their undersized ships. Four days into his new life as a Samuel B. Roberts sailor, Yusen walked with his buddies on liberty into a Boston pub. When Navy men meet in barrooms or dance halls, or wherever women are nearby, they seldom pass up the opportunity to boast about their ship. Yusen said, “They’d ask you what ship you were on. We’d say, ‘We’re from the Samuel B. Roberts— the USS Samuel B. Roberts, DE-413.’ You’d say that with pride. You might be talking to someone on a heavy cruiser. So you’re just telling him that we’re as good as you. We had that pride already. We had been on the ship for four days. So much pride, and it had been only four days.”

The feeling that destroyer escorts were special manifested itself in surprising places. In a stained-glass window that adorned the Norfolk yard’s nondenominational chapel, someone had glued an image of a destroyer escort, cradled like a baby in the arms of Jesus Christ. The image struck somebody as sacrilegious and was removed. But the sentiment was surely genuine enough.

Pride would take the Sammy B. far. But the fact remained that the destroyers that the Roberts would join in Taffy 3’s screen—the Hoel, the Heermann, and the Johnston— carried two and a half times the gun power and more than three times as many torpedoes as their smaller cousins. Sailors who possessed the detachment of distance—for instance, the men on the escort carriers who relied on the tin cans for protection—grasped the practical significance of entrusting their well-being to the more diminutive ships. When they looked out and saw DEs skirting the perimeter of the formation in lieu of destroyers, they would just shake their heads. Could they be trusted to protect them?

Bob Copeland of the Samuel B. Roberts readily validated their concern: “We were short of destroyers—we were always short of destroyers—and actually this was a destroyer’s job. So they used a lot of DEs to finish out the screens. In all we had three destroyers and four DEs that made up the screen ships. We actually should have had eight or ten in the screen. We were overextended and trying to carry on a big operation.”

Destroyer escorts were not built to ride high in the battle line and trade salvos with an enemy fleet. The Roberts’s designed displacement—the weight of the seawater that her hull displaced—was 1,250 tons. Fully loaded for battle, she displaced about 2,000 tons. She went to war with 228 men: 217 enlisted and eleven officers. But by the standards of the fleet she was a pipsqueak. The battleship Missouri, with a complement of 1,921, was nearly three times the Roberts’s length and almost thirty times her weight. Unlike the Mighty Mo, the Roberts had not been built for engaging armored dreadnoughts at 28,000 yards. Destroyer escorts were runabouts. In port, they delivered mail to the larger ships. At sea, they rode the outer edge of a formation, keeping watchful eyes, sonar stacks, and radar scopes to the ocean and the sky.

Whereas the big ships’ bulk was their best insurance against heavy seas, destroyer escorts lived at nature’s fickle mercy. As the seas went, so went the DEs. In an unpublished 1945 dispatch sent shortly before he was killed by machine-gun fire on Okinawa, Ernie Pyle evoked the precarious seaworthiness of the tiny vessels: “They are rough and tumble little ships. They roll and they plunge. They buck and they twist. They shudder and they fall through space. They are in the air half the time, under water half the time. Their sailors say they should have flight pay and submarine pay both.”

The Roberts was rated for twenty-four knots but could make nearly thirty when her two six-thousand-horsepower Westinghouse turbines were spinning under full steam pressure. Her armament was light. A Butler-class destroyer escort’s main battery consisted of two single-barreled five-inch/38-caliber naval rifles, one fore and one aft. A triple torpedo mount amidships was her most powerful weapon against enemy surface ships. A well-located torpedo blast could cripple a large capital ship. But with a range of not more than ten thousand yards, the torpedo’s effective use required that the ship maneuver to virtual point-blank range—and survive that approach despite her complete lack of armor or other self-protection beyond the whims of luck.

Destroyer escorts were every bit the equal of destroyers (DDs) in antisubmarine operations. They used the same sonar equipment, but DEs were more maneuverable, able to turn a circle less than half the diameter of what a destroyer circumscribed. Still, the pilots and crew on the escort carriers (CVEs) would have preferred to see full-fledged Fletcher-class destroyers riding shotgun on the task unit. But it was 1944, the ocean was vast, and the same American heavy industry that raced to fill the oceans with aircraft carriers was hard pressed to turn out enough destroyers to protect the flattops. Destroyer escorts, cheaper and faster to build, filled the bill of necessity. And they did it well.

*      *     *

THROUGH SOME OLD-FASHIONED SHIPYARD horse trading in Boston, Copeland secured certain mechanical improvements—a pair of gyro repeaters for the bridge wing foremost among them. With the new compasses his quartermasters and watch officers would be able to take more accurate bearings. To help turn his mostly teenage crew into a team ready to fight a desperate and savage enemy, Copeland brought aboard key noncommissioned officers and technical specialists through the Navy’s personnel lottery.

As the Samuel B. Roberts left Boston Harbor and broke into the wide waters off Cape Cod, Captain Copeland set course for Norfolk. Provincetown was coming into view on the starboard bow. Ens. John LeClercq, the officer of the deck, and his captain, seated in his bridge chair, scanned the morning sea and listened to the slow cadence of the sonar system’s echo-ranging machine as it sent its sharp falsetto calls into the deep in search of enemy submarines. Suddenly Copeland noticed that the outbound ping was getting a hard echo in return. “Before I could fully believe my ears, the sonar operator called out, ‘Good contact! Four hundred yards—up Doppler!’” referring to the acoustic signature a bogey made while closing with the ship. Copeland thought to himself, Barely out of port, and a submarine is already stalking us?

Recognizing the possibility of collision, Copeland leaped from his chair and grabbed the engine order telegraph to ring a stop bell. Before the skipper could send down the order, there came a deep, hollow-toned boom and a reverberating crash that shook the ship. It felt as if a torpedo had hit. Copeland rang a “back full” order to the engine room, but the impact continued to grind along. A few seconds later a second violent seaquake shook the ship.

“I was belowdecks when there was a great shock, then a grinding sensation along the keel, and finally the stern shook violently,” chief yeoman Gene Wallace recalled. “I rushed to the deck, and there on the sea was evidence that the Roberts had made her first kill. There was blood on the water and bits of flesh—positive evidence of a kill—of a whale.”

The Roberts’s first underwater kill was a magnificent sixty-foot-long specimen whose backbone had been severed by the ship’s slender bow. The stricken animal spouted a geyser of blood as the officers and crew raced topside, ran to the rail, and looked on aghast. The whale’s immense bulk rolled alongside the starboard side of the ship as a growing blood slick stained the water. The destroyer escort’s churning starboard screw sawed at the whale, cutting clean through its backbone again. The crew watched transfixed as the ruined beast surfaced behind the ship.

No captain ever wants to report that he has run his ship aground—certainly no captain with hopes for a bigger command. But what other conclusion should be drawn from the dented bow, the bent keel, and the broken screw? Captains customarily made up stories to cover for their negligence. “It is legendary in the Navy,” Bob Copeland later wrote, “that unless she sticks fast, no ship admittedly runs aground, all groundings being laid to collisions with submerged logs and the like.” But this was no phony sea story, and Copeland didn’t want a stench of suspicion hanging around him or his ship. The exec, Lt. Bob Roberts, took a fix on the ship’s position, documenting its location well clear of shallow waters where a grounding could take place. Meanwhile, Captain Copeland, ever the lawyer, ordered his crew to gather up the exonerating physical evidence. Several chunks of whale hide and flesh were recovered from the ship’s hull and preserved in medicinal alcohol by Dr. Erwin, the division medical officer.

Copeland continued on to Norfolk to have the broken propeller repaired in dry dock. No question ever arose as to the origins of the Samuel B. Roberts’s inaugural bruising. It was an incident that grew in comic magnitude as time went by. But just as surely could it be said that the Sammy B.’s voyage to the Philippine Sea had begun with a very poor omen. Such dramatics—and the small vessel had yet to enter a combat zone.

*      *     *

WHILE THEIR SHIP WAS convalescing in Norfolk, Lieutenant Roberts and Captain Copeland made final adjustments to the crew roster, weeding out a few ne’er-do-wells from the ship’s complement of 219. Among the 217 keepers, Copeland could sense a coming together that boded well for the upcoming journey to the Pacific. The skipper gave his crew leave and instructed them to report back to the ship in time for its departure a few days later.

Bud Comet, a nineteen-year-old seaman, took the opportunity to visit his family in their coal-mining settlement on the Guyandot River in northern West Virginia, where they lived in a home owned by the coal company. So long as Mr. Comet showed up reliably at the mine and obeyed his superiors and called his boss “Mister,” he would have a place to live and get the hours he needed to bring home a living wage to his family. Mostly he fed his family out of his vegetable garden—after he gave the best produce to neighbors. “My dad figured there were people there poorer than us, he gave the best stuff to them, and we got what was left. If he killed a hog, he gave most of the hog away,” Comet said. When the visit was over and Bud was due to rejoin the Samuel B. Roberts, he saw his father off to work, then left to catch the train to Norfolk. He found a seat aboard the train and looked up to see a familiar face sitting across from him. “I want to talk to you,” his father said.

Bud knew that the foreman at the coal mine didn’t grant time off lightly. From the look in his father’s eye, he could see that what his father was about to say was likely going to be important.

Mr. Comet was concerned for his son’s future. It was 1944. The world was at war. He told the teenager he was worried that he would get out to the front and be overwhelmed or afraid and wouldn’t do his job. If he screwed up and went over the hill and if the MPs had to track him down and haul him to the brig, he would bring upon his family the worst of sins: dishonor. If there was one thing he needed to avoid, his dad said, it was dishonoring his mother.

He reminded his son of his own beginnings. Born in Italy, the senior Comet was raised under the worst of political systems. He had come to this country and managed to make a living and provide for his family. What this meant, he said, was that America was worth dying for. Death would be acceptable, so long as it was honorable. “An honorable man dies once,” he told Bud. “A coward dies a thousand times.” Comet thought he had heard that line somewhere before, maybe from Shakespeare. His father didn’t mention anything about the Bard. Bud Comet was pretty sure his father had never read Shakespeare. He said, “I think he got that out of his heart.”

But Bud Comet’s heart was already spoken for. He had fallen hard in love. The object of his affection was the Samuel B. Roberts. “I had confidence in the ship. I had confidence in the people who I had met on the ship. I had confidence in the officers who I saw on that ship. Mr. Roberts, our executive officer, was Annapolis—very strict, strictly Navy. I felt that he would be more strict than anybody else. There was Stevenson and Moylan. I had a lot of respect for them.”

Comet grew to like Dudley Moylan. The ship’s junior officer, with an English degree from Duke and a “ninety-day wonder” commission from Notre Dame’s officer candidate program, was prone to spontaneous kindness. On late watches, once in a while, Ensign Moylan would bring by a pot of coffee and some cups, toss them around, fill them, and sit down in the gun tub with the men and visit and just talk, one man to the next. Junior officers could be that way. John LeClercq was like that too. There was an unshakable goodness to him, with his blond hair and easy, boyish smile. He had a natural empathy for even the greenest sailor. LeClercq and Moylan were the only officers with the group that made the five-day train journey from Norfolk to Houston.

Enlisted men who talked with Johnny LeClercq weren’t put off by his gold bars. He didn’t put up any of the barriers that other officers did. “I remember LeClercq,” Bud Comet said. “He looked at you always and smiled—like he was in love with the ship too and the people that he was serving with and was very proud.” Somehow the Samuel B. Roberts just seemed to foster that kind of pride. It tended to trickle down from the top.

Of course, anybody caught up in the fantasy that the Samuel B. Roberts was the Good Ship Lollipop always had Bob Roberts to reckon with. He could be arch and domineering. But in that sense his personality meshed well with the job description for an executive officer. He was remote even from his own officers. Enlisted men lived in another universe altogether.

Like Lloyd Gurnett, he was a mustang, an officer who had entered the Navy as an enlisted man and performed well enough to win a field appointment to Annapolis. Coming out of high school in Ridgefield, Connecticut, he had been beaten to his congressional district’s Naval Academy appointment by an ambitious Yale University sophomore. So he made his Navy career the old-fashioned way. He jumped into the enlisted ranks with both feet and within two years won entrance to Annapolis by taking competitive examinations at sea.

He and Copeland were among the few experienced officers on the Samuel B. Roberts. Most of the others were so-called “ninety-day wonders.” There was no small amount of sarcasm behind the title, for veteran petty officers seldom acquiesced to the authority of the young men who swaggered aboard as newly minted ensigns in the naval reserve. In theory a ninety-day wonder was superior even to the seniormost chief. But if a young officer planned to have a long and thriving career in the naval service, he was wise to defer to his chiefs’ experience.

At the top of the chain of command of enlisted men, the warrants, the chiefs, and the first-class petty officers were the ones who had the experience to get things done at sea, from tying lines to launching boats to bringing on stores to organizing work parties. On the Roberts, Red Harrington, the first-class boatswain’s mate, was the catalyst for most of what the deck force accomplished. The radio department relied on the leadership of Tullio Serafini, a grizzled but popular chief whose naval service dated back to World War I. Chiefs did not wear golden-barred epaulets or cap brims laden with braided “scrambled eggs.” They did not dine with fine silver in the officers’ ward. But they were capable men who had spent their best years at sea. By virtue of seniority, a forty- or fifty-year-old warrant officer, whose half-inch gold stripe gave him the actual privileges of an ensign, earned more money than many an admiral.

In his two years as an enlisted man, Bob Roberts had painted enough bulkheads and tugged enough lines to acquire a certain saltiness to his personality. But as the only Annapolis graduate aboard the ship—class of 1940—he comported himself with the assured professionalism that only Bancroft Hall and Tecumseh Square could breed. His blend of experience and pedigree made him a respected leader. Beyond those emotional nuances, the exec’s job was intellectually demanding as well. To handle the considerable responsibility of supervising the CIC, the executive officer of a destroyer or destroyer escort had to have a quick mind. During a torpedo run it fell to him to perform the exacting work of selecting the ship’s course to put it in optimum position to fire its torpedoes. A computer was available to help with the mathematical chore. But computers, even simple durable mechanical-analog devices like the first-generation Mark 1A fire-control computer, could fail. In those cases, the human mind had to step into the void and determine the target’s speed and course, his own best firing course, the torpedo’s optimum speed, and all the difficult geometry that that work involved. Bob Roberts’s mind was among the best. Copeland called him “as fast as a slide rule and as accurate as a micrometer … an A-1 crackerjack boy, as sharp as a phonograph needle.”

Bob Roberts probably looked at a young officer like John LeClercq, so full of niceness and interpersonal engagement, and saw a greenhorn who needed a little toughening. The exec knew how to focus impressionable minds by hitting them where they were strong. Once he pulled LeClercq aside and told him he didn’t like his attitude toward the Navy and thought he didn’t take enough interest in his men. LeClercq rated himself highly on both counts and seethed at the remark for weeks. Later, he exacted an underling’s brand of revenge. When he was scheduled to take the ship’s whaleboat to retrieve the punctilious exec from liberty, LeClercq found a defensible reason to be three and a half hours late. He and his buddy, the juniormost officer on the ship, Dudley Moylan, got a laugh out of the passive insurrection. But LeClercq was dead serious about avenging his honor as a friend of the crew. “As long as I have the confidence and trust of the enlisted men,” Johnny wrote his mother, “Mr. Roberts can go to blazes.”

*      *     *

IN NORFOLK, LLOYD GURNETT pulled some strings (or just as likely, picked some locks) and requisitioned for the crew its very own ice cream maker. The luxury of carrying such a machine typically belonged to aircraft carriers and other larger ships. Usually escort vessels contended for the privilege of rescuing a downed pilot, knowing that their reward in exchange would be five gallons of the frozen treat. Now the Roberts could tend to its own needs in the realm of iced confectionery.

Before leaving Norfolk, Bob Copeland decided to add one last recruit to the ship’s complement. How the dog first came aboard had less to do with the captain’s preferences than with the drunken enterprise of some Roberts sailors on shore leave. The small black mutt was found on the dock, smuggled aboard, and hidden someplace where officers seldom went. Before too long, in a fit of candor, one of the sailors went to Captain Copeland and asked permission to keep the dog on the ship.

Copeland and Gurnett took the dog into the wardroom, sat down over coffee and cigarettes, and decided that greater expertise than theirs was required if the dog was to be made a crew member in good standing. It was well after midnight, but they summoned Doc Erwin.

The sleep-ruffled physician arrived as ordered, standing on the cold floor of the wardroom in slippers, a skivvy shirt, and cotton khaki trousers. As the doctor rubbed his eyes, Copeland said, “We have a new recruit on board, and I want you to give him a physical and make out a health record for him so that we can properly take him up in the ship’s company.” Erwin stared at him. Had he really been called at three A.M. to perform a routine physical exam on a new crew member?

Gurnett brought Erwin some coffee. “Come on, Doc, sit down,” he said. The physician looked around for his patient. Copeland gestured beneath the large table. Erwin looked down at his feet, saw the puppy, and erupted in anger. He told the captain what he thought of his and the first lieutenant’s little joke. On the verge of stomping off to his bunk, he was stopped in his tracks when Copeland said, “Oh, this dog is going to be the ship’s mascot, and everything has to be just so.” Grudgingly, the doctor pulled out his stethoscope and got to work.

His skipper was impressed. “He really gave the puppy a thorough going-over. He took the stethoscope and checked the dog’s heart and lungs, and he got the blood pressure thing out and wrapped him up. I don’t think he had any more idea how to take a dog’s blood pressure than I did. He made out a complete medical report on the puppy. He put on a good show for just the two of us, Gurnett and me. Then he sent for the chief yeoman. I think he was as put out as Dr. Erwin had been at being broken out of his bunk. However, he entered into the spirit of it too and made up a service record for the puppy. We forthwith named the mascot Sammy.”

Given the rating seaman second class, Sammy received a rapid promotion to petty officer during a tour of the boiler room initiated by an obliging fireman who found him peering down a hatch toward the black gang’s wonderland. The noise of the boilers threw the animal into a fit. As he relieved himself onto the hot steel deck, he earned his rating of water tender first class.

A sailor adept at tailoring, Sam Blue, took a kapok life jacket and, with a few cuts and stitches, fashioned a miniature life jacket for the dog. Sammy made a splash. Speculation flew in The Gismo, the ship newsletter, that he had a canine paramour in Tokyo and saw the DE-413 as his quickest way across the Pacific.

The teenagers and young men aboard the Samuel B. Roberts acquired a certain degree of affection for the mammals that touched their lives, both the one they had accidentally killed and the one they now saved. With their official mascot now on board, the boys joined by their dog, the ship’s journey to the Pacific was delayed no further.


Three

From Pearl Harbor, transferred from the Third to the Seventh Fleet, the Samuel B. Roberts escorted convoys to the naval base at Eniwetok, a huge coral atoll whose massive lagoon, a circular landscape of coral heads filled with white sand and bright blue water, was cut through with sleek gray warships. The Roberts made the Oahu-to-Eniwetok run twice before continuing south with a convoy toward Manus, at two degrees south latitude, in the Admiralty Islands, where part of the Philippines invasion force was gathering.

Getting there required that the Roberts cross the equator, an event that is of some significance in Navy tradition. When a ship crosses the equator, it is common for one with a significant complement of newcomers to hold a crossing-the-line ceremony. Apart from usual divisions of rating and rank, men aboard warships fall into two classifications: so-called “shellbacks” have crossed the equator before; “pollywogs” have not. The distinction is treated as important enough to push aside the meritocracy of rank that separates the men. A pollywog lieutenant is still merely a pollywog, and a shellback seaman a shellback.

On a ship full of reservists and new recruits like the Roberts, the pollywogs vastly outnumbered the shellbacks. Bob Roberts was the senior shellback. Only two other officers, Lt. Herbert W. (“Bill”)

Trowbridge and Lt. Lloyd Gurnett, had crossed the equator before. They were joined by twenty-five or thirty enlisted initiates of the “charmed circle,” as Bob Copeland called them. The rest of the officers and crew, nearly two hundred men, were pollywogs, Lt. Cdr. Robert Witcher Copeland among them.

Their initiation was as much theater as ceremony and as much hazing ritual as theater. In preparation, the shellbacks broke out old swabs, manila line, canvas, and bunting from the ship’s stores and fashioned costumes for King Neptune and his “royal family” to wear. The screen commander’s signalman, a man named Price, played Davy Jones, Neptune’s messenger. Bill Trowbridge, garbed in a long-tailed coat, a silk top hat, a golden wig, and a big white mustache, was the royal judge. To Copeland, he “looked like a country circuit judge of Abe Lincoln’s time.” A carpenter’s mate, Dari Schafer, “painted and powdered … until he actually looked pretty delicious,” was Neptune’s wife, dolled up in hula skirt and a brassiere. The royal dentist was there, and the royal barber too. But the best-of-show prize went to Tullio Serafini. The old chief radioman, all 240 pounds of him, made an ideal royal baby. He showed up wearing a big diaper fashioned from a mattress cover or a large sack and held with a big safety pin. Aside from that, he didn’t wear a stitch.

The initiation began when Davy Jones, dressed in a pirate suit made from black bunting, declared that the ship was about to enter the domain of Neptunus Rex and demanded that all shellbacks ensure that the pollywogs pay their due respects. Copeland had his yeoman pass a special order that all crewmen were to wear their undress whites, and officers to wear their dress whites.

It began with minor indignities. An officer who was particularly unpopular with the crew was forced, in the highest heat of the equatorial day, to sit on the steel deck over the sound hut, above the pilothouse, and don a complete suit of foul-weather clothing, which included multiple layers suitable for the arctic and a rubberized topcoat. Over it they strapped a kapok life jacket and perched a sou’wester hat on his head. As the officer baked from within, he stayed topside as ordered for an hour and a half, keeping the watch with a large pair of binoculars. Pollywog Copeland was sent forward to stand by the jack staff and keep a lookout on the horizon, using a portable foghorn as a long glass. He played along gamely, calling to the bridge a steady stream of lookout’s reports: seahorses drawing carriages, and all manner of other fanciful trappings of Neptune’s realm.

After the shellbacks lingered over steaks and a rich variety of side dishes, while the pollywogs watched and waited, the pollywogs were given beans, bread, water, and coffee. Then the initiates were ordered to hear the charges against them. The less memorable or colorful crewmen were accused of “being a pollywog.” Most, however, had additional charges to defend. When Bob Copeland’s turn came,


I found myself charged by King Neptune with the most heinous of crimes. I had killed a whale. A protected whale, of all things, served in Neptune’s royal hunting grounds for Neptune’s exclusive sport and game…. On the face of it I was guilty. The whale was certainly dead. My ship had killed it. And of course, as everyone knows, the captain is responsible for what the ship does, good or bad. It appeared that I was as guilty as Robin Hood for invading Sherwood Forest and shooting the bloody king’s deer.



Around eight P.M. all hands were ordered to stand down for the night. The following morning the initiation resumed. The crews aboard the five other ships in the convoy’s screen were holding their own crossing-the-line ceremonies. To ensure that at least a few of the ships had a full watch at any given time—this was, after all, wartime and Japanese submarines were about—the ships started their ceremonies thirty minutes apart.

On the Roberts the pollywogs were ordered to the fantail, stripped down to their shorts, and faced prosecution for their offenses. Fire hoses were turned on them—all warships had firefighting gear that would make most municipalities proud. Bob Copeland was duly soaked; then the royal devil, wielding a pitchfork whose copper tines were wired to a high-voltage, low-amp electricity source, stuck him a few times, delivering a bracing jolt. Ushered before the King, charged by Lieutenant Trowbridge, the royal judge, Copeland produced the soaked piece of paper containing a poem he had written in his defense. His alibi went, in part:


I hit the whale, that much is true
But I pray, my Lord, what could I do?
My ship was on a mission bound
When the royal whale did choose to sound.




My ship, it never had a chance.
Your whale came rushing like a lance,
Straight up at us from depths below
We were attacked by an unseen foe.




The whale we hit, death was his fate;
But not in malice, rage or hate.
No other course was left to me
So self defense is now my plea.



After considering the plea, the court handed down a verdict requiring the skipper to visit the royal dentist and the royal barber, kiss the royal baby, then run the royal gauntlet. By the time the captain, now a shellback, returned to his cabin to clean up, he had had his hair smeared with fuel oil paste and his mouth washed by a valve sprayer filled with diesel oil, vinegar, paprika, and other imponderable ingredients; he had planted a kiss on royal baby Serafini’s grease-loaded navel, and he had run the gauntlet, crawling through a fifteen-foot canvas ventilation tunnel filled with a two-day-old compost of eggshells, coffee grounds, potato peels, and other unmentionables, while shellbacks pounded him through the canvas with large wooden paddles.

Copeland cleaned up as best he could, then returned to the fantail in time to see the four mess stewards, Washington, First, Butler, and Lillard—the only black men on the ship—get theirs. “Those mess men were good fellows and they took the initiation in stride. If I ever had any race prejudice in me, the war knocked it out of me.” The system of segregation that kept the black sailors in the mess could not withstand the bonding effects of the crossing-the-line ceremony.

The only thing worse than participating in the ceremony was sitting it out. Watching his shipmates run the gauntlet, one crewman became squeamish and asked to quit. Lieutenant Roberts didn’t miss a beat: “We’ll dismiss him; he’s out of it.” Indeed, the ceremony was purely voluntary. This sailor was free to go. About two hours later, once it sank in that he was now the only pollywog aboard the ship, he returned and begged to be “given the works.”

According to Copeland, “I suppose we were mean, but we wouldn’t let him have it…. He had had his chance and he flubbed the dub. I still can’t help but feel sorry for the poor boy. I know what he missed. He really missed the feeling of something you can’t put into words, a feeling of belonging.”

*      *     *

COPELAND’S CREW BELONGED. There was no more practical preparation for war than the fraternal coming together of the young men who gave the Samuel B. Roberts life. At Manus, the ship itself found new associations too. On October 12, after Bob Copeland and the other skippers had been briefed on the planning for Operation King Musketeer II, as the Philippines invasion was known, the destroyer escort joined her cousins in the Seventh Fleet: the old battleships of Admiral Oldendorf’s Task Group 77.2, the escort carriers of Task Group 77.4, and most of the other tin cans that would join her under the call sign Taffy 3 for the long journey to Leyte.
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Sorensen, James F. EM3

+ Squadron rec

ion officer, reported for
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436 \ Men of Task Unit 77.4.3

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Clark, Kenneth P. F1Haltom, William E. GM2
Coleman, Donald A. GM3 Hanke, Kenneth E. F1
Conway, Jack T. QM3 Harrison, Edward N. EM3
Cooper, James W. FC3 Haskell, Charles O. Fi
Cote, Real J. F1 Hartan, Joseph E. 52
Cowart, Lee S1 Haubrich, Edward U. st
Cramer, Robert C. QM2 Havanas, George W., Sr. s2
Cribbs, Ernest B. GM3 Helfer, Johnnic A. ML2
Critz, Fielden W. WT3 Heriford, Glenn E. B
Dale, Fritz E. F2 Hers, Eugene L. RM2
Delong, Ralph W. SCLHill, John E. SKI1
Deutsch, Walter P. LT Hirshell, John E., Jr. st
Dittrich, Charles J. S1 Hodges, Grant M. WT1
Dixon, Joel H. SM3 Hofmann, Walter N. FC1
Dobrowolski, Edward E. S2 Hol, Clifford D. RdM3
Dotson, Joseph C. RAM3 Hongola, Stanley G. ™3
Duke, Clarence C. 2 Honnold, Harry E. Fi
Dykes, Dennis W., Ji. WT3 Horne, Robert P. CRM
Dzinbak, Richard P. S1 Huber, Vernon K. ¥3
Eaton, Iris W. S1 Hucbscher, Otto F. MM3
Edminster, Earl E. SoM3 Jaeger, Harry A. Fi
Elliott, George L. S1 Jiminez, Luis BKR2
Ellis, William N. WT3 Kawalee, Frank WT2
Evans, Ernest E. CDR Kelley, Robert C. ™
Farris, Harold D. S1 Killgard, Earl E. st
Felix, Alfredo R. CK2 Kilpatrick, Charles H. ENS
Finley, Billy G. S1 Klemm, Philip M., Jr.

Fitzwater, Hurley WT2 Langford, Orbi

Fleming, George H. S1 Lasure, Samuel A, Jr.

Fortney, Samuel O., Ji. SC3 Legay, Percy H., Jr.

Fox, Gordon W. ENS Lewis, George T, III

George, Robert C. RAM3  Libby, Luther R.

Gillette, Leigh EM3 Little, Harlan A.

Gillis, Frank G. TM2 Lucero, Lee J.

Gosslin, Duane J. S Lytton, Verle J.

Gougeon, Roger P. MM2 Massari, Joseph E.

Grahek, Edward J. SK3 Merritt, John A.

Cri: Tassos & SeM1 Mirsky, Solomon.
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Men of Task Unit 77.4.3 /435

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Sudlow, Glen G. 2 Watrobski, Chester J. WT1
Taylor, William E. WT2 Weidman, Arthur W. MM2
Terpstra, Robert D. S Welch, Eugene GM3
Thompson, Robert L StM2 - Wells, William A. EM2
Thorlaksen, Arthur M. SC2 Wesemann, Kenneth R. QM2
Thornbery, William R. FC2 West, Billy E. Fi
Thorp, Jack L. 2 Westerberg, Gordon G, MM3
Tolford, Harry C. LTJG White, Edward B. 52
Topham, Stanley R. RAM2 Wickstrom, Gustof A. WT3
Ulmanek, Donald S. QM3 Wilburn, Ralph O. st
Wachter, Marvin C. MM2  Wilson, Marion E. BM2
Walden, . Lee SI Wright, William V. st
Wallace, William R. PhM1  Zaverack, Nelson S2
Warren, David L. s2 s1
USS JOHNSTON (DD-557)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Adams, Warren G. F1 Brooks, Francis L. S2
Adcock, Henry K. ‘TM3  Broom, Ralph W. S2
Akey, Samuel J. COX Brown, Arthur D. 52
Alamanza, Eulalio J. 2 Brown, Elbert L. s2
Andrada, Jack 2 Browne, Robert T, M.D. LT ]G
Andiill, Edward L. $2 Bruce, Charles A. CPhM
Arabic, Jasper $2 Buchanan, Roy E. RM3
Austin, Orion W, S1 Burgess, William MM1
Barber, Ursel MM2 Burnett, William G. RM3
Bayich, Joseph J. S Butler, Justin J. SFI
Bayless, Merrill J. WT1 Cagle, Terry D. RdM3
Bechdel, John K. LTJG Cannon, Abhrum H. RAM3
Benjamin, Richard P. TM3  Cannon, Vance H.

Bergman, Reynold M. S1 Carden, Clarence

Bochm, Fred W. COX  Carroll, Alvie R.

Borneman, Howard C. EM2 Castro, Salvatore

Bowman, George M. GM2 Centola, Victor L.

Boyer, Hubert F. COX Charles, Virgil W.

Brodie, George S. EM2 Clark, Jerry L.
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Name Rank/Rate Name Rank/Rate
Mogensen, Darrell E. TM2 Ruckle, Ben T. S1
Moran, Jesse W. S1 Salzsieder, Chester R. MMI
Morris, Theophilus D. S1 Sanders, William R. LT JG
Mullens, James E. F1 Saniilli, Ray T. RAM2
Mullens, John D. S1 Schmierer, Ervin T. Fi
Mullins, Albert, Jr. S1 Senart, Aloys . s1
Munor, Alfred S1 Seronick, Morris H. st
Mushinski, Frank . CMM  Shannon, Leonard C. MM2
Nason, Earle A., Jr. LTJG Shaw,J.T. MM2
Nolen, Wyley P. 2 Sheppard, Joe E. 51
Oberg, Gordon F. RAM3  Shine, Jesse L. FC3
Odegaard, Wallace E. S1 Shope, Rodney D. WT3
O’Hearn, William F: GM2 Simpson, Robert W. RM3
Olson, Robert H. 1 Smih, Lionell E. 52
Orr, John W. Smith, Waltes F2
Ostern, Hans E. Snow, Johnnie M. SeM
Palmer, Clifford E. Spannare, Charles D. SoM3
Palmer, William Spitzberg, Samuel s1
Panawash, Willard R. S1 Stallings, Cecil s1
Patten, Ray MM2  Stamper, David R. S2
Peak, Randolph M. E2 Stanislaus, James s1
Peroney, Humbert L., Jr.  BM2 Stashinsky, Joseph 52
Peterson, Dean W. F1 Steuber, Lawrence H. 52
Phillips, Floyd T. FC2 Stewart, Lee C. s1
Pittman, Ernest $2 Stillwagon, Douglas E. 52
Plasters, Everetc C. $2 Stimbert, John W. 52
Plumb, John H. LCDR  Stone, John W. 52
Pocias, Edward W, Sr. $2 Stone, Paul E. S2
Pollat, Lavern A. H Storost, R . S1
Price, Lloyd R. S1 Story, Curtis E. 52
Price, Richard H. RM2 Stover, Warren H. 52
Pugh, Coy D. GM2 Strang, Charles L. 52
Quinn, John P. PhM3 Strayer, Howard T. 52
Quintero, Lee F1 Steuter, Louis W. L1
Reiling, Earl L. RM2 Stubbs, Jack W. 52
Richardson, John W. $2 Stubbs, Kenneth G. S2
Rickards, Clifford M. F1 Stulz, Richard N. 2
Roberts, Percy T. SK3 Sturrock, Spurgeon S. $2
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Name

Name

Nank/Rate

Gorman, James .
Gray, Lawrence G.
Griggs, Bennic G.
Grohman, Alois E.
Gross, Willie M.
Grumbine, Roy J.
Gurley, Thomas R.
Haight, Donald H.
Hallgren, Lloyd A.
Harper, Oswald H., Jr.
Hayse, Harold T.
Hendricks, Marion L.
Hines, George W.
Holcomb, George E.
Holder, Dowell B.
Holmberg, John L.
Hopkins, Thaine L.
Horman, Paul J.

ak, Andrew J.
Hudak, John T, Jr.
Huddleston, Thomas L.
Hudson, Francis G.
Huelsman, Raymond L.
Huffman, Malcolm H.
Humphrey, Derryl L.
Hutchison, Virgil E.
Ingram, William, Jr.
Jackie, Gus T.

James, Ausbin
Johnson, Charles R.
Johnson, Ernest L.
Jones, Herman H.

Jung, Cletus
Kadlubiak, Edmund C.
Kanzleiter, Merrill
Kedersha, Albert G.
Kennedy, Thomas M.
Kerben. Robert E.

s
W3
SM2
RdM3
SoM3
§2

B3

P2
T™2
WT3
RdM2
MM3
WO
COX
st

s
MM1
st

st

s2
MM1
MM3
MM2
F2
MM
s2

S1

Killough, Gilbert C.
Kimball, Joe W.
Kingman, Carroll C.
Klein, Stuart A.
Kochler, Robert A.
Krupp, James H.
Kumpunen, Otto E., Jr.
Lack, John D.

Lake, Ronda, Jr.
Landers, Rexford Q.
Landrum, Donald R.
Landsperger, James C.
Laney, James B.
Lattanzi, Querino L.
Lavin, Thomas F.
Lawrence, James O.
Lewis, John B.

Lewis, Lloyd S.
Lindsey, J. R.

Lohman, Allen E.
Lyons, Felix ., Jr.
Maddos, Cecil
Madely, Lawrence A.
Mahaney, James F.
Malory, John R.
Martin, Marvin E.
Maslowski, Henry A.
Mayes, Robert E.
McCarty, Ollie J.
McClure, Jack W.
McDaniel, Leland S., Jr.
McGovern, Donald J.
McGraw, Jimmy L.
Melntyre, Raymond K.
MeMillon, Isaac B.
Mears, Allen G.
Mendoza, Jess
Minard, Jimmie

FC3
MMI
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USS HOEL (DD-533)

Name Rank/Rate_Name. Rank/Rate
Addington, Norman E., Jr. ~ FC3 Childers, Samuel A. WT3
Akerman, Phillip A. S Compomizzo, Marvin L. s1
Allen, Charles T. Cook, Norman G. GM2
Allen, Zollie E. Cowgill, Donald E. ¥2
Amspoker, Walter H. Croddy, John J. FC3
Anderson, Carl V. Cruickshank, James SoM2
Austin, Milton H. Custer, George H. SoM2
Baker, Marion W, Dalton, Virgle R. T™3
Bales, Paul E. Darcy, Edward J. ™
Barclay, Warren J. Daugherty, Lester R. Fi
Barnhart, Chester A. Daum, Dallas A. 51
Basey, John S. Desarro, Frank P FI
Bastanchury, Jean A. Dilello, Marcellino FCl
Belvin, James J. Doubrava, Herbert J. QM2
Bence, Raymon J. Doyle, Robert J. s1
Berry, James D. Drager, Ervin O. GM3
Bicniewicz, Frank J. Driscoll, George C. CT™
Bradfield, William B. Eastland, Van L., Jr. EMI
Brannan, Thomas A. Erickson, Carl E. 52
Branstetter, William C. GM3  Everhart, Charles A. RAM3
Braseth, George L. LTJG Faass, Irvin L. s1
Brett, George H. BMI Falkner, Ralph W. s1
Brillon, Alcide E. MM3 Felton, Lewis D. s1
Brousseau, George S1 Fenerty, Thomas F. s1
Brousseau, Herbert D. $2 Fisher, George J. 51
Brown, Anderson E, Jr. 2 Forell, Cyrus M. LT
Brown, Gordon N. S1 Frey, John H. WT3
Burke, John P. FC2 Frey, Melvin G. 51
Burleson, George E. S1 Frommeyer, John H. ™3
Burns, John L. S1 Fry, Clifford E. s1

anan, Howard ., Jr. - ENS  Fulkerson, Wallace J. WT1

V. EM3  Fulton, Charles M. CCs
Calvert, Lu‘hu H. RM3  Gaffney, Charles J. COX
arlock, Ralph J. SC2 Gaisford, John M. 2
Chapman, Eugene R. WT3 Gilles, John L. st

Chelakis, Forrest F. EM3 Goggin, John P. CBM
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COMPOSITE SQUADRON 65 (VC-65, USS ST. LO)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Armstrong, James W, ARM2 Peterson, Clarence H.  AMM2
Aycock, Elmer O. AMMI Riley, Joseph T. L1
Bristol, Frank G. ARM2 Schell, Artemus J. ~ CAPT, Army
Cole, George H. ACMM  Shepler, Jack L. AMM2
Crittenden, Arthur G. 2 Short, Millage L. ACOM
Davis, Larry L. StMI Taber, Victor C. AMM3
Heinrich, William, J.  AOM3  Taylor, Robert P. AMM2
Jones, Ralph M. LCDR Welch, Roy B. AMM3
McClary, Charles A. AMM3  Wrinch, Robert W. LTJG
Moore, Mason H. s1
USS WHITE PLAINS (CVE-66)
Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate

¥, Gale AMMS3  Lancaster, James M. AMM3
Johnson, Meredith B. PhoM1  Wilson, Bi 52
COMPOSITE SQUADRON 4 (VC-4, USS WHITE PLAINS)
Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Albright, Roger R. AMMS3 Reams, Clyde F. ENS
Carson, Harold H. LTJG Richardson, Clifford C.  AOM3
Conners, James R., Jr. ENS Stewart, Leonard L. ENS
Dyer, Lance C. ENS Wood, Karl M. ARM3
Evins, Robert C. LCDR
USS KALININ BAY (CVE-68)
Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Choin, Robert E. RAM2 Moran, Charles R. RM2
Demetrescu, Aur S1 Wilson, Charles A. RT1

Gunter, Berchard K. RM2
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Name Rank/Rate

Name Rank/Rate
Gourley, S2
Greaves, Wil ACM
Groth, Gordon 2
Hancock, Stanley T. B3
Harmon, Clayton H. 5C3
Harris, Thomas W. $2
Hayes, John S. s1
Heath, James M. SeM1
Hemmerling, Leonard R. PRI
Holmes, William A. MM1
Horn, Eugene K. AMM1
Jett, Melvin S. SE3
Johnston, Lawrence C. LT JG
Jones, Thomas L. 2
Kelly, Thomas A LT
Krause, Walter P. si
Lawler, Orville E. CGM
Leonhardt, Eugene C. F1
Lewandowski, Edmund P, S1
Lind, Farris R. AMM3
Lovelady, Obed L. s1
Lyle, Robert P AEM2
Mallory, Charles H. LTJG
Mann, Maybern C. wT1
M: Fred L. F2
McGee, John R. s1
McKenna, Francis X. F1
McMakin, William C. WT1
McMillon, Ben 52
Mendenhall, Gordon C. SF3
Muche, William V. W.E. EM3
Nelson. Albert L. AOM1

Olah, Alex S.

Palmer, John A.
Pasamonte, Norberto
Pinion, John O., Jr.
Radke, Edward E.
Rathgeb, Roberc L.
Rawdon, Glenn D.
Reed, Homer H.
Refco, Emil
Robinson, Pedro F1
Rosenbaum, Merrill K. CEM
Rozmarynowski, Arthur A, EM3

AOM3
LT
CCK
EM3
AMM3
2

Fl

SF2
AOM3

Schmid, Stanley L. cox
Silverstein, Leon 51
Simms, Warren C. F2
Skotzke, Frank R. s1
Sonnier, Ulysses AMM?2
Staples, Clinton V. MM3
Stecle, Lynn E. AMM2
Sullivan, Calvin C. s1
‘Thornton, Brown M., Jr.  AMM2
Tobin, Harry R. 5C3
Upchurch, Thomas M. F2
Weiss, Lester H. MM1
Welch, Grant D. S2
‘Wenthe, Claude L. MM3
West, Bryce L. 52
Wojciechowski, Joseph W, $2
Wonacott, Porter L. Fi
Woolman, Alan D. LT JG
York, Max L. QM3
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Name

Rank/Rate

Name Rank/Rate

Natter, Charles W. SM3 Spears, Melvin L. F1
Newmiller, John J. $2 Stansberey, Gilbert J. $2
O’Connor, Dudley B, Jr. ~ WT2  Staubach, Charles CEM
Oliver, Clarence E. MM3 Stovall, William E. S2
Otlowski, Joseph $2 Stehle, Fred A. sCl
Osborne, Jerry G. WT1 Sullivan, John J., Jr. EM3
Paone, John . $2 Thurmond, Willard A. st
Pierson, Hilan R. CMM Trowbridge, Herbert W. L1
enbauer, Leopold R, ENS Ulickas, George P. MM2
Ross, Charles A. $2 Wagner, Eugene Fl
Rozzelle, John T. $1 Wallace, Percy H. s1
Saylor, Arthur E., Jr. F1 Weaver, James K. EM2
chafer, Darl H. CM2 Wetherald, Thomas R. MMI
Scort, Harold K. S1 Wethingron, Cloy W. MM2
Serafini, Tullio J. CRM Wilson, Charles J. $2
Shaffer, Russell W. 52 Zaleski, Frank M. $2
Smith, Charles N. CMM  Zunac, John R. F1
USS ST. LO (CVE-63)
Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Ancona, Anthony $1 Cameron, Bruce 52
Armstrong, Marvin M. F1 Cragin, Marleau J. PhoM1
Arnoldy, Theodore F. $2 Daily, Joe . WT2
Banks, Herman W. EM2 Deere, Troy O. ™2
Barber, Milton M. F2 Dexter, Warren E. CEM
Bartlett, Willie E. LT3 Doers Paul J. s2
Baucom, John B. 52 Donor, Joseph J. CTM
Bettinger, William A F2 Durrance, William S2
Blair, Ernie B. 82 Eppler, Chris G. S1
Blair, Roland F. CMM _ Estle, Robert C. GM3
Brower, William A. S Faulkenberry, Mack A. LT ]G
Brown, Warren W. F1 Fox, Louis W. LT
Bruce, Robert W. MM2 Garay, John AMMS3
CK2 Gargis, Dalton CMM
82 Glazer, Albert AMM2
Buschur. Paul A. $2 Glover, James G.. Ir. E2
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The Last Stand
of the Tin Can Sailors

James D. Hornfischer
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THE BATTLE OFF SAMAR, OCTOBER 25, 1944
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The Extraordinary World War I Story
of the LS. Navy’s Finest Hour
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USS> HEERMANN (DD-532)

Name Rank/Rate_Name. Rank/Rate

Doan, Howard F. QM3 Rousum, Althon MM2
Evanowski, Thomas P. SoM2 Warren. Chester E. RM2
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KEY

OFFICERS RANKS

e i grade)
DR it Clrmmties
CDR—Commander

CAPT—Captain
RADM—Rear A

ENLISTED RATINGS

Numerals indicate a 1st, 20d, or 3rd

class rating, A “C" denotes a chif, ..

MM for Chief Machinists Mate or
ACM for Aviation Chief Meralsmith.

jation Electrician's Mate
AM—Aviation Metalsmith
AMM—Aviarion Machinist's Mate
AOM—Aviation Ordnanceman
AR hihip Rigge

tion Radioman
ARTvaron Redt Tehrician
B—Boilermaker
BRR—Baker
BM—Boatswain's Mate
CK—Cook.
CM—Carpenter's Mate

COX—Coxswa
EVi— Hlecrician's Mate

HA—Hospical Apprentice

M—Metalsmith
MaM—Vailman
ML—Molder

MM —Machinists Mate
MoMM—Motor Machinist's Mate
PhM—Pharmacists Mate
PhoM—Photographer’s Mate:
PR Parachure Rigger
QV—Quartermaster
RaV—Radarman
RM—Radioman

RT—Radio Technician
S—Scaman

SCShip's Cook
SF—Shipftter

SK—Storckeeper
SM—Signalman

SoM—Sonarman (or Soundman)
SeM—Steveard’s Mate

TN Torpedoman's Mate
WO—Warran Officer
WT—Water Tender

¥ (or YN)—Yeoman
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The Navy Cross
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THE LAST STAND
of the
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Name Rank/Rate

Name

Rank/Rate

Marshall, Walter . SC3 Shipley, Roger E.

Martin, Leonard G, SC1 Short, Edward B. s1
Mayes, Morrison W. S1 Shriver, Warren F. FI
McDonough, Thom: GM3 Sicherman, Burton H. PhM2
McLaughlin, Henry A. $2 Skaggs, Ralph L. SK2
Miller, George PhoM2  Smehyl, Charles MoMM1
Mudd, Raymond L. S1 Smith, Ernest . 2
Muntz, Eugene WT2 Smith, William P2
Murray, Eugene T. S1 Smurda, John R. AMM
Naslund, Lage T. F1 Stone, Harold R. Ml
Parmantje, John J. S1 Stoner, Lyle T. SK3
Pilgrim, Edward F. CWT Straiton, James L. F1
Pittman, Everctt EM2 Surdy, Billy G. 52
Pribisko, Mike J. FI Tellier, Leslie W. MM2
Prokop, Edward ] AMM3 Thomas, Harrell A. 5C3
Pruitt, Forest W. BM1 Treece, Otis A. 52
Rawlings, Cecil A. S1 Wall, Theodore S2
Raymond, Ralph N. BM2  Weiss, Freddie E. AOM2
Reynolds, Homer R. $2 White, Edgar S2
Richardson, Hubert L. StM1 Whitted, Raymond C. AOM3
Rizzo, Charles V. SC3  Wilder, Paul WT1
Ruffin, Reginald F. SC3 Williams, Junior R. 52
Sabovik, John D. AMMS3 Worland, Manuel E. s1
Schniederjans, Daniel J. 2

COMPOSITE SQUADRON 10 (VC-10, USS GAMBIER BAY)
Name Rank/Rate_Name. Rank/Rate
Bell, Vereen M. LT Mentlick, William E. ART1
Dahlen, Walter A. LTJG Phipps, John S. ENS
Gallagher, William LTJG Saint, George M. ARM2
Gardner, Rudolph S ARMS3 Stewart, Wayne H. LCDR

Holly, Leonard AMM3
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USS GAMBIER BAY (CVE-73)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Allen, Robin E. PhM2 Foran, Harvey L. PTR2
Alm, Frederick E. S2 Forsythe, John A. Fi
Altiman, Charles M. $2 Franklin, Edmond T. WT2
Arpin, Louis W. S Geppelt, Robert G. CRM
Averill, Donald E. $1 Gibson, Maurice D. S1
Bailey, Rollie D. $2 Gilman, Clinton S1
Barnett, Mearl L. 2 Gray, Frank W, s1
Barrett, Marshall $2 Hanna, John M. s1
Berdahl, Alfred R. MM2 Harrell, Rossie SeM1
Berning, Leslic E. $2 Hartsoc, James L. MM3
Berry, John M. MM3 Hatheway, Ivan E. AOM3
Bishop, Floyd S2 Henderson, James D. 5C2
Blake, Glenn E. MM3  Henry, Wilfred RM3
Bowers, John W., Jr. SF3 Herterstein, Arthur E. 52
Brown, Kenneth V. §1 Holland, James L. s1
Brown, McLain R. FC3 Holt, Leo W. EM2
Brown, Scott $2 Hooks, Carson L. cox
Buderus, William H. LT Horn, William D. Fi
Buford, John D., Jr. CWO Jackson, John M. SeM1
Buttry, Robert H. HAIL Jarrell, Harvey, Ji. 52
Cambra, Edward $1 Johns, Orco J., Jr.

Case, Leonard P. RM2  Johnson, William Sem1
Choate, Edward A. COX Jordan, Robert L. MM2
Christensen, Julius K. $2 Kalbe, Walter H. CMM
Cole, Norman L. $2 Kamars, Mike T. ¥l
Conklin, John L. S1 Keenan, John F. s1
Cowles, Marion D. MMS3 Kimball, Sidney C. LT
Crawford, George A. ACMM Kirk, Bob S2
Crawford, William E. $2 Klotkowski, Henry S. $2
Davis, . C. StM1 Knight, Robere W, SK2
Deery, Robert J. 2 Kozlowski, George J. s2
Devine, Harold P WT3 Larkin, Joscph B. AOM2
Edmondson, Joseph C. LT ]G Laurn, Alvin E. WTI
Faust, Anthony RM3 Le Maire, John R. 52
Finch, George G. CWO Lewis, Angelo P. 52
Fish. Joe S. SK2 Lucchesi. Louis L. $2
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COMPOSITE SQUADRON 3 (VC-3, USS KALININ BAY)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Brown, Robert T. LT Henderson, Raymond W. AMM3
Burton, Leland S. ARM3 Hopfner, Paul ENS
Capano, Patsy LT Mooney, Pierce D. L1
Carlson, Kenneth V. ARM3 Simpson, William E. LT
Galloway, Gordon . AMM3 Stein, John H. ARM2
Gordon, Malcolm J. ARM2 Yarashes, Vincent ENS
USS FANSHAW BAY (CVE-70)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Ratc
Doenges, Gerald G. YN2 Nester, Howard W, J.  LCDR
Ledford, Charles A. S1 Thrasher, Edward G. AMM2

COMPOSITE SQUADRON 68 (VC-68, USS FANSHAW BAY)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate
Kostyal, Phillip L. ENS Peterson, Leonard D. LT
USS KITKUN BAY (CVE-71)

Name Rank/Rate_Name Rank/Rate

Hatfield, Graham C. AMM2

COMPOSITE SQUADRON 5 (VC-5, USS KITKUN BAY)

Name Rank/Rate_Name. Rank/Rate
Latimier, William $. ARM3  Orutt, Frank L. AOM2
Lucas, James ENS Pollard, Aller ENS





OEBPS/images/Horn_9780307487308_epub_L01_r1.jpg





