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This book is dedicated to the men and women who served aboard the USS Lexington (CV-16), a ship that symbolized courage, innovation, and unwavering commitment to duty for nearly five decades. From the scorching battles of the Pacific in World War II to her long years of service as a training carrier, the Lexington was more than just an aircraft carrier—she was a home, a symbol of American resolve, and a lifeline to countless naval aviators whose first carrier landings were on her deck.

To the sailors, airmen, mechanics, gunners, cooks, engineers, and every individual who walked her decks, we owe a profound debt of gratitude. It was their sacrifice, skill, and perseverance that brought this mighty vessel to life and kept her in service through the most turbulent times in modern history. Many endured danger, discomfort, and separation from loved ones to ensure that the Lexington fulfilled every mission she was called upon to perform. Their legacy lives on in the steel of the ship, in the roar of the engines that once powered her across the seas, and in the stories that continue to be shared by those who served aboard her.

To the "Lady Lex," known as "The Blue Ghost" by both friend and foe, your name became legendary not just because of your power or longevity, but because of the spirit you carried. Hit multiple times in battle, mistakenly reported sunk by enemy propaganda, you always returned—ready to fight again. Your resilience inspired generations. Your flight deck trained thousands of pilots, and your very presence extended American strength and stability across the globe.

And finally, this book is also dedicated to those who keep the Lexington’s story alive today—curators, veterans, volunteers, and visitors of the USS Lexington Museum on the Bay in Corpus Christi, Texas. Through your work, the ship’s legacy endures and continues to inspire future generations to understand and appreciate the cost of freedom, the importance of service, and the marvel of naval innovation.

May this book serve as a lasting tribute to the Lexington and all who made her great. Your service is not forgotten. Your legacy is not lost. The Lexington sails on—in memory, in history, and in the hearts of those who know her story. 
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The History and Capabilities of the USS Lexington (CV-16)

The USS Lexington (CV-16), affectionately known as “The Blue Ghost,” is one of the most iconic aircraft carriers in United States naval history. As the fifth U.S. Navy ship to bear the name “Lexington,” she was originally intended to be named Cabot, but after the loss of the USS Lexington (CV-2) during the Battle of the Coral Sea in May 1942, her name was changed before launch. The new Lexington would go on to serve with distinction throughout World War II and well into the Cold War, becoming a symbol of American naval power and endurance.

Design and Construction

The USS Lexington was an Essex-class aircraft carrier, a class that became the backbone of the U.S. Navy's fast carrier force during World War II. She was laid down on July 15, 1941, at the Fore River Shipyard in Quincy, Massachusetts, and launched on September 23, 1942. Commissioned on February 17, 1943, under the command of Captain Felix B. Stump, Lexington was the second Essex-class carrier to enter service.

With a standard displacement of around 27,100 tons and a full-load displacement approaching 36,000 tons, the Lexington was a formidable warship. Her dimensions were equally impressive: 872 feet in length, 147 feet in beam, and a draft of 28 feet. She was powered by eight boilers feeding four steam turbines, delivering 150,000 shaft horsepower to four propellers, giving her a top speed of over 33 knots.

Armament and Air Wing

During World War II, the Lexington's primary offensive capability came from her air wing, typically consisting of around 90 aircraft, including F6F Hellcat fighters, SB2C Helldiver dive bombers, and TBF Avenger torpedo bombers. These aircraft allowed her to perform a wide array of missions including fleet air defense, ground attack, anti-ship strikes, and reconnaissance.

Her defensive armament evolved throughout the war. Initially, she was equipped with:

12 × 5-inch (127 mm)/38 caliber dual-purpose guns,

40 × 40 mm Bofors anti-aircraft guns,

46 × 20 mm Oerlikon cannons.

These weapons were vital in fending off the intense Japanese kamikaze attacks that became a major threat later in the war.

Combat Service in World War II

Lexington entered the Pacific Theater in August 1943 and became a critical asset in several major operations. Her first major action occurred during the Gilbert and Marshall Islands campaign. She participated in the raids on Tarawa and Kwajalein and later provided air support during the capture of the Marshall Islands.

One of her most notable early actions was the raid on Rabaul in November 1943, a major Japanese base in the Solomon Islands. Lexington’s aircraft were instrumental in disabling enemy cruisers and other warships, softening Japanese resistance.

In 1944, Lexington took part in the Battle of the Philippine Sea—famously known as the “Great Marianas Turkey Shoot”—where her air group helped decimate Japanese naval air power. Later that year, she supported the invasion of the Philippines and played a vital role in the Battle of Leyte Gulf, launching strikes against Japanese ships, airfields, and support infrastructure.

Despite being hit by torpedoes and bombs in several attacks, Lexington was quickly repaired and returned to service, leading to her nickname “The Blue Ghost.” Japanese radio had claimed her sunk multiple times, only for her to reappear in battle. This resilience became a hallmark of the carrier and a symbol of American perseverance.

By the end of World War II, Lexington had earned 11 battle stars and her aircraft had destroyed over 1,000 enemy planes.

Post-War Service and Modernization

Following Japan's surrender in 1945, Lexington remained active, participating in Operation Magic Carpet, which brought American servicemen home from the Pacific. She was decommissioned in 1947 but was later modernized and recommissioned in 1955 as an attack carrier (CVA-16). As part of the Cold War naval force, she was retrofitted with an angled flight deck, steam catapults, and a reinforced arresting gear system, allowing her to accommodate jet aircraft.

Her postwar career transitioned again in 1962 when she was redesignated as a training carrier (CVT-16), assigned to train naval aviators. For the next 30 years, Lexington operated primarily out of Pensacola, Florida, where generations of Navy and Marine Corps pilots earned their wings.

Her training mission included carrier qualifications for student pilots, and she was famous for her dependability. Known as the “Lady Lex,” she was the last U.S. Navy carrier to operate with a wooden flight deck.
Capabilities in the Jet Age

By the time of her final years of service, Lexington had evolved significantly. Her ability to launch and recover jet aircraft such as the T-2 Buckeye and TA-4 Skyhawk made her an invaluable training platform. Although she was no longer combat-ready by Cold War standards, her contribution to readiness through training cannot be overstated.

She also served as a public relations and goodwill ambassador for the Navy, frequently opening her decks to the public during port visits.

Final Decommissioning and Museum Ship

After nearly 50 years of service, the USS Lexington was decommissioned on November 8, 1991. At the time of her retirement, she was the oldest working aircraft carrier in the world. Soon after, the city of Corpus Christi, Texas, successfully lobbied to bring her to the Texas Gulf Coast as a museum.

Today, the USS Lexington Museum on the Bay continues to honor her legacy. The ship is open to visitors year-round and features flight simulators, restored aircraft, historic exhibits, and educational programs for students and veterans alike. The ship’s preservation allows new generations to learn about naval aviation, life aboard a carrier, and the sacrifices made by those who served aboard her.

Legacy

The USS Lexington CV-16 stands as a testament to American naval innovation, resilience, and service. From the fierce battles of the Pacific in World War II to decades of pilot training during the Cold War, the "Blue Ghost" exemplified versatility and commitment. She holds a special place in naval history as a carrier that not only survived multiple near-fatal hits but returned to battle again and again. More than just steel and machinery, she was a floating city, a launchpad of freedom, and a guardian of peace.

As a museum ship, the Lexington continues to educate and inspire. Her story is one of transformation and endurance, reflecting the evolving mission of the U.S. Navy across the 20th century. Whether flying Hellcats or jet trainers, the USS Lexington fulfilled every mission assigned to her with distinction—cementing her legacy as one of the most storied ships in U.S. naval history. 
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September 26, 1942. USS Lexington launching ceremony.
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June 1943. A pilot warms up SB2C before takeoff from the USS Lexington (CV-16) during military action.
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November 1943. F6Fs Return to USS Lexington (CVA-16) after engagement with enemy in South Pacific. Photographer unknown.
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November 1943. Activities on USS Lexington (CVA-16) during Marshall and Gilbert Island Operation. LSD, Lt. Bud Deering, USN, bring in plane as Lt. Butler, USN, assistant LDS, looks on. Photographer unknown.
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1943. USS Lexington (CV-16) Photographed from USS Cowpens (CVL-25) During Raids in the Marshall and Gilbert Islands. Photographer unknown.
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1943. A USS Lexington aircraft roars by on the flight deck. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945 flight deck of the USS Lexington. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1944. USS Lexington underway. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. The USS Lexington with its carrier group. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. Flight deck crewmen scramble to repair a flat tire on an aircraft. Photographer unknown. 
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Circa 1944. A plane Captain gives instructions to USS Lexington crewmen. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. Officers and other personnel in the communications center. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. A naval officer relaxes during a lull of missions.  Photographer unknown.
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1945. A Navy officer yawns during a pre-mission briefing. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. USS Lexington crew members exercise on the ship’s flight deck. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. USS Lexington crewmen and officers in the Operation’s Center. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. Crewmembers take a break on the deck of the USS Lexington. Photographer unknown.
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Circa 1945. USS Lexington crewmembers pose for a photo. Photographer unknown. 
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A Douglas SBD Dauntless, a U.S. Navy dive bomber widely used during World War
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