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To Rose Marie and Cyril






In each ship there is one man who, in the hour of emergency or peril at sea, can turn to no other man. There is one who alone is ultimately responsible for the sage navigation, engineering performance, accurate gunfire, and morale of his ship. He is the Commanding Officer. He is the ship!

—JOSEPH CONRAD
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Introduction

The United States Submarine Force in World War II was known as the Silent Service because the heroic deeds of submariners were kept secret. This slender force, with only 1.6 percent of the total personnel of the U.S. Navy, sunk fully 55 percent of the 10 million tons of Japanese warships and merchantment accounted for by Allied sea and air armadas.

The price of this remarkable success was shatteringly high. Fifty-two boats were lost; 22 percent of submarine crewmen died in action. Their ships became their steel coffins. This was the highest fatality rate of any branch of the U.S. Armed Forces.

Seven submariners won the Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest decoration for valor. Thirty-seven submarines were awarded the elite Presidential Unit Citation; another thirtysix boats were recipients of the slightly lesser Navy Unit Commendation—by far the highest ratio of any class of warship.

To achieve this shining record, young submarine skippers overcame outdated peacetime tactics, weaknesses in command strategy, and defective weapons. The failure of U.S. torpedoes to function properly amounted to a secret wartime scandal, bordering on the criminal. Flawed torpedoes cost many submariners’ lives—and needlessly prolonged the war against Japan. Despite all adversity, the skippers left a valiant legacy to the captains of today’s huge, nuclear, ballistic boats: not since World War II has an American submarine fired a torpedo in combat. Only 465 officers commanded the U.S. submarines that went on 1,682 war patrols in World War II. Some failed. More succeeded. Many died.

Of the gallant conduct of this Nelsonian band of brothers, Captain Edward L. Beach, who was one of them, noted: “World War Two saw the last of the old species of naval warfare in which the fate of nations hung on the ability of a few fearless men to rise above the shocking disruption of mind, and terror of painful annihilation by drowning, suffocation, burning or scalding to do their duty in spite of it all.”

This is the story of Richard O’Kane, America’s undersea ace of aces, and a few fearless men, submariners all.




CHAPTER ONE
“Wahoo Is Expendable”

At the first, pale light on a January morning in 1943, Wahoo carved through the calm waters of the South Pacific with her crew at full alert. In the breaking, shimmering dawn, the sleek, matte-black American submarine strained on the surface at full speed, 18 knots, her powerful diesel engines leaving a boiling wake astern. Wahoo was approaching the Vitiaz Strait, a narrow waterway separating the Solomon Sea from the Bismarck Sea off the northeast coast of the big island of New Guinea. The strait was a maritime chokepoint, patrolled by Japanese aircraft and anti-submarine vessels from nearby New Britain Island—dangerous water for U.S. submarines.

Wahoo’s seventy-one crewmembers shared an edgy expectancy. They were embarked on a war patrol to seek out armed, enemy ships. They would be risking all. Thousands of miles from a friendly port, they would face the enemy alone. Defeat would mean death in their own iron coffin, in a nameless deep. They were heading into a no man’s sea, and Wahoo was fair game for foe, or even friend—patrol planes from Australia had a nasty habit of dropping bombs on American submarines. Normal doctrine called for Wahoo to dive beneath the surface at first light and proceed submerged. But the situation was not normal. Wahoo was holding to a breakneck pace to reach a Japanese-occupied harbor, and running on the surface would save precious hours.

Now, seven days out of the U.S. Submarine Base at Brisbane, Australia, Wahoo was several hours ahead of schedule heading for her patrol area around the Japanese-held Palau Islands east of the Philippines. En route to her assigned area, Wahoo had orders to make a slight detour, if possible, to reconnoiter the anchorage of Wewak on the north coast of New Guinea, captured by the Japanese in the conquest of the East Indies the year before. It was used by the Japanese as a staging area to support amphibious operations in the Solomon Islands chain. Thanks to her four powerful diesel engines Wahoo was able to maintain an 18-knot speed, almost 21 statute miles per hour. (A knot, a nautical mile per hour, is 1.15 statute miles an hour.) To fit in the requested reconnaissance, Wahoo was running at full speed on the surface despite the proximity of Japanese airfields. Submerged on batteries, her speed would have been reduced to 5 or 6 knots at best.

Though crewmembers were apprehensive, they were curiously confident. For Wahoo on her third war patrol was commanded by two officers whom they trusted, and whose leadership was soon to become famous throughout the U.S. Submarine Force. The sense of confidence was pointedly shared by the executive officer, Lieutenant Richard O’Kane, a handsome 31-year-old sailor with light-brown almost rusty hair, a strong jaw, firm set to his mouth, and an open face. Dick O’Kane was of medium height and in fine physical condition. A New England Yankee, O’Kane was energetic and outgoing, but sometimes sharp-tongued. His temperament was changeable, the crew thought. He could be voluble, or he could be quiet. The XO seemed by turns charming or curt, warm or irascible. But whatever his mood, he had a reputation as a hard-charger.

O’Kane put Wahoo into commission on June 15, 1942, as executive officer under then skipper, Commander Marvin Kennedy. O’Kane was delighted with the vessel’s name. U.S. fleet boats were named after marine life and a wahoo is a large, swift, game fish. But “Wahoo” sounded to O’Kane and the crew like the name of an Indian tribe. So her battle flag pictured an American Indian headdress.

Despite Wahoo’s early promise and well-trained crew, O’Kane, the number two, was frustrated at Captain Kennedy’s performance as skipper on the first two Pacific war patrols. He believed Kennedy was not aggressive enough, and failed to press attacks against choice enemy targets, including an aircraft carrier. Dick O’Kane decided he would not make a third war patrol under Marvin Kennedy. He would ask for a transfer off Wahoo.

O’Kane’s unstated feelings were shared by the enlisted men and other officers, and that mood translated into ragged morale among the crewmen, who were all volunteers prepared to risk their lives on patrol. Wahoo, with only one confirmed enemy ship sunk, had not made much of a record. Captain Kennedy may have had his excuses, but the crew did not want excuses. They wanted a good record. They wanted to sink enemy ships.

What buoyed the morale of Dick O’Kane and Wahoo’s men was the presence of a dynamic new skipper, Lieutenant Commander Dudley W. Morton, thirty-five, a tall, dark-haired, broad-shouldered athlete, with ham-hands, a friendly smile, and an approachable manner. Morton exuded confidence and ability. He was familiar with the crew, having made the second war patrol aboard Wahoo as the Prospective Commanding Officer—the PCO, or “makee-learn” in sub slang.

Kentucky-born and Florida-raised, Morton acquired his nickname, Mush, short for “Mushmouth,” at the Naval Academy because of his heavy Southern drawl. Mush Morton liked roaming the boat chatting with the sailors. Wahoo’s engineer, Lieutenant George Grider, thought Mush was built like a bear and playful as a cub.

Dick O’Kane was familiar with Mush Morton’s record. Morton was a varsity football player and wrestler who had been in command of the ancient submarine R-5 in the Atlantic. Mush had vainly fired two torpedoes at what he thought was a German U-boat. Transferred to the Pacific as a Prospective Commanding Officer (PCO), Morton was assigned to the venerable Dolphin as relief crew skipper. He looked the boat over, took her out on a training exercise off Pearl Harbor, and decided the sub was too creaky and should be retired—or assigned solely to training duties. “Dolphin is a death trap,” Morton told the executive officer. “I’m going to try to get off her. I advise you to do the same.”

This high-handed attitude, which branded Morton a maverick in the eyes of some squadron commanders, resulted in his removal from command of Dolphin. He was on the verge of being “surfaced” out of submarines to regular duty when he was rescued by a senior staffer, Captain John H. “Babe” Brown, also an Academy football player. Brown kept Morton in the PCO pool at Pearl Harbor. He was assigned as a PCO passenger aboard Wahoo for the second war patrol, which left Pearl Harbor traveling through the South Pacific to Brisbane. Mush Morton was determined to vindicate himself and Babe Brown’s confidence in him.

During Wahoo’s second patrol, Morton shared O’Kane’s view that Captain Kennedy was far too cautious. The higher authorities in Brisbane concurred, and on the last day of 1942, Mush Morton was given command of Wahoo.

Dick O’Kane was impressed by Mush Morton’s first action on taking control. Calling the crew together, Mush said quietly, “I am glad to have everyone of you aboard Wahoo personally. What I have to say can be stated simply. Wahoo is expendable. We will take every reasonable precaution, but our mission is to sink enemy shipping. We are going out there on this war patrol to search for Japs. Every smoke trace on the horizon, every contact on watch will be investigated. If it turns out to be the enemy, we are going to hunt him down and kill him.”

Morton paused. “Now if anyone doesn’t want to go along under these conditions, just see the yeoman. I am giving him verbal authority to transfer anyone who is not a volunteer. Nothing will ever be said about your remaining in Brisbane.”

A half-hour later, just before sailing time, Morton checked with Yeoman Second Class Forest J. Sterling, the ship’s clerk.

“Any customers, Yeo?”

“Not a one, Captain.”

Morton grinned. “That’s the kind of stuff I like in a crew.”

Now, sailing into combat, Wahoo had a captain and an executive officer who seemed to form a command team infused with fighting spirit, which radiated a mood of cockiness and assurance. Mush Morton clearly placed full trust in Dick O’Kane, and the exec repaid his skipper’s faith with loyalty and expertise.

Dick O’Kane was eager to fight. At the U.S. Sub Base in Brisbane a few days earlier, he learned that his first submarine, the elderly USS Argonaut, had been reported overdue and presumed lost—after a depth charging by a Japanese destroyer in waters near New Britain, not far from the Wahoo’s present transit area. What better way to avenge this personal loss, O’Kane thought, than by using the training he gained from Argonaut to help Wahoo score against the enemy? After three war patrols, O’Kane knew that submariners liked being on a boat with a good combat record. They wanted skippers and execs who could conduct a war patrol that would make them proud.

As for the crew’s view, Yeoman Sterling sensed Wahoo was different this time out, with a strong spirit growing in her. There was more of a feeling of freedom, of camaraderie, Sterling thought, of men being trusted to get their jobs done. The ship was no longer uptight but relaxed, though still taut and alert. The yeoman thought that Wahoo would make her own luck.

Heading for Wewak, Mush Morton posted additional lookouts at the bridge—rather than submerging at a much-reduced speed. Daylight surface running was a new innovation, since U.S. subs usually spent the day submerged when they were anywhere near enemy air searches. Morton’s bold tactic did not sit well with everyone. Some Wahoo junior officers, going into battle under the aggressive new skipper, had qualms—and wondered whether their skipper wasn’t taking too many chances. George Grider, a tall, thoughtful pipesmoker from Memphis, Tennessee, believed some of Mush Morton’s bolder comments during Wahoo’s second patrol reflected the absence of a reasonable degree of caution. Running on the surface in daylight near Japanese airfields seemed to Grider to be rash, if invigorating. With Captain Morton on the bridge, Grider was Officer of the Deck (OOD) when the lookouts spotted a plane in the far distance. Grider prepared to scramble down the bridge hatch for the expected crash dive.

“Let’s wait till he gets in to six miles,” Mush Morton said quietly.

“Great Lord,” Grider thought, “we’re under the command of a madman.” The enemy plane closed to 6½ miles and then veered away. By not diving, Morton saved hours. The tactic had worked, Grider grudgingly admitted, but he wasn’t sure he was in favor of it.

Entering Vitiaz Strait, from Wahoo’s flying bridge Captain Morton watched the skies for Japanese planes. A lookout reported a Mitsubishi bomber that had sneaked in four miles away.

“Clear the bridge,” Morton ordered. “Dive! Dive!”

“AHOOGAH, AHOOGAH.” Two raucous blasts sounded from the diving klaxon. Lookouts tumbled below through the bridge hatch to the conning tower, followed by Grider and Morton, who ordered, “Take her down.” The bridge hatch clanged shut. The Quartermaster dogged it down.

“Green board,” reported Chief of the Boat, Russell “Pappy” Rau at the “Christmas tree” control board. “Pressure in the boat.”

Wahoo slipped quickly beneath the surface. The main air induction valve had slammed shut with a wheeze. Water gurgled into the ballast tanks as air hissed and sputtered out. Throbbing diesels abruptly stopped as the ship shifted to battery-powered, electric drive to run smoothly under water. Wahoo was closing Wewak and Morton decided to run submerged the rest of the day.

In the control room, the officers discussed tactics. George Grider suggested that the instruction “reconnoiter” meant to take a periscope look outside Wewak harbor, and simply note the shipping activity.

Captain Morton countered, “No, boy, the only way you can reconnoiter a harbor is to go right into it and see what’s there.” With that, George Grider glanced in consternation at fellow officers—Roger Paine Jr., lean, dark-haired with a ready smile who ran the torpedo data computer; and Richie Henderson, tall, thin, and serious. It was clear, Grider decided, that the captain had advanced from rashness to outright foolhardiness. It would be crazy for Wahoo to submerge and enter an enemy harbor whose very location on the map they couldn’t pinpoint.

For Wahoo’s navigating team had discovered a serious problem: their out-of-date charts showed only a ragged coastline for New Guinea, the world’s second largest island. The name “Wewak” did not appear on their maps. But Allied air reconnaissance had reported heavy Japanese shipping in a harbor at latitude 4 degrees south, and longitude 144 degrees east. Such rough coordinates covered a large area, however, leaving a considerable margin for error.

George Grider had learned that a senior enlisted man, Motor Machinist’s Mate First Class Dalton C. Keeter, had purchased an Australian school atlas in Brisbane to bring home to his children. The atlas had a large fold-out map of Northern Australia and Eastern New Guinea and it provided a reasonable close-up of Wewak anchorage, identified as such, and the protecting islets called Kairiru, Karsau, and Mushi—which was quickly dubbed “Mush.” The thought struck George Grider that only a couple of weeks before the idea of entering an enemy roadstead with the help of a school geography book would have been too ridiculous even to be funny. Now, he almost hugged the book and hurried to the wardroom with it as if it were the key to the destruction of the entire Japanese Navy.

An amateur photographer, Grider set up his Graflex camera as a projector. With the help of Dick O’Kane, he enlarged the map onto fine tracing paper, producing a workably accurate, large-scale chart of the harbor. Wahoo slowly approached the Wewak anchorage and just before dawn on Sunday, January 24, the submarine was off Mush Island. Morton called, “Battle stations submerged.” The “BONG, BONG” chimes sounded the battle alarm.

Ever the iconoclast, Mush Morton devised a unique system for underwater attack. Instead of manning the periscope himself, which was customary in U.S. submarines, Mush assigned Dick to operate it and make the sightings—freeing the captain to conn the ship, supervise the attack team, and concentrate on the tactical situation. Few skippers showed such confidence in their execs, but during his previous PCO cruise, Morton had developed complete trust in Dick O’Kane.

“Dick,” Mush Morton said, “you’ll make all of the approach and attack periscope observations or with the torpedo data computer if we’re on the surface. I’ll conn Wahoo to the best attack position, and you’ll fire the torpedoes.”

Morton broke into a broad smile. “This way I’ll never get scared.”

The crew was tense. No American submarine had been so adventurous as to penetrate a Japanese-held port, let alone rely for guidance on a school geography book.

In the war, submarine captains tried to strike a reasonable balance between courage and caution. Finding the right mix was always a difficult problem. When did aggressiveness become recklessness? That was the gnawing question. An experienced submarine officer, George Grider thought about the matter while he was serving with the gung-ho Morton–O’Kane team. It was one thing to be aggressive, he believed, and another to be foolhardy. It would be a mistake to think that the average submariner was a fire-breathing buccaneer who never thought of his own hide. Grider believed most submariners, in calculating risks, factored in that they were worth more to the Navy alive than dead—and to their wives and children as well. The problem with Mush, George thought, was the only risk he recognized was the risk of not sinking enemy tonnage. Grider also worried about Dick O’Kane, whom he liked. Dick had absolutely no reservations about their new captain. The skipper and exec, it seemed, agreed about everything. Grider thought the exec was occasionally given to bravado talk. He displayed mood swings—one day lenient and carefree, the next abrupt and regulation. His style was far from reassuring. With Mush and Dick in the saddle, how would Wahoo fare? Grider wondered. The crew would soon find out.

Wewak was a dog-leg anchorage about 7 miles long with various indentations, sheltered by the three islets. Morton ordered Wahoo forward. The battle approach team was ready in the conning tower. Dick O’Kane glued his eye to the rubber buffer of the periscope’s eyepiece. He did knee bends as the periscope was raised or lowered. He ordered the scope popped up for quick sighting to avoid leaving a feather wake that might be spotted. O’Kane tersely reported bearings of peaks and promontories to establish their position. He noted light patches of sea, which indicated shallower water. Signalman Deville Hunter monitored the opposite side of the periscope, reading bearings from it. Soundman James Buckley gave depth readings and bearings of distinctive beach noises. A strong current running through the anchorage complicated sightings. The current swept Wahoo so close to shore that O’Kane could see a Japanese soldier sitting under a coconut tree. His orders and responses were given quietly—submarine attack teams prided themselves on a cool demeanor, especially in emergencies.

Finding no targets, Morton ordered Wahoo to move up the harbor. Dick O’Kane spotted a ship. It looked like a freighter or tender at anchor at the end of the dog-leg.

“Well, Captain,” someone in the conning tower joked, “we’ve reconnoitered Wewak. Let’s get out of here and report there’s a ship in there.”

“No,” Morton insisted, “we’re going to go in and torpedo him.” Dick asked Mush to look through the scope and help identify the target. They were both surprised. It was not a tender. It was a destroyer—a lethal hunter of submarines.

“We’ll take him by surprise, Dick,” Morton said. “He won’t be expecting an enemy submarine in here.”

True, George Grider thought, no one in his right mind would expect a U.S. submarine in such a confined space—a nearly landlocked harbor.

Inside Wahoo, all noise-making equipment was shut down, including the air conditioning. Compartment door handles were dogged down to make them watertight. The temperature soared above the 100-degree mark. Sweat covered the faces and bodies of the attack team in the conning tower and control room. Radioman James Carter, the control room talker, relayed the running action to the crew over the intercom.

“Open outer doors,” Morton ordered, referring to the torpedo tubes.

O’Kane reported the range to target: “Three thousand yards.” “Stand by,” Morton said evenly.

At the periscope cylinder, O’Kane flipped his thumbs up to show he needed the scope raised for a final sighting. He rode the handles up, pressing his face to the eyepiece. He grabbed a quick look.

“Down scope,” he ordered. “Captain, she’s gotten underway heading out. Angle on the bow, 10 degrees port.”

The tactical plan was suddenly awry: the sitting duck was moving rapidly toward them.

Instantly Morton devised a new attack plan.

“Right full rudder,” he ordered helmsman Alfred Simonetti.

Wahoo was turning her stern to the onrushing destroyer to fire her rear torpedoes at right angles as the enemy warship passed. An accelerating target whose speed was difficult to judge through the tiny lens complicated the tactical solution.

“Up periscope,” O’Kane ordered. “Mark! Target has zigged. Angle on the bow forty starboard.”

This meant the destroyer was crossing Wahoo’s bow.

“Any time, Dick,” Morton said.

“Ready,” O’Kane said. “Fire One … Fire Two … Fire Three!’”

Morton’s palm hit the firing plungers. The submarine shuddered as three torpedoes burst from the forward tubes, and a poppet valve vented compressed air from the tubes back into the boat. The pressure hit everyone’s eardrums.

“All hot, straight, and normal,” soundman Buckley reported. Three torpedoes at 8-second intervals raced across the water. They were 20 feet long and 21 inches in diameter. Their engines were driven by steam, which left a distinct wake, wide as a highway.

O’Kane raised the periscope again. “They’re heading for him,” he said, as three tin fish churned through the water at 46 knots. Then the bad news.

“The first one missed astern,” O’Kane said, eye to scope. “The second one missed astern … The third one missed astern.”

The attack party had underestimated the destroyer’s speed in their torpedo firing set up.

“Get another set-up,” Captain Morton ordered. “Use twenty knots.”

“Ready,” O’Kane said. “Fire Four!”

O’Kane, pressing against the periscope, exclaimed, “Target turning away.”

“Damn!” Mush said.

“The fourth missed,” Dick O’Kane reported. “She’s swinging around. She’s headed right at us.”

The situation quickly collapsed into every submariner’s nightmare: a destroyer armed with depth charges attacking in shallow and constricted water, which severely limited the boat’s ability to evade. The Japanese tin can had merely to follow the torpedo wakes to their source: USS Wahoo.

Only two torpedoes remained in the forward tubes. There was no time to bring the stern tubes to bear.

“That’s all right,” Captain Morton said. “Keep your scope up and we’ll shoot the son-of-a-bitch down the throat.”

A down-the-throat shot was a tactic that had been discussed in submarine wardrooms and officers’ clubs but never before tried in Pacific combat. At best, a torpedo fired directly at an oncoming destroyer would strike its bow, or it would scare the enemy skipper into an emergency turn which presented a broadside target, increasing the chances of a hit. At worst, the torpedo would miss the narrow target—only 20 feet wide—and give the sub’s position away, subjecting the boat to a devastating depth charge attack. In a shallow harbor with no deep water to protect it—nowhere to hide—the submarine stood little chance of survival.

Dick O’Kane coolly watched the destroyer approach showing a white “V” bow wave.

“Stand by,” Morton ordered, his voice low.

O’Kane steadied the periscope’s hairline wire, bisecting the destroyer’s bow.

“Left a hair,” O’Kane told helmsman Simonetti.

“Any time, Dick,” Morton said.

“Fire Five!” O’Kane said, as the submarine lurched downward. “Periscope is under water. Bring me up.” The scope moved up.

“Captain,” O’Kane said. “He’s still coming. Getting close.” The range was now 850 yards.

“Stand by to fire Six,” Morton ordered.

Listening to talker James Carter’s laconic play-by-play over the intercom, Yeoman Sterling experienced the stoic certainty that he was going to die. He wondered how this could be. It was unreal. He thought, “It can’t be happening to me!”

“When shall I fire, Captain?” O’Kane asked.

“Any time, Dick.”

“Fire Six!” O’Kane ordered.

“Take her down,” Morton commanded. “Rig for depth charge.”

Wahoo’s diving officer, George Grider, flooded the negative buoyancy tanks and she started down. But since Grider had no idea of the depth of the anchorage he ordered the boat levelled at 90 feet keel depth. Grider realized that Wahoo was no longer the aggressor. All the crew could do was grab on to something and stand by for the final depth charging of Wahoo. “Our time has come,” Grider thought, and they awaited the end almost calmly. Dick O’Kane braced himself between the scope and the torpedo data computer. The propellers of Wahoo’s last torpedo were blanked out by the sound of the destroyer’s screws, roaring through the sub’s conning tower. An explosion sounded loud and near, breaking light bulbs, and sending cork insulation flying.

The crew waited for the next blast that could crush the submarine’s pressure hull. Silence. The second explosion never came.

Men looked at one another. Terror turned to hope. The underwater sound of steam belching from the tin can’s boilers crackled through the boat.

“Jesus,” came a voice from below. “We hit the son-of-a-bitch!”

In the conning tower, Captain Morton heard the remark and laughed. “By God, maybe we did,” he said.

Morton ordered Grider, “Bring her back up to periscope depth.” The scope was raised and O’Kane peered into it.

“There she is,” he said, “Broken in two.”

Grider, as the ship’s photographer, raced up the ladder to the conning tower to take a picture of the sinking ship. The destroyer appeared bent in two: her skipper had tried to turn at the last minute and been hit broadside. O’Kane reported that some of the destroyer’s crewmen were trying to fire a deck gun at Wahoo’s periscope. The gun tilted skyward. Morton, suddenly relaxed, offered anyone nearby a look through the periscope. The destroyer was identified as the Harusame, which had led the Japanese flotilla during the struggle for Guadalcanal.

All Forest Sterling could think of was an impromptu prayer: “Good Lord, let’s get to hell out of here. Make him get out of here. I’ll be a minister. I’ll go to church every Sunday. I’ll do anything you want. Only, let’s get to hell out of here.”

An aircraft bomb landed close aboard and Mush Morton ordered a fast underwater retreat from Wewak—relying on landmarks recorded inbound to guide Wahoo from the anchorage to the safety of deep water. The conning team relaxed as they passed the 40-fathom curve: deep water at 240 feet. They knew what the submarine expression meant: life begins at forty.

The crewmembers were elated. They had sunk an enemy warship even before reaching their patrol station—a feat rarely accomplished. That qualified them to wear the prestigious submarine combat insignia on their uniforms. Their captain and exec had measured up. In the mess room, after securing from battle stations, there was a babble of talk among the excited crew.

Signalman Fertig Krause, who manned the plotting board in the conning tower, exclaimed, “Mush really knows his business. Between Mush and O’Kane, they make a great team.” Signalman Hunter, who helped O’Kane with the periscope, added, “You should have seen O’Kane. He’s the coolest cucumber you’d want to see in an emergency.”

Krause nodded his head in agreement. “Man,” he said, “O’Kane stayed on that periscope and looked right down their throats with that destroyer coming in plenty fast and shooting right at us. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

The officers, who had been uncertain of Dick O’Kane’s style, also altered their view of their executive officer. George Grider marvelled at the change that had come over O’Kane once the attack began. He was calm, terse, and utterly cool. It was as if during the talkative, even boastful months under Captain Kennedy, O’Kane had been seeking his true element. Now it was found. This was the most dramatic example Grider had seen of a man transformed under pressure from what seemed almost adolescent petulance into a primefighting machine. But Roger Paine, who manned the torpedo data computer, believed O’Kane, while performing superbly, might have urged more restraint on Morton, who was asking for trouble. He thought Wahoo was fortunate to get out of Wewak alive.

During Wahoo’s hasty exit, Mush Morton checked into the mess room and instructed Pharmacist’s Mate Leslie J. Lindhe—inevitably known as “Doc”—to “pass out that depthcharge medicine,” which consisted of miniature bottles of bourbon, scotch, or brandy. The use of alcohol was officially forbidden on U.S. Navy ships, but the pharmacist’s mates—the medics—kept a liquid store for emergencies and celebrations. Depending on the individual skipper, these were duly rationed out to the crew when the occasion called for it. In Wahoo’s case, it was 3-star Hennessy brandy. Doc Lindhe brought around the bottles with the announcement, “Get your depth charge medicine here.”

Two hours after dark, well away from Wewak, Mush Morton ordered Wahoo surfaced in the Bismarck Sea and set a base course for the Palau Islands—the assigned patrol zone in the Western Carolines. As the conning tower rose above the sea, O’Kane instructed, “Crack the hatch.” The round hatch to the bridge was partly opened by the Quartermaster to expel—with a loud whoooosh—the build up of compressed air inside the boat.

“Open the hatch,” O’Kane said, and clambered up the ladder to the bridge. He ordered two big, sixteen-cylinder Fairbanks Morse diesels on propulsion, with the other two engines charging the batteries, which had been depleted by the long day underwater in Wewak. Hatches were opened, exposing the boat to fresh air, which after 12 hours underwater, came as a startling, strange smell. The crew could take it easy. The cooks treated them to a sumptuous meal—submarines were renowned for having the best food in the Navy.

Mush Morton and Dick O’Kane decided to celebrate Wahoo’s crossing of the Equator. The crew had already “crossed the line” to get to Brisbane, but because of former CO Kennedy’s restrictions, no ceremonies were held. Only O’Kane and a few other crewmen had been formally initiated into the Ancient Order of the Deep. So Mush Morton turned over temporary command of Wahoo to Dick O’Kane so that he could preside over shellback ceremonies, acclaiming a crewmember’s crossing of zero degrees latitude. O’Kane ordered Wahoo to dive under the Equator as he assumed the role of His Majesty Neptunus Rex. Yeoman Forest Sterling was designated Davy Jones. In outlandish, homemade costumes the shellbacks aboard subjected the pollywogs—led by Captain Morton and other officers—to paddling. They stuffed them with foul-tasting bread dough laced with Tabasco sauce, red chili powder, a touch of iodine, castor oil, and vinegar. Wahoo’s entire crew were transformed from polliwogs to shellbacks. The men loved it, and Sterling gave them all laminated cards signed by Neptunus Rex and Davy Jones on January 25, 1943, declaring them official shellbacks.

The mood was uplifted by the hijinks, but after a few hours of levity, a more serious tone set in. Every sailor aboard knew Wahoo was again headed into harm’s way.


CHAPTER TWO
“Shoot the Sons of Bitches”

As executive officer, Dick O’Kane was Wahoo’s link between captain and crew. O’Kane believed it was essential in a well-run ship that the exec knew everything of importance on board before the captain, so he took a turn through the claustrophobic spaces of his 312-foot-long vessel, making his way into the compartments, checking the ship’s condition, congratulating the crew, and getting the thumbs up sign in return. It was his way of taking the crew’s collective pulse.

Like the standard, 1,500-ton fleet boats of her class, Wahoo, SS-238, was of double-hull construction. The inner, welded, cylindrical “pressure” hull was divided into eight watertight compartments. The outer hull encased water ballast and fuel tanks which held enough diesel oil to give Wahoo a 12,000-mile range. Ton for ton, a U.S. fleet submarine was the most complex, compact, and deadly war machine in the world. For historical reasons, submarines though warships were called “boats,” not “ships”—from “pig-boats,” because early subs traveled with a bobbing movement like a porpoise, or “sea-pig.”

Wahoo’s eight compartments were divided into upper and lower levels by a metal platform deck. The forward torpedo room had six tubes, with sixteen torpedoes stored in them or lashed to the reload racks. One hatch led to the deck and could be used as the emergency escape trunk. Another hatch was used for torpedo loading. Torpedomen treated their “tin fish” with great care. Each day they pulled them out of the tubes for inspection: checking gyroscopes, air pressure, igniters, engines, and the double tandem propellers. The torpedoes, launched from the tubes by a blast of compressed air, were really mini-subs with their own turbines run by steam which was created by compressed air burned with alcohol. The gyroscope, which held the torpedo on course to the target, the water pressure device that maintained a pre-set depth, and the 500-pound TNT warhead all needed frequent inspection. The room could berth a dozen crewmen, their bunks placed over and under the spare torpedoes.

To the rear of the torpedo room was the forward battery compartment whose lower half, under the decking, contained 126 huge battery cells. This was the “can”—each cell weighing 1,600 pounds—that provided power for underwater propulsion. The batteries were sensitive and easily damaged by depth charging. If they were penetrated by significant amounts of salt water, deadly chlorine gas would be generated. With new batteries, a boat could make some 8 to 9 knots submerged. But this high speed discharged the battery in an hour and was known as the “one hour rate.” Running at 3 knots, a submarine could travel submerged for up to 48 hours—or 150 miles distance. But when the boat ran out of battery power, it had to surface, like it or not.

The upper part of the compartment contained the officers’ staterooms, wardroom, pantry, the chief petty officer’s quarters, and a tiny ship’s office, with Yeoman Sterling’s typewriter and stencils. The pantry was presided over by steward’s mates who took the food from the galley to keep it warm for officers coming off watch. They were often Filipinos or Guamanians, whose English was imperfect. One steward wanted to transfer off a submarine because he didn’t like the idea of undergoing “death” charges: he was reassured when an officer explained they were only “depth” charges. When under red interior lights or using red goggles to adjust their night vision, officers and men played with cards whose numbers and suits were outlined in black, since red could not be distinguished through the red glasses.

In Wahoo’s mid-section lay its nerve center—the control room. Here were the diving mechanisms, including the manifold levers for flooding ballast tanks with seawater to cause the ship to sink, or blowing the tanks with compressed air forcing out the seawater to make Wahoo rise. Seawater was pumped forward or aft to the trim tanks to give the boat an even keel underwater. Two large wheels controlled the bow and stern diving planes, which kept the ship on an even keel—or at the desired up or down angle ordered by the diving officer. A glass tube shaped in an arc with an air bubble in the center—or to either side—showed the diving planesman the steepness of the submarine’s angle, acting like a carpenter’s level. Hence the submariner’s expression: “Keep a zero bubble!”

A prominent feature was the “Christmas tree,” a board, which showed whether valves for pressure hull openings were open or closed—with red (open) or green (closed) lights. A “green board” meant the boat was sealed, watertight, and ready for diving. With a green board showing, a slug of compressed air was pumped into Wahoo as a test. The sharp increase of pressure felt in the eardrums meant the submarine was safely sealed—“pressure in the boat.” As a Wahoo officer described it, “The art of diving, like flying by the seat of the pants, involved getting the feel of the boat, whether it was heavy or light overall, forward or aft. Some officers learned it instinctively. Some never got the magic touch.”

The hydraulic diving manifold was the battle station of the chief of the boat (COB), Chief Torpedoman “Pappy” Rau, a short, muscular, father figure for the crew. He was the senior enlisted man aboard. The COB like the CO and the XO did not stand watches but rather kept an administrative eye on all—except during Battle Stations. The chief of the boat was not necessarily an older man. It was up to the captain and the exec to pick someone who was a natural leader, and who could serve as a conduit between the crew and the executive officer. Fulfilling the role took a special quality that not every chief petty officer possessed. Some preferred to duck the added responsibilities of chief of the boat.

Behind Pappy Rau during an attack stood the boat’s engineer and diving officer, George Grider, an officer who was considered to have a fine diving “touch.” He had the use of a new instrument—the bathythermograph, which showed the location of a temperature gradient in the ocean. Enemy sonar waves bounced off a gradient, which hid the submarine lying below the temperature differential.

Exec O’Kane checked the emergency alarms in the control room: diving, surface, collision, fire. Each had a different shaped knob in case they had to be used in the dark. Below the control room was the pump room, which contained machinery to transfer air or water from one tank to another, and into or out of the submarine; the air conditioning equipment; air compressors; the main hydraulic plant; a fresh water tank; a fresh water distiller; and a cold storage space for meat and perishable food.

Above the control room, reached by a ladder, was the battle center, the conning tower—an 8-foot by 14-foot cylindrical addition to the boat’s pressure hull. This critical space held the twin periscope eyepieces, sound and radar equipment, the torpedo data computer (hooked up directly to the torpedo room and factoring gyro angles into the torpedoes), the steering helm, and the torpedo firing mechanism. This was Mush Morton’s and Dick O’Kane’s station for Battle Submerged—along with their attack team. During Battle Stations, the conning tower was filled with nine or ten men and a tense, electric atmosphere. The room was crammed with navigational instruments, fathometers, and charts, and at night was bathed in an eerie red light to protect the night vision of those who had to climb to the bridge for lookout duty. The crucial piece of gear was the torpedo data computer, or TDC. The TDC officer cranked in the target’s track and the submarine’s own course was automatically entered to give a correct gyro angle for the torpedoes to intercept. The assistant TDC operator set the spread of a torpedo salvo to insure hits.

A ladder and hatch in the conning tower led to the bridge, where the officer of the deck was in charge when the submarine was surfaced. The bridge hatch was only 26 inches across. The bridge held a gyro compass; a target bearing transmitter (TBT) (hooked up to the torpedo data computer) with binoculars, a microphone to the ship’s intercom system, and the diving klaxon, sounded twice with the verbal order “Dive, Dive.”

Captain Morton and Dick O’Kane took over the bridge for Battle Surface stations. The twin periscopes rose above the superstructure, called the fairweather, along with the radar mast. There were small metal perches for lookouts on the periscope shears. Aft of the flying bridge was the “cigarette deck,” which held the 20-millimeter machine gun. Crewmen could grab some air or a smoke there. Some men on patrol declined the offer to go topside while the sub was surfaced: they preferred the warm feeling of the womb-like confines of the submarine. They were proud that they would not see daylight until the end of a war patrol, a couple of months later. Forward of the bridge was the 4-inch deck gun.

Aft of the control room was the radio room. Next was Wahoo’s largest compartment, which held the galley, the messroom, and the crews’ quarters—up to forty berths with leatherette mattresses and personal lockers. Below the decking was the after battery space—another 126 huge cells. Very occasionally, there weren’t enough sleeping racks to go around, which resulted in the practice of “hot-bunking” with a couple of crew sharing the same berth. When one sailor was on watch the other slept, and vice versa. The stainlesssteel galley was a masterpiece of compression where the cooks turned out meals and bakery products three times a day—with fresh sandwiches around the clock.

A good ship’s cook was a treasured crewmember. The same food was prepared for crew and officers. A huge 10-gallon urn was always full of hot coffee. The messroom with four tables seating twenty-four men doubled as the rec room for the crew. It was filled with off-watch sailors: reading, studying for rate advancement, gabbing, snacking, playing acey-ducey or pinochle. Here the crew exchanged gossip and traded rumors.

Dick O’Kane bantered briefly with the sailors. He knew there were few secrets among the crew. On Wahoo, officers’ stewards would wander back to the mess room to give the crew a fill-in on what their seniors in the wardroom were saying. Stowed in the messroom were a phonograph and 78 rpm records, and the library; paperbacks, which soared in popularity during the war, were favorites because they could be stuffed in pockets and the pages turned easily. The messroom and the sleeping compartment behind, above the after battery room, held pin-up pictures by Esquire’s George Petty and Varga, along with photos of Hollywood stars like Betty Grable and Rita Hayworth.

There were two showers for the crew. Likewise there were a couple of tiny “heads,” or toilets. For the uninitiated, these devices could lead to messy embarrassment. The underwater heads were not easy to operate. Directions for use were stamped on a bulkhead plate in the heads. Thus: “Before using, see that Bowl Flapper Valve A is closed, Gate Valve C in discharge line is open, Valve C in water supply line is open. Then open Valve E next to bowl to admit necessary water. Close valves D and E. After using, pull Lever A, release Lever A. Open Valve C in air supply line. Rock Air Valve Lever F outboard to charge measuring tank to 10 pounds above sea pressure. Open Plug Cock B and rock Air Valve F Lever inboard to blow overboard. Close Valves B and C. For pump expulsion, open Plug Cock B. Pump waste receiver empty. Close Plug Cock B. Close Valve C. If on first inspection, the expulsion chamber is found flooded, discharge the contents overboard before using the toilet.” Many sailors did not master this intricate operation at first; air valves pressed incorrectly resulted in a spray from the bowl, often onto the user’s face or shirt—known as “dingleberries.”

Rearward in tandem were the forward and after engine rooms, each containing two huge diesels that drove the boat on the surface and recharged the batteries. The engine noise was ear shattering. With all diesels running, the sound was like the hammers of hell. Enginemen wearing earplugs communicated with each other by hand signals and the “general quarters” alarm was a blinking red light. The diesels were each attached to main generators. The air necessary to run the engines came from the main induction valve under the cigarette deck, the largest on Wahoo—40 inches in diameter. When the diving alarm sounded, the main induction was shut, the diesels stopped, and the batteries took over to provide power for the twin screws. The diesels were in the charge of motor machinist’s mates, or “motor macs.” (In the Navy, machinist’s mates looked after steam propulsion on bigger warships.)

The diesel engines were hooked by electric generators to main motors in the next compartment aft, the motor room, which through reduction gears drove the boat’s twin propeller shafts, the screws. On the upper level was the maneuvering room, the main propulsion control board, which received orders from the conn. Electrician’s mates had 5 million watts of power at their disposal to control the output of the generators from the engines or batteries to the motors, which drove the screws. They could switch power to charge the batteries if necessary. The electrician mate’s in the maneuvering room transmitted orders from the conning tower or bridge into actual speeds: standard speed 15 knots, full speed 18 knots, flank speed 20 knots, and emergency speed whatever they could squeeze out of the machinery, possibly 21 or even 22 knots. It was difficult to maintain the highest speeds for long before burning out the electrical gear.

The rear compartment was the after torpedo room, with four tubes, eight torpedoes, and a dozen more bunks for the torpedomen. To these torpedomen, Dick O’Kane gave an assurance that if possible, their war fish would be the next to be fired at the enemy—the forward and after torpedo room gangs competed to see which could ring up the best scores. O’Kane noted that the rowing machines provided by highminded shore authorities to maintain the crew’s physical fitness, and originally stored in the torpedo room, had been deep-sixed along the way. A submarine’s storage space was so restricted that the exercise machines deprived torpedomen of sleeping space.

Making his way through Wahoo, Dick O’Kane marveled at the boat. The submarine was a maze of valves, gauges, meters, and operating levers, which controlled the flow of water, air, and fuel lines that served as Wahoo’s capillaries and veins. The ubiquitous electrical cables were its nervous system. Though O’Kane had become accustomed to it, the sub-marine’s pungent smell was distinctive—compounded in equal parts by ripe human scent, cooking odours and diesel oil fumes. The crew called it “fug.”

Like all submarine officers, O’Kane was constantly concerned with the state of the pressure hull, which was constructed of inch-thick, welded, high-tensile steel, designed to resist enemy depth charges and deep sea pressure. Wahoo’s test depth was 300 feet, which meant that the boat should have a 100 percent safety factor that far down. Anything lower was in the risky zone, but in theory a submarine could descend twice its test depth and survive. Farther down, the hull would begin imploding.

As far as Dick O’Kane was concerned, the most important protection for a submarine was a well-trained and disciplined crew. He had vetted them all when they were assigned aboard: torpedomen, electricians, motor machinists, gunners, signalmen, radiomen, quartermasters, cooks, stewards. Every officer and man was expected to learn most every other job aboard Wahoo before being designated “qualified for submarines” and permitted to wear the prized twin-dolphin insignia. A phar-macist’s mate, for instance, might stand watch as a soundman or radar operator. O’Kane stressed to newcomers that each sailor aboard Wahoo depended on everyone else—and on each man doing his job correctly. Any major mistake could make Wahoo their coffin: on the conduct of each depended the fate of all. “There’s no margin for mistakes in submarines,” O’Kane drilled into the crew. “You’re either alive or dead.”

O’Kane considered that “the men back aft” did a masterful job keeping machinery running, often improvising, sometimes under hairy, life-and-death conditions. He was aware, too, as perhaps younger crewmen were not, that the rising toll among the submarine force personnel had reached more than 20 percent killed in action—the highest fatality rate of any branch of the U.S. Armed Forces. There was scarcely a skipper or exec in the Sub Force who hadn’t learned that a boat he once served aboard was now “overdue and presumed lost.” Every submariner by now had lost friends on sunken submarines.

The nervous strain of submarine war imposed the need for men of stable temperament. Advancement of personnel to positions of greater responsibility within the ship was rapid: there was no room for dead weight. Since Wahoo had no medical officer, the crew’s good physical condition was a necessity. Living conditions on board involved close quarters for officers and men for long periods of time: amiable dispositions and clean habits were a must. O’Kane knew that work on a submarine was hard and life was dangerous. So for him, constant vigilance was the price of safety. He agreed with the Navy axiom that a taut ship was a happy ship. The crew thought O’Kane was sometimes stern but always fair, and being treated fairly was important to them. O’Kane also accepted the Navy truism that in a well-run ship, the skipper was the good guy and the exec the bad guy. Mush Morton was the quintessential good guy, increasingly beloved by the crew. O’Kane knew that a good exec’s role was not to seek popularity. His job was to keep everyone fine-tuned. O’Kane ran the ship administratively through Pappy Rau. This allowed Mush Morton to concentrate on tactics and strategy.

Heading back to the control room, O’Kane felt confident about Wahoo, a feeling shared by the crew.

In a popular gesture, Mush Morton directed that photos of Japanese vessels, which had been pasted around the ship by the previous captain, be replaced by some of the prettiest pin-up pictures in the Navy—which Morton had obtained during a visit to a Hollywood studio. In addition, he ordered Yeoman Sterling to put up a placard with an exhortation attributed to Army General Leslie McNair—which was criticized by some American clergymen—reading:


WE MUST FIGHT
WE MUST SHOOT TO KILL
FOR OUR ENEMIES
HAVE POINTED THE WAY
TO SWIFTER SURER
CRUELER KILLING



Forest Sterling, on Mush Morton’s orders, distributed bright red cards in each compartment with the admonition:


SHOOT THE
SONS OF
BITCHES



Under former skipper Kennedy, the crew had been ordered not to use the showers in order to save fresh water. Only sponge baths were permitted. But Mush Morton, with O’Kane’s enthusiastic approval, urged the crew to shower and use fresh water to keep their clothes clean. COB Pappy Rau, the submarine equivalent of an Army top sergeant, passed along Morton’s new rules that showers and clotheswashing water were in order. Cleanliness was a privilege—and Wahoo sailors turned up for dinner with clean dungarees and freshly washed tee-shirts. Sometimes Mush washed his own khakis in a bucket of soapy water in the engine room. It was a gesture of solidarity with the crew and they loved it.

Dick O’Kane was pleased that Mush Morton respected his position as executive officer—the key administrator aboard ship working closely with the chief of the boat—rather than short-circuiting him, as Captain Kennedy did by giving orders directly to junior officers and chief petty officers. O’Kane’s days of being the last to know were over. Skipper Kennedy had also insisted that O’Kane stand regular watches along with the other officers—a practice Dick thought detracted seriously from his main duties as executive officer, which included being navigator, assistant attack officer, and the ship’s administrator. O’Kane believed his regular watch-standing as Officer of the Deck (OOD) in two four-hour hitches in a 24-hour cycle undermined Wahoo’s potential fighting ability. The exec’s time was better used running the ship, freeing the captain to concentrate on strategic and tactical planning.

O’Kane thought that the relationship between the commanding officer and the executive officer was critical on a submarine: uneasy bonds between the two key officers on several boats had led to conflicts that affected their vessels as fighting units. O’Kane and his fellow officers knew his relationship with Kennedy had not been easy. Happily, it was soon clear to Wahoo’s crew that Mush trusted Dick completely.

As exec, O’Kane worked closely with Yeoman Sterling, who ran the ship’s office. O’Kane told Sterling to throw away the Captain’s Mast book, the record of minor crew offenses: he would handle disciplinary matters on board without official action. O’Kane was an officer who came to a crewman’s rescue if he got into trouble ashore; he looked out for the crew. Problems were settled quickly and quietly. No big deal. The crew respected him for this.

Dick usually kept his Irish temper under control but Sterling liked to be flip with O’Kane, sometimes just for the hell of it. O’Kane took the joshing with good grace—up to a point. But Sterling knew you could only go so far with the exec: O’Kane was still the guy who kept Wahoo shipshape so that Mush could relax with the crew.

Sterling would quip to the crewmen, when asked how he got along with O’Kane, “We get along fine. I always get the last word in.”

“You do?” he’d be asked in surprise.

“Yeah, I always say, ‘Yes, sir,’ and he walks away.”

Aboard ship, new crewmembers soon learned that any Navy officer from the rank of ensign, through lieutenant junior grade, full lieutenant, lieutenant commander, commander, and four-stripe captain can command a warship, depending on the vessel’s size and type. But every commanding officer, or CO, is also known as “Captain” or “skipper” regardless of actual rank.

Relations with officers on Wahoo were highly informal: nobody stood on ceremony. “You leave your rank on the dock,” went the saying. But everyone knew who was who in the chain of command. On a U.S. fleet submarine, the seven to ten officers were expected to be able to perform each other’s duties. All but the skipper and exec stood four-hour watches as officer of the deck (OOD)—in charge of conning the boat until the captain took over. The junior officers served as engineer, torpedo officer, torpedo data computer man, communication officer, gunnery officer, and the lowliest ensign, known as “George”—for “let George do it”—was generally assigned to commissary duties until he moved up the seniority ladder. Officers called each other by their first names, though junior officers would wait until their seniors told them to do so. Everyone called the skipper “Captain.”

On Wahoo, if an engineering officer like George Grider showed flair for diving the ship or running the torpedo data computer, a good skipper would use him in that role during Battle Stations. Mush and Dick didn’t stand on ceremony when assigning an officer to a specific battle station: he served where he was best suited.

The exec was normally the submarine’s navigator, as was Dick O’Kane. On a submarine operating for long periods underwater in dangerous surroundings, accurate navigational fixes were paramount. O’Kane introduced assistant navigator Fertig Krause, a Signalman First Class, to the mysteries of celestial navigation, sun lines and star shots through the sextant, using familiar stars like Sirius, Arcturus, Betelgeuse, Rigel, Aldebaran, Vega, and the Southern Cross constellation, as well as the planets Venus, Jupiter, and Mars. A proper fix from the sun and stars was essential.

O’Kane found that a submarine’s war patrol was often influenced by its first combat action, which set a pattern. So with the patrol’s first sinking behind them, Dick O’Kane looked forward to the rest of the voyage, even though a Pacific War patrol usually ran from forty to sixty days—a standard patrol allowed for thirty days on station, with ten days transit time each way, but these could run longer if targets were scarce, or shorter if torpedoes were expended. Between patrols, submarines underwent a refit at a sub base with a relief crew coming aboard while the regular crew had two weeks of rest and recuperation.

As Wahoo headed into battle again, Dick O’Kane sprang a pleasant surprise on the crew. He had quietly brought aboard a load of Sunday newspaper comic sections his wife had saved from the San Francisco Chronicle and San Francisco Examiner over a period of months. He began parcelling them out to the crew, a single set at a time. They passed eagerly from hand to hand. It was a nice lift for morale.

Two days north of Wewak, Wahoo charged forward, diesels throbbing. OOD George Grider’s voice bellowed from the loud speaker on the bridge, “Smoke on the horizon, broad on the port bow.”

Wahoo went to Battle Stations.


CHAPTER THREE
“One-Sub Wolf Pack”

For Wahoo in wartime, smoke was a submariner’s delight. It signified a target on or over the horizon. By spotting smoke many miles away, a submarine could plot the course of Japanese ships over the horizon, follow them, and prepare for an attack out of the quarry’s visual range. After Wewak, morale was high: no one knew what was making the smoke, but no one had any doubt that Mush and Dick would track it down.

Morton ordered Wahoo to flank speed on the surface at 20 knots to reach a position well ahead of the enemy. Lookout Deville Hunter, hanging from his perch on the periscope shears, reported two sets of top-masts emerging on the horizon—giving Morton a better fix on the course and speed of what was shaping up as a two-ship Japanese convoy, zigzagging. Moving ahead with the range closing, Morton pulled the plug and took Wahoo under. The boat crept toward the convoy, which was now headed Wahoo’s way.

Dick O’Kane manned the search periscope, the scope with the larger lens for longer distance sightings. (The second periscope was the attack scope. It had a smaller lens, but was harder for escort ships to sight.) O’Kane commented tersely on his sightings and identified the leading freighter as a Dakar Maru class. Morton’s tactical plan was to lay about 1,000 yards off the leading target, and fire three fish at the lead freighter. He would then swing the boat to the left and fire the other three bow torpedoes at the second Japanese cargo ship. The maneuver required precise timing. Unexpectedly, O’Kane reported the freighters were going faster than estimated, bringing them too close to Wahoo. If fired, the torpedoes would not have enough running room—450 yards—to arm before impacting.

Improvising quickly, Morton turned the boat to bring the stern tubes into position for firing, a complex maneuver that could provide only two torpedoes per target. O’Kane worked expertly at the periscope: in minutes, Wahoo was ready with the new attack set-up. As O’Kane rattled off target angles, bearings, ranges and estimated speeds, Roger Paine cranked the information into the torpedo data computer, and gyro angles were set for the torpedoes. Morton supervised, giving orders to the helmsman and diving officer.

At O’Kane’s instruction “Mark!” the target bearing was fed into the computer from the compass notations around the periscope. “Set,” Paine said, indicating the data was cranked in and the torpedo was ready for firing. O’Kane shot two torpedoes at the leading freighter, the Fukuei Maru. He shifted to the second target and unleashed two more. As the four fish cut through the sea, Morton swung the submarine into a half circle to bring the bow tubes to bear for a follow-up attack.

“All hot, straight, and normal,” soundman Buckley reported. Torpedoes One and Two hit the first target in the bow and stern. Torpedo Three ran ahead of its target, but Torpedo Four struck home. Three hits out of four!

As Wahoo completed the turn, O’Kane raised the periscope. He reported, “There’s the first one. She’s listing to starboard and sinking by the stern. Mark! Here’s the other one—she’s headed for us, but coming slow. Mark! Here’s another ship, angle on the bow ninety starboard, range eighteen hundred.” O’Kane decided the third ship looked like a troop transport. The situation was becoming confused: one vessel sinking; a damaged ship heading at Wahoo; a big new ship appearing on the scene. But this was the kind of situation that showed the Morton–O’Kane team at its best.

“Let’s get the big one next,” Mush Morton said.

O’Kane fired three bow torpedoes at the large transport in the distance, the Buyo Maru. Two hits. One miss. He turned his attention to the oncoming damaged freighter that was heading Wahoo’s way despite the earlier hit.

“It’s a zero angle,” O’Kane reported, peering through the periscope.

“That’s all right,” Morton said. “We’ll shoot the son-of-a-bitch down the throat.”

O’Kane thought: “Oh, no. I hoped never to hear those words again, much less in just three days.” But he knew that Mush Morton believed there was no point in mastering a new technique if you didn’t keep in practice.

O’Kane ordered two torpedoes fired from the bow tubes. One hit. But the plucky skipper of the cargo ship kept plodding toward Wahoo. Morton ordered deeper submergence to avoid having the conning tower rammed. Explosions stunned Wahoo. At first, O’Kane thought they were depth charges, but then realized they must be boiler explosions from their last hit on the target.

Morton ordered the torpedo tubes reloaded. Then he called for Wahoo to rise to periscope depth. O’Kane peered through the lens and reported the first target sunk. The second ship, which had tried to ram, was losing speed, and steering erratically, but moving off. The larger vessel, the troop transport Buyo Maru, was afloat but motionless—with soldiers all over the decks, some shooting weapons at Wahoo’s periscope.

“Let’s finish him off,” Morton said exultantly. “Dick, any time.”

O’Kane conned the boat to within 1,000 yards of the target, took careful aim, and fired. He reported the track of the single torpedo.

“It’s heading straight at him. They’re shooting at it. It’s going under … Oh, hell.” The torpedo failed to explode.

Morton was furious at the dud weapon. Faulty torpedoes were the bane of the submarine force, and generated much friction between complaining sub skippers and Washington’s Bureau of Ordnance officials who insisted American torpedoes were flawless.

“Stand by to shoot another,” Morton ordered angrily. “Same set-up.”

“Fire!” O’Kane said. His eye pressed to the periscope, O’Kane reported the fish running directly toward the target. The fire control party cheered it on. The whole Wahoo crew could hear the blast.

“There it goes,” O’Kane exclaimed. “What a hit!”

The torpedo struck under the transport’s stack, ripping apart her midsection, and causing a fatal roll from which the ship couldn’t recover. George Grider rushed to get a photo through the periscope, which showed masses of soldiers slithering down the vessel’s sides. Seconds later, the stern shot up, the bow went under and the transport sank.

Morton wasted no time in congratulations. He directed O’Kane to find the second freighter, which had tried to ram them. Though hit twice, the hardy Japanese captain kept his ship afloat and was now staggering off at a half-dozen knots. But Wahoo’s batteries were getting dangerously low. It was now past noon, and the crew had been at Battle Stations since early morning. Morton ordered O’Kane to keep an eye on their quarry.

In a fresh sighting, O’Kane reported a fourth Japanese ship on the horizon. A second look indicated the ship was a large tanker. The wounded freighter headed toward the tanker and the two ships began to disappear over the horizon. Morton brought Wahoo to the surface. Finding himself surrounded by two-dozen boats carrying the troops from the sunken transport, he ordered: “Battle Stations—man all guns.”

O’Kane looked at Morton questioningly.

“Dick,” Morton said, “the army bombards strategic areas, and the air corps uses area-bombing so the ground forces can advance. Both bring civilian casualties. Now without civilian casualties, I will prevent these soldiers
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