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HEROES OF ANNAPOLIS






INTRODUCTION: BY J. WILLIAM MIDDENDORF II


 


 


A truism I
stumbled on somewhere in my early reading told that what ultimately holds our
life together is consciousness, and that we too often stick consciousness in
our pocket. A military education teaches respect for the imperative of life,
“You will.” The epic personalities in the pages you’re about to read illuminate
a paradigm of shimmering consciousness in action from start to finish. These
men and women were born wide awake and the
Academy’s “You will” added resonance.


American naval annals bulge
with tales of extraordinary deeds by impossibly brave officers and ratings who
sacrificed themselves for the nation we call home, for their comrades and
missions afloat and ashore. They’ve demonstrated not only fearlessness in
battle, where shot and shell dismember and kill, but also moral intrepidity,
where a contrasting point of view vigorously defended can quickly extinguish a
career. Better to fawn and acquiescence? Not for the men and women immortalized
in these pages.


The U.S. Naval Academy’s
contribution to this pantheon of physical and spiritual grit is out of all
proportion to its size. The subtext of David Poyer’s splendid new book
is that Annapolis incubates truly Olympian men and women. Picking out a
dozen-plus heroes from a line of eligible candidates that reaches back to 1845
is daunting, but these selections make the best of a tough job. We can quibble
about absent names, but there is no begrudging the men and women who made the
cut.


Add Poyer’s exceptional
skill in telling a tale to this list of terrific histories—all of them true—and
you have a compelling, eminently readable book. The writing pulls you in
unceremoniously by the throat, amidst the worst of fears, amid the dead and the
dying. Ordinary mortals can only stand in awe, turn the page and plunge in
again. This is not a litany of plucky ex-midshipmen climbing the promotions
ladder. No “E-Ring admirals” here, and not everyone served in the U.S. Navy.
Example: “Savez” Read, Class of 1860, who skated “perilously near” the
Academy’s 200-demerit limit but went on to fight with consummate skill and
valor at sea. Alas, employed in a losing cause—the Confederacy.


Old Gimpy Evans, Class of
1863, “toughest SOB” to ever graduate from the Academy. Buffalo hunter and
Indian fighter. A man who stayed loyal to the Union when the rest of his family
chose the South. Shot in the chest and legs, he fought to stay in the Navy but
never walked straight again. A hero of the Spanish-American War, who was
publicly scolded for his “coarseness and vulgarity.”


Philo McGiffin, Class of
1882, a suicide who died in shockingly poor health (weighing 90 pounds), and
who left a farewell note to a Miss Phelps “with apologies . . . for the row—it
is the way all guns have. Au revoir.” He grew roses, played the flute, and
fought as commander of a Chinese battleship in a war that changed history.


Richmond Hobson, Class of
1889, “A mid who abstained from alcohol, prayed each evening on his knees, and
read from the Bible,” and who led a daring raid into a Cuban harbor. Full
captain at age twenty-nine. Congressman, defender of women’s rights and energetic proponent of
prohibition, fierce critic of the electoral college and recipient of “the kiss
heard round the world.”


There would be no King Kong
or much besides, without the astonishing, improbably gutsy, adventurous and
lucky Merian Cooper, summarily ejected from the Class of 1915. He was the pilot
who brought the big ape down from the Empire State building in New York City.
In World War I he fought the Kaiser in the Army Air Service. When his aircraft
was seen plummeting to earth in a blazing ball of fire, the Army listed Cooper
as probably killed. In fact, badly burned, he was taken prisoner.


In the Second World War,
Cooper flew with the Flying Tigers against the Japanese, and served as an
influential staff officer with “Wild Bill” Donovan and General “Vinegar Joe”
Stilwell in the Pacific theater. In 1943, harking back to his failure at the Academy,
Cooper told a friend, “I was not a good midshipman. But the Naval Academy did a
lot for me. Perhaps I wasn’t good for the Naval Academy, but it was good for
me.”


The legend of Marine Corps
bravery at Belleau Wood, France, in World War I hinges on the indomitable
spirit, humor and guts of Wendell Neville, Class of 1890. Neville was also the
first ashore at the invasion of Veracruz in the war with Mexico. Neville epitomizes
two core leadership truths: officers cannot define themselves as being “in
charge.” An officer “is responsible.” That means accepting accountability.


Howard Gilmore, average guy.
Receding hairline and chin, a quiet man. Some described him as meek.
Down-to-earth, got along with everyone. Class of 1926. In World War II he became a
U.S. Navy legend on the conning tower of his stricken submarine, ordering “Take
her down,” in the full knowledge it would cost his life, but save his command
and crew. Gilmore was the first U.S. submariner to receive the Medal of Honor.


Two men I counted as
colleagues and personal friends make the cut in Heroes: Victor “Brute”
Krulak, Class of 1934, and Thomas Hudner, Class of 1947. Tom lived near
me, a neighbor. Krulak displayed extraordinary physical bravery in combat, but
in my mind he stands out most vividly as a fearless teller of truths, most
famously to President Lyndon Johnson during the Vietnam War. Both men showed
audacity in battle. Krulak carried his courage through very high rank in the
bureaucratic arena where the average man often becomes cautious and timid. One
of two men of Jewish faith in this collection, Krulak overcame anti-Semitism,
ferocious Imperial Japanese Marines, a devious JCS-instigated attempt to reduce
the Marine Corps to a cipher, Korean War challenges and Vietnam War blunderings
to rise as the only senior general to confront LBJ. Passed over by President
Johnson to lead the Marine Corps, Krulak retired. But things came right in the
end. His son, “Chuck” Krulak, Class of 1964, became the 31st Commandant in
1995.


At the time Heroes
was being written, Tom Hudner (Class of 1947) was the Academy’s only living
Medal of Honor recipient, a detail he would never be first to mention. Rather,
Tom told stories on himself, as when he launched in his Crusader F-8E with the
wings still folded. Shipmate and fellow aviator was Jesse Brown, the Navy’s
first African-American combat pilot. Hit by Chinese ground fire in Korea, Brown
crash-landed but was trapped in the cockpit when the canopy slammed shut on
impact. Hudner set his aircraft down next to Brown, who fell in and out of
consciousness. For hours in the freezing cold Hudner attempted to pull his
afflicted chum to safety, to no avail. Brown died of loss of blood
and the cold. In 1972, USS Jesse Brown (DE 1089) was named in his honor.


The Class of 1945 produced
the “quiet, introspective” (yearbook quote) Paul Shulman. Admiral at age 26. Founder and
first Chief of Naval Operations of the Israeli Navy. In World War II his ship—USS
Hunt (DD 674)—was struck by a kamikaze. Shulman recounted, “One thing
you learn . . . When you’re in the middle of combat you don’t have time to be
frightened. You can be frightened before or after.” After the war, Shulman read
about Britain’s Royal Navy blockade of refugee ships taking Holocaust survivors
to what was then Palestine. He resigned his commission and began a
life that resembles the perils of Paul Newman in the 1960 film, Exodus.


The destruction of the
bridge at Dong Ha, Republic of Vietnam, in 1972 has comparable naval historical
prominence as the faces carved into Mount Rushmore. One man, John Ripley, Class
of 1962, a devout Catholic and a Marine, stopped two enemy divisions—including
two hundred Russian-made T-54 tanks—dead in their tracks and saved a country
that “could not save itself.” He did it with single-minded determination
despite physical exhaustion, faint from loss of blood caused by razor wire, and
intense enemy cannon and rifle fire. Dragging case after case of explosives to
the bridge’s trestles. “Je-sus Ma-ry get me there. Jesus-Mary-get-me-there.
JesusMaryget me there . . . .” With a great roar the bridge exploded sending a
shock wave that knocked Ripley to the ground. He watched as A-1 Skyraiders
took out stalled enemy columns.


Heroes ends with Megan McClung, Erik Kristensen and Douglas
Zembiec, Class of 1995, who fell on the battlefield in the War on Terror.
Megan, dead of a roadside bomb in Ramadi. Erik, a Navy SEAL, killed in a rescue
attempt in Afghanistan, and Douglas, a Marine Force Reconnaissance platoon
commander, by an enemy sniper in Baghdad. Selfless defenders of America, all.
The Academy’s “In Memoriam post 9/11” site maintained by the Alumni Association
and Foundation lists fifty-nine men and women who were killed in operational
losses, aircraft crashes, accidents and battle in America’s longest war. 


Heroes is an appropriately timely narrative with a truth far
greater than a handful of noble names and deeds. It is a book about who we are
as Americans; our values and aspirations. The mosaic of people chronicled in
these pages constitute a fragment of our national saga. They are us, our
fathers, our children our inheritance and legacy. Their example resonates in
our past and lights our future with the promise that we have many more such as
these. America’s enemies, beware.
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THE MISSION OF THE NAVAL ACADEMY


 


 


The mission of
the United States Naval Academy has never explicitly been to produce heroes.
Officially, it is:


 


To develop Midshipmen
morally, mentally and physically and to imbue them with the highest ideals of
duty, honor and loyalty in order to graduate leaders who are dedicated to a
career of naval service and have potential for future development in mind and character
to assume the highest responsibilities of command, citizenship and government.


 


Note
that nothing specific is said about courage,
heroism, or self-sacrifice. Rather, it’s
about duty, loyalty, and command.


Yet
it’s often been written that courage is the first requirement of a military
officer; that nothing else can be achieved without it. And embedded in the ideals of
the profession, at least for those militaries of European derivation, are
remnants of much older codes, derived from classical ideals, Judeo-Christian
virtues, and medieval chivalry. This seems to be what the words “highest
ideals” and “honor” refer to, in the Mission.


Now, certainly Annapolis has
no monopoly on heroes— naval, marine, or otherwise. Nor are its graduates all
stellar performers (or even, all stainless models of ethical behavior). But in
all my researches, I’ve never found a single reference to a traitor, a coward,
or a mutineer. Annapolis has graduated no Benedict Arnolds, Lord Haw-Haws, or
Guy Burgesses. No Aldrich Ameses, John Walkers, or Robert Hanssens. No doubt
there have been those who showed fear, who sought the rear rather than the
front, or who did not step forward for the most dangerous assignment. But our
records show no naval versions of J. Bruce Ismay, Francesco Schettino, or Eddie
Slovik . . . men who abandoned their responsibilities, deserted their posts,
and let others die in their place.


This is an astonishing
record, considering the thousands of graduates since 1845. It must mean that
the Academy, opaque though its processes may seem while one is subject to their
operations, is doing something right.


The Academy experience has
changed in many ways since 1845. But one technique it’s consistently employed
is to hold up examples.


To this day, midshipmen are
expected to memorize, and recite upon command, passages encapsulating the
climactic moments of struggle in battle. “Don’t give up the ship.” “I have not
yet begun to fight.” “Don’t cheer, boys, the poor devils are dying.” “Damn the
torpedoes, full speed ahead.” They’re constantly reminded that self-discipline
and courage will be expected of them, both while in the Yard and after
graduation. And examples and reminders are set before them on the grounds, in
the form of statues, monuments, paintings, plaques, murals, captured flags, and
most strikingly and solemnly, in a roll of honor in Memorial Hall, which
commemorates graduates lost in action.


This idea of holding up
heroic predecessors as models is no new conception. Plutarch, the Greek
historian and biographer, employed the lives of heroes as teaching
examples. “He believed that if young people study the lives of great heroes,
and are taught to consider their virtues and flaws, they will naturally emulate
them and use them as role models. He believed young people are driven by the
passion for emulation, and he saw this passion at work in many of the heroes he
wrote about: Alexander the Great emulated Achilles and wanted to imitate and
exceed his feats; Julius Caesar emulated Alexander; and so on. Their emulation
of previous heroes drove these figures on to great deeds.”1


Of course, Greek ideas were
different from ours. The classical definition of a hero was of a semidivine
being, lower than the gods, but elevated above the common run of mankind.


Today, certainly, we no
longer think of heros as semi-divine, though we still use them as models,
precedents, and at times, as warnings. And we still find the stories of their
births, childhoods, struggles, and ultimate triumphs—or glorious
defeats—endlessly fascinating.


But what, precisely, is a
hero, today? How can we distinguish them from the merely brave, those who do
their duty and no more?


It’s time to define our
terms.


The definition employed in
this book is, loosely, of a warrior in battle who, at least once in his or her
life, displayed individual courage and determination so far beyond the call of
duty as to enlarge our understanding of what human beings are really capable
of.


We’ll explain a few other
criteria for inclusion in a moment.


For the purposes of this
book, we looked for men and women who met the following qualifications: engaged
in battle in a personal way; displayed raw physical courage; been decorated,
mentioned in dispatches, or otherwise publicly recognized; shown moral rectitude;
and displayed what novelists Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn called civic
courage, or John Ripley, moral courage.


Another lesson, perhaps, is
the role of chance. As many, many decorated military people have remarked, they
weren’t that different from their shipmates or fellow troops. They weren’t
supermen. Just ordinary people, who just happened to be in the right place at
exactly the right time . . . or the wrong time, from another point of view . .
.


but who then mustered the
courage to do what they had to. Perhaps we can learn two things from this.
First, to recognize these rare moments when Fate demands our best, and
understand our position at the hinge of events. And, second, to realize that
how one acts at that crux may well define how others think of him, and how he
or she thinks of him or herself, for the rest of their lives.


When the call for courage
comes, each of us must be ready, whatever the arena we are tested in.


At some point, too, we must
acknowledge all those whose names are not mentioned in this very compact book.
This volume is very far from exhaustive! Hundreds, perhaps thousands of stories
would have to be told for a complete record. Many obscure figures gave their
lives as junior officers, and never had a chance to make their mark later in
life. Others met their fates without witnesses, in a flaming gun turret, in the
darkness of sinking, flooding ships, or alone in a trench. They fade from view
unsung, but not unremembered.


But, from these thousands,
I’ve selected a few for this particular book.


The point being: What can we
learn from their lives? 


From Philo McGiffin,
perhaps, not to trust too much in the gratitude of a defeated and failing regime, even
when one has served it well.


From Richmond P. Hobson, how
quickly, and how completely, glory, and the most radiant public adulation, can
evaporate.


From Gilmore and Ripley, how
one’s accomplishments can be appropriated, or reinterpreted, to forward the
agendas of others.


From Robley Evans, how to
acknowledge that at last, even the most heroic spirit may have to bend to the
limitations of a failing body.


From “Brute” Krulak, how
sometimes moral courage can be more quietly impressive, and even more difficult
to muster, than the more obvious physical variety.


And from so many others,
whom you’ll meet, other lessons, deeper lessons, about life itself. And death,
and how to face it and meet it, as we used to say, “like a man.”


Before that, though, a note
of thanks. This book grew out of articles originally published in Shipmate,
the official magazine of the U.S. Naval Academy Alumni Association.
Shipmate’s support, and particularly that of Kristen Pironis, my editor, made
the writing possible. Scores of others also helped, far too many to note here.
That doesn’t mean they aren’t appreciated. Their contributions are acknowledged
in the endnotes at the back of this volume. I hope bringing these narratives to
a wider public serves the common good. That is my personal goal in writing
these pages.


And one more note: one of
warning. While presenting these heroes as our examples, I’ve tried not to
engage in hagiography, or to glorify war. Some of our subjects weren’t good
fathers, good sons, or good family men. Some were not really admirable, taken as
a whole. Others didn’t always act as nobly later in life as they once had.


Heroism is not a lifelong
grace, and even heroes have their flaws, like any of us.


Still, for at least for one
shining moment, each of the men and women in the following pages stood on the
mountain-top. In that moment, they made the difficult choice. The hard choice.
But as it turned out, in the end, the right one.


If we are to take heroes as
our models . . . let’s see what we can learn from them.






CLEMSON, HYNSON, PILLSBURY, SHUBRICK, AND THE ‘MEXICAN’ MONUMENT
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They never marched at
Annapolis, but we looked up at their names each day as we headed to class.
Their comrades raised a monument at their own expense . . . to remember those
who fell in the last war that would be fought without Academy graduates in the
ranks.


 


MARCH, 1847: VERA CRUZ,
MEXICO


 


The heat was growing more
intense by the hour, and the bites of sand fleas and other insects more
maddening. The midshipmen and sailors, sweating in heavy blue wool uniforms,
had slaved for a week preparing for today’s bombardment. First they’d block-and-tackled
the massive thirty-two-pounder naval guns out of the ships lying offshore.
Lowered the seven-thousand-pound tubes into specially-constructed landing
boats, then manhandled them out again at Collado Beach through heavy surf from
a violent norther. They’d dragged those enormous unwieldy weights of iron,
along with powder, shot, shells, and associated breeching and firing tackle, up
the sandy beach and two miles over the dunes, while the wind blew stinging sand
into their faces.


Now the storm had passed
over, and here they were, before the port city of Vera Cruz and the Castle of
San Juan de Ullóa. The ancient white tabby walls, fifteen feet high and studded
with redans and forts, were holding the 12,000-man Army and Marine invasion
force at bay. General Winfield Scott wanted to strike inland, assault Mexico
City, and end the war before the yellow-fever season arrived. To do so he had
been forced to call, reluctantly, on the heavy guns and skilled gunners of the
Navy’s Home Squadron.


At the Naval Battery,
twenty-one-year-old Passed Midshipman Thomas Branford Shubrick bent to peer
along the barrel of his heavy gun. He’d taken the angular height of the
fortification with a sextant, estimated the range, and calculated the proper
elevation to hit the center of the wall seven hundred yards distant. Bullets
whined overhead from the fort, now and then cracking into the ramparts young
engineer Robert E. Lee had thrown up from rocks, logs, and the debris of
smashed houses.


Shubrick tried to ignore the
Mexican bullets. Had his uncles felt this nervous, when they’d fought in
Tripoli, served aboard Chesapeake, Constitution, Viper, and dueled with
HMS Guerriere? Or his father, who’d served with Decatur, and battled
Malay pirates in Sumatra? He could not let the Navy, and the proud state of
South Carolina, down now. Fortunately his crew was thoroughly drilled. Though
the foe sheltered behind stone walls instead of oaken bulwarks, the young
officer had every confidence he could batter them out of their redoubt.


But he couldn’t see. He
straightened, dragging an arm across itching, sweat-stinging eyes, wincing as a
louse bit ferociously under the too-tight blouse. Fresh fusillades of bullets
sang past, accompanied by the deeper, more menacing hummingbird-buzz of a
cannonball. The Mexicans were concentrating their fire, furiously trying to
suppress the Naval Battery.


“I can’t see the target,”
Shubrick yelled. “Too much damn brush in the way.”


From the gun beside him,
Midshipman Allen McLane jumped to his feet, took two steps, and vaulted through
the embrasure. He staggered as he landed, but recovered and began tearing away
the shrubbery with gloved hands, first clearing Shubrick’s sight line, then his
own. Shubrick crouched involuntarily as another cannonball hummed over. More
rifle balls cracked into the rocks around McLane, spattering them both with
stinging fragments of lead and stone. “Get back in here, Allen,” he yelled.
“They’ve got our range.”


“Just a minute . . . can you
see now?”


“Yeah. Yeah! Get in here!
I’m about to fire.”


As McLane vaulted back
through the embrasure, Shubrick straightened again, shading his eyes as he
peered toward the distant walls. Then crouched once more, to make sure of his
aim.


Shubrick never saw the round
shot that killed him. McLane recoiled in shock as his friend and classmate’s
headless corpse reeled across the platform. Shubrick fell, jerking and twisting
as his life blood spurted, soaking into the dusty soil of Mexico. 1234  



 


TRIBUTE OF RESPECT
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Credit: Naval Academy Museum


 


The monument stands at the
crossroads of Chapel and Stribling Walk, at the confluence of the level red
brick pathways linking Bancroft Hall with the various academic buildings and
the Chapel. In other words, at the Academy’s very heart. 


Its spire-shape was familiar
to us all. But for those long parted from Mother B, or who haven’t been yet, perhaps
it’s worth a reminder. A slim central obelisk is surrounded by stylized marble
carronades and truncated stacks of marble cannonballs. Outboard of the
sculptured stone, yet still part of the monument, point four bronze
muzzle-loading smoothbore cannon. Of Spanish manufacture, they’re mounted on
green-painted cast-iron display stands. The inscription on the monument reads:


 


To passed Midshipmen


H. A. CLEMSON.


and


J. R. HYNSON.


lost with U.S. Brig.
Somers


off Vera Cruz


Dec. 8th, 1846


This monument is Erected


by


passed and other
Midshipmen


of the U.S. Navy


as a tribute of respect


1848


 


To Midshipmen


J. W. PILLSBURY.


and


T. B. SHUBRICK.


the former drowned off
Vera Cruz


July 24th, 1846


the latter killed at the
Naval Battery


near Vera Cruz


March 25th, 1847


while in charge of their
duties


This monument is Erected


by


passed and other
Midshipmen


as a tribute of respect


1848


 


Someone, somewhere, was
determined to prevent these names being swallowed by oblivion.


Of the four, Shubrick was
definitely the best connected. Not only was he from a prominent South
Carolinian naval family, his uncle, Commodore (later rear admiral) William
Branford Shubrick, had commanded the closing operations of the war on the
Pacific coast,5 capturing Guaymas and Mazatlán, and going on to
senior positions in the naval squirearchy.6 Thomas may have been
among those anointed from birth for eventual flag rank. But obviously this
quartet were, when they died, neither admirals, noted statesmen, nor famous
scientists. Nor, actually, did they ever graduate from or even set foot at the
then-new academy at Annapolis!7 


Why then were their names
and deeds judged worthy to commemorate here in marble and bronze? How, youthful
as they were, could they be seen to embody, in some mystic way, the essence of
the new Academy’s mission, and transmit those values to generations yet unborn?


Few human institutions
spring to life fully formed, without antecedents, like Athena from the brow of
Zeus. The Academy at Annapolis was amalgamated from a previous shore training
site, the Naval Asylum at Philadelphia, combined with the much older system,
inherited from the Royal Navy, of training prospective officers at sea, in
active duty ships. Thus, when the inaugural class convened at the “Naval
School” at old Fort Severn, it was something of a hodgepodge: students
transferred from Philadelphia, those ordered in from previous Fleet training,
and new accessions, with a five-year curriculum that alternated duty at sea
with instruction ashore.8 Franklin Buchanan, the first
Superintendent, had a big job if he hoped to weld these disparate elements into
a functioning, coherent institution.


His work wasn’t made any
simpler when the United States declared war on Mexico only one year later, in
1846, over the border with Texas. Buchanan immediately applied for sea duty,
but was ordered to stay put at Annapolis. However, many senior midshipmen were
ordered to the Fleet, while others applied for active duty.9 


“Secretary Bancroft . . .
advanced the (graduation – Au) examinations from November to July, 1846, and
ordered the successful candidates to sea at once, which gave them all an
opportunity for active service. In October, 1846, he assembled at the school about
one third of the 1841 date, who were graduated in July, 1847, and were sent to
sea again, while the war was still in progress. The second group of 1841, which
reported in October, 1847, had already seen active war service. All midshipmen
of the 1840, 1841, and 1842 dates were given an opportunity to serve at sea
during the war without interrupting their courses at Annapolis.”10 


“Ninety midshipmen, mostly
oldsters from the school and fleet, saw service in the war.”11 Sources
differ, but it seems clear neither Clemson, Hynson, Pillsbury, or Shubrick ever
actually attended the new shore school at Annapolis. But they were definitely
well known to many of those mids who did – of which, more later. 


The Mexican War proper began
along the Rio Grande, and was initially fought primarily on land by the regular
US Army. Meanwhile, “While the Army was fighting in Texas, the Navy's Home
Squadron, under the command of Commodore David Conner sailed for Brazos
Santiago, an inlet a few miles north of the Rio Grande.“12 A close
blockade was clamped down all along both coasts of Mexico, to add to the
pressure, cut off munitions or other supplies, and make possible reconnaissance
in support of future landing operations.13 


The first mid to die in the
war was Passed Midshipman Wingate Pillsbury, who drowned shortly after
hostilities began, in July 1846. Assigned to Mississippi, a new
sidewheel steam frigate on blockade duty, he was sent in charge of the ship’s
launch to chase a suspicious sail off Vera Cruz. When his launch was capsized
by a violent wind, Pillsbury clung to the overturned hull. “With his crew he
was able to keep his hold upon the overturned craft until he saw that one of
his men who could not swim was nearly exhausted; and then, in attempting to
give his place, which was more secure, to the sailor, he was swept away by a
heavy sea.” 14 


In early 1847, 12,000
Marines, Army regulars, and volunteers landed south of Vera Cruz under the
command of General Winfield Scott. Scott’s strategy echoed that of Hernando
Cortez, pushing from Vera Cruz through the middle of Mexico toward the capital,
Mexico City.15 This would be the largest amphibious landing in
history until Gallipoli, in World War I.16 Unfortunately, the Army’s
siege-train had failed to arrive, including the heavy artillery essential to
battering down masonry forts.17 After the troops were ashore, and
during a furious norther, Commodore David Conner and his newly-arrived relief,
Commodore Matthew C. Perry, visited General Scott to discuss how the Navy could
assist the siege.18 Previously, Conner had offered to land a naval
battery to assist the lighter Army artillery in breaching the walls.19 20
Scott now accepted this offer, and they agreed on a battery of six heavy guns
complete with crews.21


When the opportunity came to
man this battery, the mids of Mississippi rolled dice for the chance.
Among the winners was Shubrick. The heavier guns of the Naval Battery seem to
have been the deciding factor in ending the siege. The heavy cannonballs
shattered the brittle coral-based concrete of the walls, and the naval shells
mowed down personnel. Army mortars and Congreve and Hale rocket bombardments
added to the smoke, din, and terror in the city.22 Soon a breach in
the wall was opened, every enemy gun within range was silenced, and hundreds of
civilians were wounded and killed in the town.23 Scott prepared an
infantry assault, but following a war council, the city surrendered. Its
commander, Brigadier General Juan Esteban Morales, escaped in a small boat.24
25 Without the battery, Scott might have been stymied at the outset of
the Mexico City campaign, and the war greatly lengthened;26 though
the enemy was already weakened by the “Polkos”, army regiments who revolted
after Vice-President Valentín Gómez Farías’s expropriation of Church property
to finance defense.27 28 


       


CLEMSON AND HYNSON


 


What of Clemson and Hynson? Both
were passed midshipmen assigned to USS Somers. This small brig, of
course, had an indirect connection to the establishment of the Academy.


For those unfamiliar with
the “Somers Mutiny”: in 1842, acting as an experimental schoolship, she
was returning from carrying dispatches to Africa when Commander Alexander
Slidell Mackenzie arrested, then swiftly condemned and hung, three men he
accused of mutiny. One, Midshipman Philip Spencer, was the son of the Secretary
of War.29 The case excited deep divisions in public opinion.
Following a court martial, at which Mackenzie was acquitted, many – including
influential naval historian James Fenimore Cooper – considered his act not as
the rigorous suppression of an incipient and dangerous rebellion, but rather
closer to murder.30 Some sources point to the affair as being one
reason Congress began to consider the desirability of more rigorous
professional training, conducted at a single facility ashore.31 


Somers had been operating in the Gulf since the spring of
1846, on blockade and other duty, under the command of one Lieutenant Raphael
Semmes, destined for notoriety in a later war as captain of CSS Alabama.
On December 8 of ‘46, a sudden squall capsized Somers while she was
chasing a blockade runner. Some 32 crewmembers drowned; others were apparently
washed ashore and captured, and seven were rescued by a French warship there as
a neutral observer.32 Among the drowned were two passed midshipmen,
Henry A. Clemson, from New Jersey, and John Ringgold Hynson, from Maryland.33
Both had attended the Naval Asylum and passed their exams there.34
Park Benjamin writes, “Passed Midshipmen Clemson and Hynson insisted upon their
men taking refuge in the one available boat, but before further aid could reach
them, their ship sunk. Clemson clung to a spar, which he deliberately abandoned
when he saw that it was inadequate to support all who were clinging to it.”35
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“Loss of USS Somers,” Illustrated
London News


 


 


It’s worth noting that these
four were not the only midshipmen to lose their lives in the Mexican War.
Passed Midshipman William Thomas died of disease aboard ship off Vera Cruz. A
Passed Midshipman McClanahan, assigned to Cyane, off California, may
have been shot at the fort at St. Joseph’s during the Bear Flag Revolt.36 Another,
R. Clay Rogers, was captured ashore while attempting to blow up a Mexican
powder magazine, and nearly shot as a spy, but managed to escape.37 


But all was not heroism,
tragedy, or intrigue. Stories filtered back to the mids left behind about less
fatal, even comic events. “There was Midshipman Young, for instance, who had
wandered off with a dispatch to the dragoon commander before Medellin on an
ancient cavalry charger which he had not the slightest idea how to manage. He
arrived just when the charge sounded. The old war-horse promptly obeyed the
bugle, and Young of course went with him, thus gaining the unsought honor of
leading the dragoons and the cordial compliments of the colonel upon his
remarkable gallantry.”38 There was also Foxhall Parker, who solved
the sticky riddle of how to get a dismounted 32-pounder out of his landing boat
by knocking a hole in the bottom and offloading it that way.39 


The Mexican War seemed to
prove the marked superiority of professionally educated officers over
hastily-enrolled volunteers or part-time militia, especially in the fields of
artillery, engineering, and reconnaissance.40 41   Congress
allocated funds for the improvement of Fort Severn that August, and the U.S.
Naval Academy was officially founded the next year.42  


       


THE MIDSHIPMEN’S MONUMENT


 


Now we return to the
monument itself – properly termed the Midshipmen’s Monument, not the “Mexican”
Monument, as it’s often called. 


The 56 students in the Yard
as the war ended raised $1000 among themselves to commemorate their fellows
lost in the war, making it the first remembrance instituted by the midshipmen
themselves.43 (The much older Tripoli Monument was not government
funded either, but had been raised by subscription among the officers who’d
served in the Barbary Wars.44) No record survives of who first moved
the resolution, or who donated the most money. But the fundraising does seem to
have been a collective effort, and to have kept cost in mind – the obelisk, in
funerary design, both symbolizes the connection between heaven and earth, and
is cheaper to construct than other structures.45 The monument was
designed and sculpted in Philadelphia, of Pennsylvania marble, and installed in
1848, close to what was then the Academy’s shoreline.46 Philo
McGiffin fired the Mexican cannons at midnight with saluting charges from Reina
Mercedes.47 The monument was moved inland, to its present
location, in 1909, but has otherwise been left as it was built, making it one
of only three or four structures in the Yard dating from before the Beaux-Arts
constructions of the Flagg era. 


Current mids carry on a
curious tradition. It is said that now and then, even today, a plebe may
occasionally be seen at ground arms in front of the Midshipmen’s Monument,
holding not a rifle but a broom or swab. Could the implement symbolize a cannon
rammer? Could this be a ghostly memory of Shubrick, as he manned his gun before
his violent death at Vera Cruz? A collective tribute, welling up from what we
might term the deep subconscious of the Brigade?


 






ROBLEY D. “FIGHTING BOB” EVANS, CLASS OF 1863: THE TOUGHEST GRADUATE
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“If you wish to preserve the peace of the world, give
us more battleships and fewer statesmen.” —Robley D. Evans, 1908.


 


 


Who was the
toughest, gutsiest USNA graduate ever? There are significant challengers for
the position.


But hard-nosed though others
may have been, most pale beside a legend from the nineteenth century—Robley D.
Evans, from the class of 1864.


Everyone from presidents on
down called him “Fighting Bob.” Buffalo hunter and Indian fighter before he
ever got to the Academy, Evans commanded his first ship at seven-teen and was
wounded four times at Fort Fisher before killing his tormentor. When surgeons
tried to amputate his legs, he swore to kill whoever tried. Invalided for
incurable wounds, Evans came back to fight again at the Battle of Santiago, and
dragged himself aboard the Great White Fleet on two canes.


Evans was gruff, cranky,
boastful, and so foul-mouthed he was chastised in the New York Times for
his profanity. But those who knew him loved him, and he’s our only grad
ever to have a presidential pet named after him.


Evans wrote about his early
years in his best-selling autobiography, A Sailor’s Log—Recollections of
Forty Years of Naval Life. He
was born in the mountains of western Virginia, son of a doctor and
legislator. He writes, “When I was six years old I was the happy possessor of a
gun, a pony, and a negro boy. The first I learned to handle with considerable
skill . . . the pony . . . seemed bent on breaking my neck; and the coloured
lad, my constant companion, taught me, among other things, to smoke and chew
tobacco.” Evans recalls wagon trains, camp meetings, and long, hard winters.


His father died when Robley
was ten. He moved to Washington to live with his uncle, a lawyer and
newspaperman often about the Capital. As he entered his teens, Evans was about
to run away to sea when a congressman from Utah, a friend of his uncle’s, asked
him if he would like an appointment to Annapolis.


The catch was that Evans had
to establish residence in Utah. Not only that, in those days there were no
plane, rail, or even road links to the newly acquired territory.


Evans took a train as far as
St. Joseph’s, Missouri, where he lost his money in a baggage mishap. Still, he
managed to join a pioneer wagon train headed west. “As I was very young and
small, I was assigned to assist the cook in preparing meals.”1 He also
hunted buffalo, learning to ride up beside them on his mule and dispatch them
with two or three revolver shots.


The second day out from Fort
Laramie, though, the train was attacked by Indians. After driving off the
whites, they took what they wanted and burned the wagons. “After standing the
Pawnees off for some time and killing a good many of them, we made our way back
to Fort Laramie, where we managed to secure one wagon and some pack animals,
bought a fresh lot of supplies, and continued on our way.”2 Later
they were attacked again, by Blackfeet. This time, Evans got an arrow through
his ankle and partway through his mule.
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At Green River, Bannock
Indians rustled their horses, but a party of friendly Snakes (Shoshones) retrieved
them. At the celebratory powwow, the famous Chief Washakie treated young Evans
to whiskey from a powder horn and nicknamed him “Little Breeches.” Striking up
a chumship with one of Washakie’s sons, Evans was invited along on a ten-day hunt
with the Shoshones. Evans “belonged to the chief’s mess, so to speak,” and had
an introduction to Indian wrestling and hunting, and the nomadic life of
the Plains. As they were returning, Evans wrote, Washakie offered him one of
his daughters and a place in the tribe, but “Indian life had less charm for me
the more I saw of it.”3


The trek continued. They
crossed alkali desert, and hunted elk and mountain sheep. Then, at last, looked
down on Salt Lake City.


In 1859 the “Utah War”
between the US Army and Mormon settlers had just ended. President Buchanan had
issued a blanket pardon.4 Evans stayed with a Mormon family, and had an
interview with Brigham Young, whose flower garden he’d damaged on a runaway
pony. When he’d satisfied the residence requirements, he took a seat on the overland
coach east, in July, 1860.5


He reported to USS Constitution
in Annapolis as part of a class of 127. The plebes were at first isolated from
the rest of the Academy at the end of a long pier. They slept in hammocks.
Their initial training concentrated on English, seamanship, and gunnery.


The mids took the Oath in
the fall of 1860 even more seriously than usual, as if acknowledging not all
would be able to keep it. “Each and every one appeared to feel himself
standing at the crater of a volcano which might at any moment commence an
eruption.”6 The resignations began even before South Carolina
seceded in December 1860.7 Throughout the winter, more left to “go South.”8
Separatist sentiment became overt, with some mids wearing blue secession cockades.
Arguments raged aboard Constitution and in the classrooms. Evans reports
that, following
the example of Lt. Hunter Davidson, Class of 1847, “Conferences were frequent
and serious, but never in one of them was a disloyal word uttered . . . so long
as we were inside the academy limits, or until our resignations were accepted,
we were officers of the navy and would behave as such.”9


Meanwhile, Evans got into
several fist fights. Though he wasn’t large, “his short body was all muscle and
agility. He never hung back when a fight was pending.”10 When he
stood up for a smaller boy, a passing officer thought Evans had threatened
use of a knife, and he was confined for mutiny. This was no empty charge so
soon after the Somers hanging, but Evans got off with a restriction.11


Evans, like most of the
Southern cadets, faced a choice, but his mother tried to make it for him. He
wrote, “As soon as war was an assured thing, my family demanded that I should
resign, come South and fight for my state; but it did not seem to me that this
course was imperative.” His brother had joined the Confederates, but Evans
decided to stay with the old flag. The decision was almost taken out of his
hands, though. His mother wrote out his resignation and sent it to the Navy
Department. It was accepted, and “. . . without previous warning I found myself
out of the service, despite my determination to stay in.” He went to Captain
Rodgers, who sent a telegram to Washington explaining the situation. After a
suspenseful twenty-four hours, Evans was notified he could still put “USN”
after his name, but like many others, he was now estranged from his family. 


After Constitution
was towed to Newport, and the Academy reconstituted there,12 the
senior classes were ordered into service, leaving only Evans’s class. Since
they’d had little contact with the older midshipmen, though, there was a
significant break in tradition. This, in Evans’s recollection, allowed the
previously unknown practice of hazing to take root. They trained hard in
seamanship. Each Saturday the sloop Marion went to sea fully manned by the mids,
who put it through every evolution, including grounding and ungrounding, under
then-Lieutenant Commander Stephen B. Luce’s demanding eye.13


The 1862 summer cruise took
place under wartime conditions, aboard the sloop
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