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				PROLOGUE
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				A Gift from the Predators

			

			[image: ]ne night in late July 1942, a hardscrabble Cuban fisherman hauled in a hulking shark from the Nicholas Channel off Cuba’s northern coast. He gutted it and tore open its stomach with a knife. Out into the humid air spilled a mass of human remains. The fisherman, whose last name was Carillo, would have been surprised but not shocked.

			The Nicholas Channel had been the Carillo family’s prime shark-fishing grounds for years. The narrow passage branched off the Old Bahama Channel and the Straits of Florida, where the Gulf Stream ran deep and fast. Its dark-blue water teemed with fish. The sharks preyed on them, and the Carillos in turn preyed on the sharks. They set deep lines in the channel, suspending bloody chunks of meat on six-inch hooks from floating oil drums. When they caught big, dangerous sharks—tiger sharks or snout-nosed bull sharks—they beat them to death with long clubs or drove metal spikes through their gills. They gutted them to keep the meat fresh. The sharks made dinners for the fishermen, who could sell any extra to neighbors.

			In recent months, a new predator had joined the sharks and the fishermen in these killing grounds. German U-boats crept among the islets and mangroves. The submarines did not waste time or torpedoes on fishing boats, but they attacked American merchant ships with single-minded focus. The fishermen had glimpsed the U-boats’ thin silhouettes at dawn, and heard the rumble of their diesel engines in the dark. They had seen torpedoed vessels flaming like giant torches. And they had seen the U-boats’ human victims. Only the previous day, another Cuban fishing boat had picked up survivors of the torpedoed American freighter Onondaga. Other men from that ship were still missing.

			The Carillos spread out the contents of the shark’s belly on the deck of the Donatella. They discovered two rings. One was a nondescript pale-yellow band of bone. The other was a heavy gold signet ring, cracked on the underside, bearing the initials “G.D.H.” The Carillos could have simply crossed themselves and washed their discovery away with a bucket of seawater. Instead, they pulled in their lines and pointed the Donatella toward the stone quays of Havana harbor, to hand over the remains to the authorities.

			Port officials in Havana thought at first that the remains were leg bones, but closer analysis would reveal they were forearms. Word about them quickly spread around the harbor to the offices of shipping companies and other businesses. Several cargo ships had been torpedoed in nearby waters, including most recently the Onondaga.

			The Onondaga’s captain—known as the ship’s master—George Dewey Hodges, had understood the danger of sailing in the waters off Cuba. Dewey, as he was called, hailed from the tiny seafaring enclave of Mathews County, Virginia, on the western shore of the Chesapeake Bay. Mariners from Mathews had sailed the world’s oceans since colonial times. Now, in the summer of 1942, seven months after the United States entered World War II, Mathews mariners were under attack by U-boats in the Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean Sea, the Gulf of Mexico, the Mediterranean Sea, and the frigid Barents Sea in the Arctic Circle.
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			For the Mathews men aboard the Onondaga, the U-boat war was personal. Dewey’s brother Leslie had been killed in a U-boat attack off Cuba only eleven days before the Onondaga was attacked. Dewey’s father and four of his six brothers were aboard merchant ships in waters already littered with torpedoed ships and the remains of men who had sailed them. The Onondaga’s second officer, Genious Hudgins Jr., also a Mathews man, had already survived one torpedoing, as had the bo’sun, William Hammond, whose two brothers were also at sea. Another Mathews sea captain, Mellin Respess, was sailing home aboard the Onondaga as a passenger after having had two ships torpedoed out from under him. The only Mathews man on the Onondaga who had not previously encountered a U-boat was the third officer, Russell Dennis. All the men had known the master, Dewey, for most of their lives.

			Everyone seemed to know Dewey, a broad-shouldered man with an ever-present Lucky Strike cigarette burning between his fingers. Dewey was a veteran captain for the Ford Motor Co., which operated a fleet of ships that in peacetime delivered autos and auto parts from Ford plants on the East Coast to customers in the Caribbean and South America. At age forty-two, Dewey was a robust man with an infectious grin and a natural gift for conversation. He clapped men on the back and asked about their families. He tossed his spare change to children. “How he loved life!” a former shipmate wrote of him. “Possessing the happy faculty of making and keeping friends—friends the world over.” Dewey loved to sing, although he was well aware he could not carry a tune. As a joke on his crew, he once cut a record of himself crooning his favorite song, “Mexicali Rose,” a ballad about a man setting out on a journey without his beloved.

			Dewey might well have been singing about his wife, Edna, and their four children. He was seldom home but doted on them from distant ports. “My darling and babys [sic],” he wrote in his last letter home. “I am not expecting anything to happen to me, but if it does, you should have enough with my insurance property to take care of you for a long time.” He told Edna, “What you do with whatever I leave is all right with me as long as you take care of yourself and the children. I leave all of that to your judgment.” He asked that his son finish college if the Army did not draft him first. He repeated, “Don’t think that I think anything is going to happen. I am not even worried about it.”

			But he was worried about it. Everything about the trip felt wrong. It would be Dewey’s first voyage after being idled for months by a serious illness. The Onondaga was not even his ship. He was substituting for her regular captain on a short but dangerous run from Mobile, Alabama, to Cuba. Dewey took time to inspect the Onondaga closely after flying into Mobile. The ship was a tiny freighter, only 231 feet long and displacing 2,309 tons. She was a “laker,” designed for the Great Lakes rather than the open sea. Dewey noticed that the Onondaga’s life rafts were held to the deck by wire clamps. He replaced the clamps with ropes that could be cut with quick swipes of a knife to free the rafts in an emergency.

			The Onondaga sailed out of Mobile on June 24, 1942, and made an uneventful passage from Mobile to the industrial port of Nuevitas on Cuba’s northeast coast. She took on a load of heavy manganese ore, an ingredient of flares and incendiary bombs. Dewey waited until first light the next morning to leave Nuevitas. He was determined to reach the safety of Havana while the sun was still up. U-boats seemed to spend the daylight hours hiding on the bottom and then rise at night to hunt.

			The Onondaga chugged through the Nicholas Channel between the Grand Bahama Bank and a string of barrier islands dotting the Cuban coast. Dewey posted two lookouts, though he knew the ship was doomed if a U-boat got close enough for them to spot it. The Onondaga was slow and unarmed. If she was unlucky enough to encounter Germans, her only real defense was her relative insignificance. She was such small fry that some U-boat commanders might hesitate to waste a precious torpedo on her.
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			Visit http://bit.ly/1X4if3b for a larger version of this map.

			The U-129’s commander, Hans-Ludwig Witt, was not the type to hesitate. Witt was the most aggressive U-boat commander in the Caribbean. He had sunk ten merchant ships in six weeks, including a freighter commanded by another Mathews sea captain. Witt was not afraid to attack ships in daylight or close to shore. On July 23, he was ending his successful mission to the Caribbean. The U-129 was only passing through the Nicholas Channel en route to the open Atlantic, and back to its base on the coast of Nazi-occupied France. But Witt had saved a torpedo in case a kill presented itself on the trip home. A little before 4:30 p.m., he spotted the Onondaga through his periscope as she passed Cayo Guillermo, a sparsely inhabited clump of sand where Ernest Hemingway later set the climax of a novel involving U-boats.*

			The U-129 approached the Onondaga at periscope depth, unspotted by the lookouts. Witt ordered the sub slowed to its attack speed of 5 knots. He called out the target’s range, speed, and course, and the depth to which the torpedo was to run. His torpedo officer entered the data into a steering system built into the torpedo tubes. Witt called “Rohr los!”—“Launch!”—and the U-boat shuddered as a torpedo burst from one of its bow tubes on a jet of compressed air. The torpedo raced through the water at approximately 50 miles per hour. Its tip contained an explosive charge of TNT, cyclonite, and aluminum flakes. It struck the Onondaga just below the waterline, with a bang and a white flash, and blew a hole in her three-quarter-inch-thick steel hull. The sea poured in and the heavy manganese ore she carried quickly pulled the little ship under.

			“As soon as I heard the explosion I ran up to the boat deck,” Third Officer Russell Dennis from Mathews told Navy investigators. “It was only six steps up a ladder from where I was standing, but by the time I got there, water was already rushing over the sides. The second mate [Genious Hudgins] hollered, ‘Abandon ship,’ and then jumped. I was right behind him.” Dennis caught a glimpse of Dewey descending a ladder from the bridge, and saw Captain Respess “sawing at one of the ropes holding the life rafts to the deck.” The Onondaga sank out of sight in less than a minute. “She went down like a brick,” Dennis said. Nothing remained on the surface but some debris and three life rafts. Dennis and eight of his shipmates swam to the life rafts and clambered aboard. They made it safely to an uninhabited barrier island, where they were spotted by a search plane, but Dewey and seventeen other men were listed as missing.

			Thanks to the shark fishermen, however, Dewey was no longer missing.

			The discovery of the rings caught the attention of R. M. Jenkins, who managed a business on the Havana waterfront. Jenkins knew Dewey and knew that he had been lost aboard the Onondaga, and recognized the initials “G.D.H.” Jenkins examined the ring personally, and came away more convinced, but he was not sure who to tell. He wrote letters to the U.S. ambassador and various steamship companies, asking that someone contact Dewey Hodges’s family. “If the widow of the good old man who went down with his ship knows this ring,” he wrote, “I imagine it would be of great sentimental value to her.”

			He was wrong. It was not that simple. The rings would prove to be a thorny gift from the predators that took Dewey Hodges.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE
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			Born to the Water

		

		[image: ]athews County, Virginia, is not on the way to anywhere. “One only goes to Mathews when going to Mathews,” the local saying went. The county is a peninsula spreading deep into the Chesapeake Bay, in the shape of a tattered sail. It clings to the western shore of the Bay by a four-mile border with Gloucester County. But the rest of Mathews’s boundaries are tidal water.

		To the east lies the Chesapeake Bay, one of the world’s largest estuaries, which opens out like an inland sea from the outermost edges of the county. To the north, Mathews’s shores are bathed by the brackish Piankatank River, and to the south by the North River and Mobjack Bay. That smaller bay joins the Chesapeake at a long shoal marked by the New Point Lighthouse, which was commissioned by President John Adams and completed in Thomas Jefferson’s administration. The lighthouse stood on the mainland until August 24, 1933, when a ferocious hurricane flooded much of Mathews and carved a channel that stranded the lighthouse on its own rocky island. The interior of Mathews is gashed by dozens of creeks and streams, including the East River, which cuts a jagged swath through the geographic center of the county.

		While Mathews lies only seventy miles from Virginia’s capital city of Richmond, mileage never adequately captured the county’s isolation. For much of Mathews’s history, its roads were so awful that many citizens avoided them entirely and traveled by boat to shop, socialize, and attend church. Bad roads had literally forced the creation of Mathews in the first place. The county had been a parish of Gloucester County until 1791, when citizens complained that the thirteen-mile trip to the Gloucester courthouse was too daunting, especially in the mud of winter and early spring. “Those who have business in court [must walk] or resque their lives often over a wide & dangerous Bay in canoes,” read a petition by a member of the Virginia House of Delegates, Thomas Mathews. He argued that the far-flung citizens should have their own county with a courthouse less perilous to reach. The Virginia legislature agreed, and the citizens of the new county thanked Thomas Mathews by naming it after him. The signers of the petition included men named Callis, Hudgins, Powell, Billups, Foster, Hunley, Marchant, Forrest, and Borum, whose descendants still live in the lonely community and sail in the Chesapeake and beyond.

		By 1941, as the war in Europe was about to explode into World War II, Mathews was an isolated, tightly knit community of about 7,500 people, scattered in hamlets and tiny villages along the tidal creeks. Mathews was country. Everyone knew everyone else, or at least knew their families. Neighbors pitched in to help one another at harvest time and at hog-killing time—right after the first cold snap in late autumn, when the freshly butchered meat would set properly. Many Mathews families ventured into the city of Richmond only twice a year: to buy school clothes, and to take children to see Santa Claus at Thalhimers department store.

		The only highway leading into Mathews, State Route 14, veered through thick maritime forest along half-hidden shorelines, past the redbrick Mathews courthouse, and down toward the lighthouse before ending abruptly, as if exhausted by the journey, in a confusion of back roads. The back roads narrowed into dirt lanes bordered by small, wood-frame houses and an occasional rotted-out boat or collapsed shed. Some lanes ended at weather-beaten docks, where workboats swung at anchor or rested in the muck, depending upon the tide. The air was filled with the cries of gulls and the sweet reek of the marsh.

		One of about every ten citizens of Mathews was black, living almost completely segregated from the county’s white population. Black children attended small schools, most of them connected to black churches. When the children grew up, their dealings with their white neighbors consisted mainly of laboring and cooking for them. Mathews was not spared the prejudices of many rural southern communities in the early twentieth century. The portraits in the Mathews courthouse were of Robert E. Lee and Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson. As late as the 1920s, hooded and robed Ku Klux Klansmen had marched in Mathews’s Fourth of July parade.

		By 1941, though, attitudes about race in Mathews varied widely from family to family. The Hodgeses were progressive. Dewey’s father and mother, Captain Jesse and Henny, would have swatted any child who showed disrespect toward the black neighbors who helped out at Gales Neck. “Animosity toward blacks was not in my family, period,” said Louise Hodges’s daughter, Stormy Heart.* But the gulf between white and black in Mathews was wide enough that the weekly paper, the Gloucester-Mathews Gazette-Journal, relegated all news about blacks to the back pages, under the heading “Among the Colored.”

		The closest thing to a downtown in Mathews was the Main Street business district, which bordered the grassy courthouse green. About half of the county’s 150 businesses were clustered along the adjoining streets in tidy, one-story brick buildings. The businesses included Richardson’s Drug Store—whose lunch counter was the social center of the county—as well as the Farmers and Fishermen’s Bank, two grocery stores, a dry-goods store, a car dealership, a gas station, a candy shop, two pool halls, and the BeJo theater, which showed films that had already played everywhere else. There was a public library and, in the courthouse green, a jail, a welfare office, and a stone monument with the names of Mathews’s Confederate dead. An unimpressed visitor described the town as “straggling.”

		The only time the courthouse area really came alive was on Saturday nights, when more than two thousand people from all over Mathews put on their best clothes and converged at sunset on Main Street in a swirling promenade. They shopped, gossiped, politicked, did business, settled scores, and looked for romance. After about four hours, they climbed back into their Model A sedans and horse-drawn wagons and returned to their villages along the creeks.

		Each village had its post office, usually contained in a general store that sold only those essentials that could not be handmade, grown, or caught in the Bay. Mathews villages were not named for European kings or colonial governors, as in Virginia counties with similar colonial pedigrees, but for the hardworking families who eked out their livings there. Several villages had been named just for the hell of it, including Shadow, Onemo (“one more” post office), Redart (“trader” spelled backward), Motorun (the home of a boat mechanic who could get any motor to run), and Moon (named by a postmaster while sitting on his front step one moonlit night). People in Mathews did not put on airs with names, or with anything else.

		Mathews’s far-flung communities were bound together by some twenty churches, most of them conservative Baptist, Methodist, and Episcopal, with two small Quaker congregations. The evangelical strains of the Quakers and Methodists held revivals wherein traveling preachers held the devout spellbound. In most Mathews churches, however, the pastors beseeched rather than thundered at their flocks to fill the benches on Sundays. The patriarchs of prominent Mathews families had founded those churches, but their children, by and large, were less devoted, and some already had drifted away. Every Sunday the Reverend Iris Elmon Belch of Gwynn’s Island Baptist Church welcomed the visiting mariners he spotted in attendance, but the welcome was wistful. He knew those men probably would not see the inside of another church until they came home to the island again, if then. Life at sea did not lend itself to regular churchgoing.

		Mathews was also bound together by its schools. While all white Mathews children attended one of the county’s four primary schools, many of them never set foot in Mathews High School. They quit their studies to work to support their families. The Chesapeake Bay was too bountiful to allow anyone in Mathews to starve. But beyond basic sustenance, the prospects in Mathews were limited.

		“There wasn’t nothing in Mathews but the water,” said Bill Callis, who grew up in Mathews on Gwynn’s Island, a triangular dot in the Bay at the mouth of the Piankatank River. “You farmed, you fished the Bay, or you went to sea. Those were your only options.”

		Farming was hard in Mathews. The sandy loam soil was too poor to produce crops on a large scale, except for daffodils, which burst into silvery profusion every spring to be shipped by the thousands to florists in northeastern cities.

		Working on the water came more naturally to people in Mathews. Every child in the county grew up handling boats. They learned to sail, and also to scull, a method of propelling a boat by twisting a single oar back and forth rapidly at the stern. Sculling was considered an art in Mathews. A capable sculler could outrace a small motorboat. Bill Callis was a commercial fisherman by the first grade, setting pots in the rivers to catch blue crabs and eels, and then selling them to neighbors. “By the time I was five or six, I could take a boat and make it do as I damn well pleased,” Bill said. “I guess you could say I was born to the water.”

		Mathews fishermen favored pound nets, which were large nets staked into the bottom in a T shape. Fish swam into them and could not find their way out. When bulging nets happened to align with high market prices, fishing was lucrative. But fishing could also break your heart, bankrupt you, or even kill you. Catches plummeted without warning. Expensive gear broke. Fish houses burned. Boats sank. Men flayed or smashed their fingers while driving stakes for pound nets. And every year, the storms that boiled up suddenly on the Bay caught at least one fisherman too far out. Many fishermen never learned to swim, regarding it as a leisure activity.

		For more than 250 years, the profession of choice in Mathews had been sailing merchant ships. To a Richmonder, Mathews might seem like a dead end at the water’s edge, but to a mariner, Mathews was a portal, a jumping-off point to the world. Mathews had been a tobacco port and then a busy steamboat port. In 1941, steamboats still stopped in Mathews regularly on their way between Norfolk and Baltimore. A young man born to the water, with an urge to explore or simply nothing to lose, could pack some clothes into a seabag, present himself to a ship’s captain on the dock, and change his life forever. Generations of Mathews men had done exactly that, running away from home or walking away with their families’ blessings. During a grueling fall harvest in 1938, George Hudgins of Mathews announced he was leaving the family farm to go to sea. His father handed him $10 and said, “Good luck.” George had never been much help on the farm, but he was a natural at the helm of a vessel. He would retire many years later as chief pilot on the Panama Canal.

		The pinnacle of achievement in Mathews was to become a captain, to command a ship at sea. In some Mathews families, it was not enough for a young man to find steady work as a seaman or even a ship’s officer. His birthright was to become a captain. Portraits of his ancestors in their white captain’s caps stared down at him expectantly from the walls of his home.

		Captains were celebrities in Mathews. When one came home from his ship for a visit, neighborhood boys orbited his house on their bicycles, hoping for a shout of greeting or maybe even a quarter flung to them. Captains always had money in their pockets, even during the worst years of the Great Depression. In 1941, an experienced captain could earn $350 a month. By most standards, that was hardly lavish pay. Captains were “the poorest paid executives in the country,” wrote author and mariner Bruce Felknor. But captains made ten times more than able seamen, whose pay was $32.50 per month, and able seamen earned more than most other people in Mathews.

		A few captains in Mathews always stood out from the crowd, either for their skill, their exploits, or their prodigious personalities. Captain Jesse Hodges stood out for all of those reasons and more. The Hodges family of Gales Neck was extraordinary.

		In 1884, when Jesse was only ten years old, he had signed on as cabin boy on a neighbor’s sailing schooner, the Clemmie Travers, which ran between Norfolk, Baltimore, and the Caribbean hauling everything from coal to pineapples. The captain taught Jesse to read by the light of swaying oil lanterns, using newspapers from ports of call as textbooks. According to a family history, Jesse “learned to read other things too, like tides, winds, stars, currents, charts, depth sounders and men.”

		Jesse could handle large vessels as if they were bathtub toys. He just had the touch. He started with sailing schooners and freighters but gravitated toward tugboats. Two of his brothers followed. At the age of twenty, Jesse was promoted to captain of an oceangoing tug, and he spent most of the rest of his life in the wheelhouse, shepherding ships and barges through busy harbors from New England to the Caribbean.

		Captain Jesse had a barrel chest, enormous hands, and a piercing look that seemed to say, “Get off your ass.” He would not employ men who drank too much or had too little ambition. He was accustomed to shouting orders and seeing them followed without discussion or delay.

		Jesse’s wife, Henrietta, was a tall, large-boned woman, as kind as Jesse was hard. Henny, as she was universally known, presided over the family’s sixty-acre farm on Gales Neck at the head of the East River. Jesse knew little about the farm or other matters on dry land. He got off the tugboat only three or four times a year, for a few days at a stretch. When he was home, Henny waited on him hand and foot. She fixed him his favorite meal of baked alewives—oily fish that most people refused to eat. Jesse enjoyed a little activity, like hoeing his watermelon patch, but mostly he sat in the shade of a tall cedar near the riverbank, smoking a cigar or his corncob pipe, whittling, and waiting for the call back to his ship. He seemed lost at home in all respects except one.

		Between 1895 and 1920, Jesse and Henny had fourteen children—nine sons and five daughters. “It seemed like every time he came home, he’d leave her with another child to care for,” observed his daughter Louise. It wasn’t enough for Henny, who joked that she wanted enough children for a steamship crew but that he had fathered only enough for a tugboat crew. And indeed, at one point Jesse employed five of his sons as officers on his tug.

		The Hodges children accumulated quickly: Raymond, Seth, Dewey, Willie, Leslie, Alice, Elizabeth, Spencer, John, Coleman, David, Henrietta, Louise, and finally Hilda. By the time Hilda, the fourteenth and last child, arrived, Jesse and Henny had run out of names. They christened her Hilda Fourteen Hodges. She was the only one born in a hospital. Jesse lost count of his sons and named the ninth boy David in the mistaken belief he was the biblical “seventh son.”

		But Captain Jesse’s career advice to his boys was as clear as the Gulf Stream. When his oldest, Raymond, turned thirteen, Jesse walked him to the dune at the edge of the Bay and pointed out at a ship chugging north to Baltimore. “When you are 14, you’ll be old enough to work on a ship,” he told Raymond. “By the time you are 21, I want you to be master of a ship like that.”

		Raymond would not disappoint. Six of Captain Jesse’s sons would, in fact, become ship’s captains, and a seventh would quit the sea only after hurting his back in a shipboard accident. Jesse and Henny reared two of their grandsons, who also went to sea. Three of the Hodges daughters married Mathews mariners.

		When the seafaring Hodges sons married, they had to move their families to the home ports of their ships in Norfolk, Philadelphia, and New York, but whenever their ships docked for more than a day or two, they came home to Gales Neck to pay their respects to Henny, whom they all called “Mama.” Even if they were no longer from Mathews, they would always be of Mathews. After they retired, they would return to Mathews to live out their final years. They would always be Mathews men.

		The Hodges captains hired all the crew members from Mathews they could. Every time Captain Dewey Hodges came home to see his mother, he spread the word around Mathews of any jobs open on his ship or other vessels he knew. Any man who wanted work had only to meet him in front of Richardson’s Drug Store at 1 p.m. on Sunday, and Dewey would drive him to the docks and sign him on to the crew. Dewey, like his father, encouraged men to apply themselves and advance. “My father wanted to help men from Mathews,” Dewey’s daughter Jean recalled. “He knew that with a little help, some of them could get out and make some money and see the world. That was what he had done, and he saw himself in them.” Dewey also pushed them to be ambitious and rise through the ranks; he had once threatened to fire his second mate, Clayton Hammond of Mathews, if Clayton did not quit procrastinating and test for his first-mate’s license. Hammond did as he was told, and became Dewey’s second-in-command. At one of Mathews’s darkest moments in the coming U-boat war, Clayton Hammond would repay Dewey’s confidence in him.

		The Hodges family may have been abundant, but it was only one of a dozen families in Mathews with a tradition of sailing merchant ships. The center of Mathews seafaring, in fact, was not the Hodges’s community of Gales Neck but Gwynn’s Island. The island was three miles long and a mile wide, heavily wooded, and linked to mainland Mathews by a steel drawbridge spanning a placid anchorage called Milford Haven. Gwynn’s Island was home to about six hundred people, who were even more closely tied to the sea than were their neighbors across the water.

		Gwynn’s Island had been a cradle of merchant sea captains since colonial times, which was a great source of pride on the island. In 1924, the Mathews Journal printed a letter from “Father Neptune” listing twenty-four Gwynn’s Islanders who were captains of merchant ships. The names included Callis, Hudgins, Borum, and Respess, the first families of island seafaring. The list included six island captains named Callis, including the brothers Homer, Rodney, and Robert Melville Callis, who had sailed the deep ocean for two decades.

		Like most islanders, the three Callis brothers had quit school after ninth grade rather than scull across Milford Haven every morning to catch the bus to the high school. The sea seemed far more interesting. “I have seen many queer things and had many queer experiences,” Captain Robert Melville Callis once said. He had stopped a ship in a Louisiana canal to let a cow swim across. He had seen a storm strip a man naked. He claimed to have seen mermaids, whose “eyes were blue, blue like the waters of old Milford Haven,” and who were “built like the steeple on the Gwynn’s Island Baptist Church.”

		[image: ]

		Merchant mariners like the Mathews men were civilians, sailing privately owned cargo ships from port to port. Their employer, the U.S. Merchant Marine, was not a branch of the military, as its name seemed to suggest. It was, and is, an association of privately owned shipping companies operating under the American flag, employing American crews, and fighting like bull sharks over contracts to haul goods by sea.

		Merchant shipping dated back to the world’s earliest civilizations. Any ambitious nation with even a sliver of seacoast projected its economic strength through merchant ships. The U.S. Merchant Marine is as old as the nation itself. It helped build the United States into a global power. Merchant ships carried American goods abroad and foreign goods to America after the Revolution. They fought the young nation’s sea battles, as privateers commissioned by the government to attack enemy ships, until the U.S. Navy grew strong enough to take over that job.

		Throughout its history, the U.S. merchant fleet had grown and shrunk according to the laws of supply and demand and the strength of foreign competition. But the government never let it grow too feeble without reviving it through subsidies and exclusive contracts. The nation needed a functioning U.S. Merchant Marine. The need was not so clear during peacetime, when foreign ships could deliver goods to and from U.S. ports just as well and often more cheaply. But in times of war, the Merchant Marine was transformed into a vital part of America’s arsenal—a fleet of ships the nation could rely on to carry men and supplies wherever they were needed. The Merchant Marine had always showed its true value to the country when the shooting started.

		Most Mathews men joined the Merchant Marine at the lowest rungs of the shipboard job ladder, as cabin boys or ordinary seamen, and learned through experience. Climbing up through the ranks that way, rather than through study at maritime training academies, is called “coming up through the hawsepipe,” which means coming up the hard way. A hawsepipe is the opening in a vessel’s bow through which the anchor chain passes as the anchor is dropped and weighed; a sufficiently determined man could scramble up the greasy chain through the hawsepipe and onto the ship’s deck. A hawsepipe mariner would rise through the ranks by logging enough time at each job on a ship to qualify for the next higher job. If the rank or job they aspired to required a certificate or license, they would sit for an exam by the U.S. Coast Guard to prove their knowledge. The job descriptions on merchant ships were as old as seafaring itself.

		In the deck department, where Mathews men tended to work, the entry-level deckhands were Ordinary Seamen, who performed tedious work such as painting, scraping rust, washing the deck, and stowing cargo. After three years, they could become Able Seamen, skilled at handling lines, maintaining deck equipment, standing watch, and other duties essential to sailing a vessel. The deck crew was supervised by the Boatswain, or Bo’sun, the senior unlicensed man on the ship. The Ship’s Carpenter, who was always nicknamed “Chips,” built cargo containers and other wooden structures as needed. The radio operator, always called “Sparks,” was responsible for communications.

		The lowest-ranking licensed officer on the ship was the Third Mate, or Third Officer, who oversaw cargo operations and maintenance of safety equipment, including lifeboats. The Second Mate, or Second Officer, was in charge of navigation. He used a sextant to measure the angle from the sun or the stars to the horizon, and then used those readings to find the ship’s position and chart its course. The First Mate, or First Officer, was second-in-command on the ship. He supervised the day-to-day performance of the vessel and the crew.

		Roughly equal to the First Mate in rank was the Chief Engineer. He ruled the loud, hellishly hot engine room, which usually was located amidships just below the waterline. He oversaw one or more Assistant Engineers as well as the unlicensed Firemen, Oilers, and Wipers, who, respectively, kept the ship’s engines fueled, lubricated, and wiped free of spilled oil and grime. The ship’s Steward oversaw food service, supervising the Cooks who prepared the meals and the Messmen who served them to the crew and then cleaned up.

		Every officer and crewman on the ship—somewhere between twenty-five and forty men—answered to the Captain. The captain was ultimately responsible for everything that happened aboard his vessel. He was not actually a member of the crew but an agent of the ship’s owner. His job was to deliver the cargo to its destination as fast as possible, while keeping the crew sufficiently healthy and content to get it there. He did not stand regular watches at sea, as his officers did, but when the ship was in danger, the captain’s duty was to stay on the bridge for as long as the threat lasted, or until he was too exhausted to continue. The captain might be easygoing, aloof, or a tyrant hated by every man on his ship. But his standing was undisputed and his authority absolute.

		Mathews had a reputation for producing capable mariners, and some shipping companies went out of their way to hire Mathews men. An executive of the New York–based A. H. Bull & Co. shipping line explained in the 1930s: “From the beginning of the Line comes the tradition that natives of Mathews County, Virginia, should be in command of its ships. Applicants for positions in the company merely stated they were from [Mathews] and proved their contention, and were immediately employed. On the seven steamers now operated by the line, every deck officer is a native of Mathews County.” Much of the Bull Line’s hiring in Baltimore was handled by a retired sea captain from Gwynn’s Island, Virgil Respess, who simply called around Mathews until he found men for the open jobs. All the hiring was supposed to go through the seamen’s unions, with the mariners who had been ashore the longest getting the next available jobs for which they qualified. By 1941, every mariner had to join a union, but the unions were still consolidating their hold on the hiring process, and a savvy captain or hiring agent could still place a favored man on a ship.

		Mariners from outside the county who did not enjoy the benefits of the Mathews job pipeline understandably resented it. They viewed Mathews men as clannish and ambitious to a fault. Bill Callis once signed on to a new ship and told the captain where he was from. “Oh, Christ!” the captain muttered. “If you’re from Mathews County, I had better be careful or you’ll have my job.” He was not smiling.

		Some Mathews mariners scoffed at outsiders who had impressive licenses or commands but no true feel for a ship. The Mathews captain of the Virginia state patrol boat Commodore Maury noted condescendingly that the crew of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidential yacht, though “immaculately uniformed,” needed three tries to dock the vessel during a visit to Yorktown, Virginia. The Commodore Maury, by contrast, “eased up to the dock in perfect form on the first approach.”

		Mathews mariners who preferred to come home every night chose to work on patrol boats, harbor tugs, barges, and other vessels that stayed in and around the Bay. The more adventurous men chose vessels bound across the ocean. Bill Callis, like his father and uncles, loved bracing against a bulkhead while his ship climbed up and down thirty-foot storm seas. “When you’re at the top of one of those seas,” he said, “you can look out for twenty miles all around you and not see a speck or a soul, just rows and rows of giant rollers. It’s a sight you can’t see anywhere else except the middle of the ocean.” Bill loved sipping strong coffee on the bridge during the morning watch as the rising sun reignited the colors of the sky.

		Not everyone saw romance and adventure in the Merchant Marine, however. Daily life on a cargo ship was Spartan. Seamen often slept in coffin-sized bunks, sometimes twelve to thirteen men to a room, packed in like the cargo in the ship’s holds. They bathed in the ocean and washed their clothes in buckets of salt water heated by steam from the ship’s boilers. The ships had no doctors. Any ailment that could not be cured with iodine or castor oil had to wait for the next port call. The food on a ship was usually plentiful, but its quality depended on the cook’s skills and mood.

		A voyage might last for three weeks or six months. Most of the work was tedious and monotonous. Each mariner worked a four-hour watch and got the next two watches off. He had little to do in his free time except sleep, read, write letters, play cards or Chinese checkers, or listen to the same phonograph records over and over. He did not get to choose his shipmates, some of whom were sure to be drunks, idlers, or brawlers. “The unlicensed seamen were a bunch of rounders,” said Captain Jesse’s grandson, Horace “Brother” Hodges, who went to sea during World War II. “When we’d dock, they’d get drunk and chase each other around the deck with fire axes. In Puerto Rico, a guy came back aboard with a pig.” By the time the ship finished a voyage, mariners always knew more than they wanted to know about some of their shipmates.

		Mariners were paid in cash at the end of each voyage, the result of a law designed to protect them from dishonest shipowners who might otherwise offer them worthless IOUs. They also had to sign on to voyages—to “sign the articles”—in the presence of port officials, whose job was to make sure they were boarding the ships by choice rather than being taken aboard by force or because they were too drunk to know what they were doing.

		“Most of us didn’t go to sea because we loved it so much,” said Captain Willard Hudgins Jr. of Gwynn’s Island, who barely knew his sea captain father and yet followed his path. “It was a way to make a living, and it was better than the alternatives.”

		For some, going to sea was an act of economic desperation. Guy Hudgins of Mathews quit school and joined the Merchant Marine to support his mother and four siblings after his father disappeared. Joseph William Elliott of Mathews joined the Merchant Marine at age sixteen after his father left his mother with six children to feed. At first, Joseph did not meet the Merchant Marine’s minimum weight requirement because he was so malnourished. He made weight two weeks later after gorging on bananas and gulping a gallon of water just before the weigh-in. Walter Stillman was an orphan who had been sent as a boy to live with relatives in Mathews. He spent his weekdays toiling in a sawmill and his weekends toiling on a farm. He earned money for his school clothes by gigging frogs—spearing them with a sharp pole at night in the marshes near his home—and selling the meat to neighbors. One blazing hot summer day, he was plowing a cornfield behind a mule when Dewey Hodges’s brother Spencer spotted him and offered him a job on Dewey’s freighter, the East Indian. Walter had never even been on a skiff, but he decided that nothing could be worse than “looking a mule in the butt.”

		Mathews mariners ran into one another on the docks of New York, London, Rotterdam, Rouen, Cape Town, and Istanbul. “The sun never sets on Mathews men,” people in the county said. Brother Hodges once stepped off a freighter in Odessa, Russia, and saw his uncle Captain Raymond Hodges’s ship docked nearby. One of Jesse’s sons, Captain Coleman Hodges, was surprised to discover that his new second officer was his own nephew, J. W. Corbett. In a few cases, Mathews men’s ships literally met at sea. The freighter Grecian and the passenger ship City of Chattanooga, both commanded by Gwynn’s Islanders, collided in 1932 in dense fog off Rhode Island. Four men were killed, including a Mathews man who was second officer on the Grecian.

		Collisions in the fog were among the common perils of the sea, which had changed little over time. Some twenty-first-century maritime insurance policies still enumerate those perils in nineteenth-century terms, bordering on poetry:

		They are of the Seas, Men-of-War, Fire, Lightning, Earthquake, Enemies, Pirates, Rovers, Assailing Thieves, Jettisons, Letters of Marque and Counter-Marque, Surprisals, Takings at Sea, Arrests, Restraints, Detainment of all Kings, Princes and Peoples of what Nation, Condition or Quality Soever, Barratry [sabotage] of the Master and Mariners and of all other Like Perils, Losses and Misfortune.

		For mariners, the perils also included malaria, smallpox, typhoid fever, and the like in distant ports. They also included a richer variety of shipboard accidents than even the most seasoned mariner could possibly anticipate. Reginald Deagle of Mathews was bitten in the neck by a half-drowned monkey he tried to pull from the ocean after a typhoon.

		The mariners’ families tried not to dwell on the dangers. They were used to the men being gone, and to having to wait weeks or even months to hear from them, and with farms and businesses and houses to run, they had little time to sit around and wonder what the men were up to. Mariners’ wives learned out of necessity to be energetic and resourceful. Their husbands were absent for every crisis and every triumph, every birth, death, injury, birthday, and graduation, and every strange noise in the house at night. The wives singlehandedly maintained the homes and farms and reared the children. Some women secretly dreaded the return of their husbands, who barked orders at them as if they were ordinary seamen.

		Henny Hodges, her daughter Louise recalled, “would work in the fields until dinnertime, put dinner on the table, say ‘Give me 15 minutes,’ and lie down, then get up and go back to the fields and work until dark. There was nothing she couldn’t do. She sewed, quilted, milked the cows, fed the hogs and cured the meat.” And when her husband came home, “her schedule didn’t change except that he stood around telling her what to do.”

		Not every woman could stand that life. One lonely Mathews widow wrote a letter to the Gazette-Journal seeking a new husband, and expressed no preferences about his looks or his occupation, with one exception: “No man who follows a boat and is away from home for weeks need write.”

		At least the mariners’ wives had known what they were getting into, or had thought they did when they married; they had made their own choices. But it was different for a mother when a son followed his father to sea. Saying good-bye to him was a wrenching experience, in which pride mingled with resignation that her life would be defined thereafter by the boy’s absences. He would be gone most of the time. Then one day, he might be gone forever. The sea could create hazards that not even the finest mariner could survive. Every mother in Mathews knew a family that had lost a son to the ocean, if she hadn’t lost her own. Scattered among the little cemeteries in Mathews were empty graves with footstones bearing the words “Lost at Sea.”

		War added perils to the sea, and Mathews mariners had fought in every American war since the Revolution. In 1776, the last British governor of Virginia, John Murray, Lord Dunmore, sailed his fleet to Gwynn’s Island in search of a safe harbor. A colonial militia hauled cannons to a hill and opened fire on Dunmore’s ships, wounding him with splintered wood. He sailed away, never to return. When the people of Mathews learned that His Lordship had dismissed the militiamen at first as “crickets,” they named the hill where the cannons had been mounted “Cricket Hill.” In another part of Mathews, a tide mill, powered by the ebb and flow of the tide, is said to have supplied grain to George Washington’s troops at the decisive siege of Yorktown.*

		In the War of 1812, Mathews carpenters built gunboats for the undermanned Continental Navy. The boatbuilders worked in secluded creek beds to avoid patrols by the British, whose blockade fleet for the upper Bay was anchored just off Mathews. In the Civil War, a swashbuckling Confederate naval officer used Mathews as his base of operations, dispatching two yin-and-yang gunboats, the black-painted Raven and the white-painted Swan, to raid Union shipping in the Bay. Union troops retaliated against the Mathews “guerillas and river pirates” by fanning out through the county to hit Mathews where it hurt: sinking more than 150 boats and skiffs. Mathews also produced the Confederacy’s only female officer, Captain Sally Tompkins. She received an honorary officer’s commission to allow her to operate a private hospital for wounded soldiers. During the Spanish-American War, Captain Jesse hauled coal to U.S. troops in Cuba. He so admired the U.S. Navy hero of that war, Admiral George Dewey, that he named one of his boys after him.

		During World War I, mariners from Mathews had faced the first generation of U-boats, slower and less powerful than those in World War II, but lethal nonetheless. Coles Frank Hudgins, a seaman from the Mathews hamlet of Laban, was killed when the British tanker Healdton was torpedoed in the middle of the North Atlantic in 1917. Soon after, Captain L. P. Borum of Gwynn’s Island survived the sinking of his freighter City of Memphis off the coast of Scotland.

		Borum had been returning from Britain with no cargo when a U-boat surfaced and fired warning shots across his bow. Borum ordered the crew and passengers into lifeboats, and they abandoned ship. The submarine approached the lifeboats and the German commander asked what cargo they carried. None, Borum informed him. “Well, captain,” the U-boat commander said, “I have to sink your ship, you know that.” Borum did not agree, but was in no position to argue. The U-boat sank the City of Memphis, and Borum, his crew, and the passengers endured a frigid night in the lifeboats before a British warship spotted them. When he got back to the United States, he was given command of the freight/passenger ship City of Savannah. He crossed the Atlantic eighteen more times, carrying thousands of American doughboys to the battlefields of France. By 1941, Borum was fifty-eight years old and approaching the end of his seafaring career. But he was still captain of a ship, and he was still not afraid of U-boats.

		In the waning months of World War I, the Germans sent three U-boats to the coast of the United States to attack merchant ships. They were too late to accomplish much, and they found few choice targets, but in the course of a few weeks they sank a cruiser and dozens of unarmed vessels, including a lightship—a floating lighthouse—off Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. Captain Robert Melville Callis of Gwynn’s Island recalled sailing along the East Coast in 1918 and seeing “signs of death and destruction every place. One eight-masted schooner was turned over, her sails set and her masts sticking out . . .” It was a last-ditch attack by a defeated enemy, but it was also a warning that U-boats could easily reach U.S. shores.

		The Spanish Civil War, a prelude to World War II, is not remembered for its sea engagements. But Captain Elvin “Bubba” Lewis of Mathews, a fearless, hard-drinking, chain-smoking rooster of a man, ran his oil tanker Nantucket Chief through a Fascist blockade in the Mediterranean to deliver fuel to besieged Loyalist forces in Barcelona. The job paid so well that Lewis tried it again, but this time he was captured and thrown into a Fascist prison. He was beaten with rubber hoses every day for weeks until the State Department negotiated his release. “My whole body is a mass of bruises,” Lewis told The New York Times. “I am fed up with the whole business and will not go to Spain again.”

		In a separate effort, Mathews captain Stanley Ransome diverted his freighter Exeter from a cargo run to evacuate Americans who were trapped in Barcelona as Fascist forces closed in. While warplanes engaged in dogfights over his head, Ransome took aboard 162 American refugees and the Exeter steamed out of the war zone through a cross fire between Fascist shore batteries and Loyalist warships.

		But nothing in Mathews’s two hundred years of maritime conflict prepared the people of the county for the deadly confluence of events of World War II.
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		By late 1941, fishing in the Chesapeake Bay was in decline. Catches of blue crabs had plummeted for no apparent reason. The Bay’s oysters, which once had grown in clumps big enough to pose hazards to navigation, were starting to suffer from diseases that eventually would decimate them. Shad were so scarce that fishermen who had caught them for decades no longer even bothered to set nets. Some fishermen turned to work in the shipyards in nearby Norfolk and Newport News. Those yards had plenty of work, and many of the jobs were vital to the government’s shipbuilding program and thus exempted the jobholders from being drafted into the Army.

		To men accustomed to working on the water, however, the most obvious place to look for work in 1941 was the Merchant Marine. Experienced sailors had always been able to find regular work, but now jobs on ships were becoming so plentiful that any man who knew a bow from a stern was hired. Men from all over the country were streaming into maritime union halls on East Coast ports. The demand for American ships and mariners kept soaring as the war engulfed Europe.

		The United States, while still officially a neutral nation, was already fighting in the Battle of the Atlantic on Britain’s side. For two years, shipments of American supplies on British, American, and other nations’ ships had kept Britain alive. German U-boats tried to sever Britain’s lifeline to the outside world by sinking any vessel hauling food, fuel, and arms to the British Isles. They sank more than a thousand British merchant ships and killed more than twenty thousand British seamen—more than Britain could replace. British prime minister Winston Churchill called on Roosevelt for more help.

		In 1940, Roosevelt ordered a government agency, the U.S. Maritime Commission, to build two hundred new cargo ships, which would be owned by the government but operated by private companies at government expense. The president then quickly upped the number to three hundred, and then four hundred. He gave the Commission all the money and political muscle it needed. The Commission built or expanded more than seventy American shipyards and then flooded them with orders for ships. The yards ran around the clock and hired thousands of men and women. The only thing that ever threatened to slow them down was having to compete for steel with the U.S. Navy, which even before Pearl Harbor was building 1.3 million tons of new warships, including aircraft carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, submarines, and smaller vessels for fighting submarines. Some of the new ships were already sliding down the ways of shipyards into the water. They would be part of the greatest shipbuilding campaign in history, and a key to winning World War II, but most of the new ships would not be finished in time for the first and most dangerous phase of the war.

		For that phase, the U.S. government requisitioned most of the existing U.S. merchant fleet, some 1,200 merchant ships from 131 shipping companies, and chartered them on a permanent basis to haul war cargo. The government paid the companies to operate the ships as before. But the Maritime Administration, and later the War Shipping Administration, decided what cargo the ships would carry and when and where they would sail. Roosevelt considered merging the Merchant Marine into the Navy, as he had done with the Coast Guard. But the maritime unions opposed it. After fighting for years to improve mariners’ dismal pay and shipboard conditions, the unions feared losing those gains and the power they had amassed by winning them. Many rank-and-file union mariners also wanted no part of the Navy, which they associated with pointless rules and spit-and-polish.

		So merchant mariners went to war as independent contractors, serving their country through a combination of necessity, patriotism, and collective bargaining. In exchange for giving up their right to strike during the war, they received bonuses for sailing in war zones and hauling hazardous cargo such as ammunition and gasoline. Those bonuses could double their wages, which led to complaints from enlisted military men that the mariners were better paid.

		But mariners were compensated very differently than soldiers, sailors, or airmen. They were hired from voyage to voyage, and earned money only when they were sailing. Their wages did not start until they boarded a ship, and stopped as soon as the voyage ended, even if it ended with a torpedo strike in mid-ocean. Mariners would be off the clock when swimming for their lives, fending off sharks, or shivering in lifeboats. When they safely completed a voyage, they had to sign on to another ship within thirty days or become eligible to be drafted into the Army. Their only government benefits were death benefits—a $5,000 check for their next of kin if they were lost at sea.
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		By December 1941, America was on a knife-edge between peace and war in the Atlantic. U-boats had already sunk eighteen American merchant ships, supposedly by mistake. Hitler at first had made excuses for those sinkings, but eventually he quit bothering. A U-boat also had sunk an American destroyer, the USS Reuben James, while it was shielding a convoy of merchant ships en route to Britain. Hitler had made no excuses for the sinking of the destroyer. America seemed certain to enter the war, and the moment she did, any merchant ship flying the American flag would become a prime target.

		Those ships—the Mathews men’s ships—were mostly freighters and tankers built for the last war. Most of the companies that owned them had been founded between 1900 and 1920 by entrepreneurs, many based in New York, who shifted their vessels’ routes from ocean to ocean as they won or lost cutthroat competitions for cargo with their rivals. The A. H. Bull & Co. shipping line, commonly known as the Bull Line, had been started in 1902 by Archibald H. Bull, a character out of a Horatio Alger rags-to-riches story. Sixteen-year-old Archibald had begged a job as a clerk at a New York shipping firm after his father fell to a Confederate bullet at the battle of Fredericksburg, and had hustled his way to ownership of a fleet. One of the largest U.S. shipping companies, Moore-McCormack Lines, bore the names of two founding partners who had gambled everything they owned to open a cargo and passenger service to South America. The shipping companies were generous but demanding bosses. As far as they were concerned, no captain ever delivered his cargo quite quickly enough or deserved time off.

		By the 1940s, some of the World War I–vintage cargo ships had deteriorated into rust buckets. Even those in the best shape were past their prime. None of them were built to outrun U-boats, or to stand up against attacks. If a torpedo blew a hole in the hull, no watertight bulkheads would slow the in-rushing sea. The old ships would sink fast.

		The old seafaring families of Mathews recognized the danger building. In a sermon at Gwynn’s Island Baptist Church in November 1941, the Reverend Iris Belch observed, “The prospect of war is being felt more keenly as our own boys and men go into the danger zone in their ships.” The only real surprise was that the event that finally drew America into the war took place in the Pacific.

		Mathews was preoccupied when war finally came. One week before Pearl Harbor, fire gutted an entire block of the Main Street business district, destroying a grocery store, a hardware store, and one of the pool halls. Black ash rained down on homes a mile away. The Mathews fire truck refused to start, so the flames spread unchecked until pumper trucks arrived from the neighboring towns of West Point and Urbanna. Firefighters prevented even worse damage by extending a hose to nearby Put-in Creek to draw water. By the next day, the failure of the Mathews fire truck was turning into a political scandal. Most citizens of Mathews were too caught up in the scandal and the growing tension in the Atlantic to pay much attention to Japan. The only harm the Japanese had ever done to Mathews was occasionally driving down the price of blue crabs by flooding the market with cheap Alaskan king crab meat.

		For more than a year, however, Japanese soldiers had been rampaging through parts of Southeast Asia, seizing coastal regions of China, killing and raping thousands. Japan had allied itself with Nazi Germany. Japanese leaders spewed anti-Allied propaganda. In July 1941, after Japanese troops occupied former French territories in Indochina, America froze Japanese assets in the United States. A few weeks later, the United States halted the sale of oil and aviation fuel to Japan. The furious Japanese began negotiating to try to reverse those steps, while planning a devastating surprise attack. On the morning of December 7, more than 330 Japanese bombers took off from aircraft carriers in the Pacific Ocean and devastated the U.S. fleet at the Pearl Harbor naval base in Hawaii. The bombers sank or severely damaged 14 American warships, including 4 battleships, and killed 2,490 people. Fortunately for the United States, all of its aircraft carriers happened to be at sea on that day, beyond the bombers’ reach.

		News of the attack came to Mathews over the radio as people returned home from Sunday church services in a cold drizzle. Some of the churches reopened for prayer. The next morning, a small group of veterans delivered patriotic speeches at the courthouse square. President Roosevelt called December 7 “a date which will live in infamy” in a speech that did not mention Germany. The Gazette-Journal printed a list of men from Mathews who were stationed with the Navy in the Pacific. They included Bill Callis’s big brother, Homer Verdayne Callis Jr., who was a quartermaster on the destroyer USS Hazelwood. Luckily, the Hazelwood had not been at Pearl Harbor.

		Hitler did not need to rush into war with America after Pearl Harbor, but he did anyway, declaring war against the United States on December 11. He lifted all restrictions on U-boats’ attacking American merchant ships. Given what had happened at the end of World War I, it seemed certain that U-boats would return to the U.S. coast. The Navy asked citizens living along the ocean and the Bay to help watch for them.

		No one answered the Navy’s call with more dedication than twelve-year-old John Dixon of Gwynn’s Island. John’s big brother, Boyd, was aboard a merchant ship. John did not know him well because Boyd was mostly at sea. But John wanted to help. Some of his buddies had brothers or fathers at sea. The boys established an observation post at Cherry Point, on the northern tip of Gwynn’s Island. Every day after school they hurried to take up the watch. They leaped to their feet, breathless, at every passing chunk of driftwood or trick of the light on the water. They stayed until it was too dark to see, and came back the next day. They were inspired and terrified. Nothing stirred their seafarers’ blood like the specter of a U-boat, the embodiment of stealthy death.
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			The Devil’s Shovel

		

		[image: ]he first wave of U-boats crossing the Atlantic to America in January 1942 collided with a winter hurricane. Thirty-foot seas struck the steel hulls with audible clangs and swept over the U-boats’ exposed conning towers. Men standing lookout on the towers ducked and held on for their lives, tethered to the rail by safety harnesses, their dirty hair and beards rimed with freezing salt water.

		Breaking waves “swept away the few things they could seize on,” wrote Peter Cremer, the commander of the U-333, which started out with the five U-boats that made up the attack force against the United States, but later split from them. Cremer’s submarine “climbed the waves, broke through the crests, hung for a moment with its stern in the air, and plunged down the other side into the trough of the wave. When it buried its nose, the screws (propellers) in its stern seemed to be revolving in the air. The stern dropped down, the screws disappeared into the maelstrom and the exhaust broke off with a gurgle.” The lookouts caught only glimpses of the horizon between buckshot bursts of spray.

		Diving was an option, of course, but traveling submerged would reduce a U-boat’s maximum speed from 17 knots to a plodding 7—from 18.5 mph to 8 mph—and prolong the voyage from two weeks to three or longer. The distances from the U-boats’ bases on the coast of occupied France were 3,000 miles to New York and 3,500 miles to the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay.

		So the U-boats stayed on the surface and absorbed the pounding until a freak wave engulfed one of the conning towers and wrenched loose an antiaircraft gun from its mounting. The gun spun into one of the lookouts and seriously injured him.* Reluctantly, Cremer and the other U-boat commanders gave the orders to submerge, and the submarines crawled underwater toward the United States, at a rate of about 25 to 30 miles per day.

		Weather was the least of the challenges in the U-boats’ first mission to America. So far from home, they had nowhere to turn for additional fuel or food, and could expect no help with medical or mechanical emergencies. Even the long-range, Type IXC U-boats carried only enough fuel to operate in U.S. waters for about two weeks between their long transatlantic voyages. Each sub could carry only fourteen to eighteen torpedoes, and circumstances often required a U-boat to fire several torpedoes in a fan-shaped pattern to be sure of sinking a single ship. Some of the torpedoes were virtually guaranteed to malfunction, either veering off course, exploding prematurely, or failing to detonate at all.

		The commanders had no idea what antisubmarine defenses awaited them in American waters. They did not even possess detailed maps that showed the topography of the American coastline or the depths of the waters in which they would need to hide. The commander of the U-123, Reinhard Hardegan, carried a tourist guide to the 1939 World’s Fair in New York, with a map of the New York coastline on one side and an image of the Statue of Liberty on the other.

		The whole mission to America was so fraught with risks and unknowns that it made sense only if the potential rewards were enormous. Admiral Karl Doenitz, the head of the German U-boat command, believed they were, and Doenitz usually got such calculations right.

		At age fifty, Doenitz was a master of twentieth-century submarine warfare. He had served twenty-nine years in the German Navy, including time in the U-boat service during World War I. He had been commanding a U-boat in 1917 when its diving system malfunctioned. “[We] suddenly found ourselves submerged and standing on our heads,” he recalled. “The batteries spilled over, the lights went out, and in darkness we plunged on into the depths.” Doenitz ordered the water blown out of the ballast tanks, and the sub rocketed to the surface, where it bobbed helplessly in the middle of an Allied convoy. Doenitz was sent to a British prison camp, where he feigned insanity—“playing childish games with biscuit tins and little china dogs that could be bought in the canteen”—until he was transferred to an asylum, where he enjoyed softer treatment than his less devious boat-mates.

		At the beginning of World War I, U-boats such as the one commanded by Doenitz had come close to severing Britain’s supply lines. The British had managed to neutralize the U-boats with convoys, a tactic dating back to Julius Caesar’s time, in which groups of merchant ships sailed together under the protection of armed escorts.* At the end of the Great War, Winston Churchill had declared, “The submarine has been mastered,” a boast he would regret making.

		The Treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I, required Germany to abandon its U-boat program. More than 150 U-boats that survived the Great War were destroyed, dismantled, or towed to Allied nations to be displayed like trophies at victory rallies. But Germany, bitter over the terms of the treaty, had no intention of abandoning submarine warfare and soon set out to rearm itself for the next war. In the 1920s, the German government secretly bought a Dutch company that designed and built submarines for other nations. In violation of the treaty, Germany operated the company as a cover to develop faster and more powerful U-boats. That new generation of U-boats would lead the assault across the Atlantic.

		Doenitz was slender and pale, with birdlike features, but he projected authority with a rigid bearing and an incisive mind. Later, prosecutors at the Nuremberg trials said he had an IQ of 138, just short of “genius or near genius.” Doenitz was given the task of running the U-boat force. He used his personal experience to teach his commanders how to take advantage of light and sea state to approach ships unseen, and how to outwait and outsmart pursuers. He cultivated personal relationships with his men in order to motivate them. He recruited pretty nurses to welcome them home at
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