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In memory of an extraordinary man, Swede Momsen,
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Epigraph

“The world, so to speak, began with the sea, and who knows but that it will also end in the sea!”

CAPTAIN NEMO, in Jules Verne’s

Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea
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It was a Tuesday, May 23, 1939.

In New York City, Bloomingdale’s department store was promoting a new electronic wonder for American homes called television.

With great fanfare, United Airlines began advertising a nonstop flight from New York to Chicago that would take only four hours and thirty-five minutes.

In baseball, a young center fielder for the New York Yankees named Joe DiMaggio was headed for his first major league batting title.

The film adaptation of the novel Wuthering Heights, starring the English actor Laurence Olivier in his first hit movie, was in its sixth smash week.

Another novel destined to become an American classic, Nathanael West’s portrait of Hollywood, The Day of the Locust, was dismissed in the New York Times as “cheap” and “vulgar.”

In Canada, the visiting British monarchs, King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, met the Dionne quintuplets for the first time.

In London, Ambassador Joseph P. Kennedy advised an association of English tailors that they would never gain a foothold in the American market unless they stopped making trouser waistlines too high and shirttails too long.

In Berlin, as Europe teetered on the brink of war, Hitler and Mussolini formally signed a military alliance between Germany and Italy with a vow to “remake” the continent. In Asia, meanwhile, Japan had finished another week of wholesale carnage in China.

That Tuesday morning, in the picture-postcard seacoast town of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, with Federal architecture and cobblestone streets dating back to the late eighteenth century, Rear Admiral Cyrus W. Cole, commandant of the Portsmouth Navy Yard, the nation’s oldest, received a group of visiting dignitaries. Cole was a peppery little man with an imposing head and a piercing gaze that made him seem larger than he actually was. Although not a submariner himself, he had a particular affinity for the men who manned the Navy’s “pigboats.” His only son served on one, and before coming to the Portsmouth yard, which specialized in submarine construction, Cole had commanded the Navy’s underseas fleet. Now he liked to wisecrack, “They sent me back to see how they’re built.”

When one of his visitors asked the admiral if he thought the United States might be drawn into the looming conflict in Europe, he said he hoped not. If it proved otherwise, though, any enemy would rue the day.

You hear a lot about those German U-boats, he declared, but they couldn’t compare with the submarines that the Portsmouth yard was sending down the ways. This very afternoon the newest addition to the fleet, the Squalus, would return to her berth after a series of test dives. He promised a tour, so they could see her for themselves.

“Squalus? What kind of name is that?”

Cole confessed that he’d had to look it up. “It’s a species of shark. A small one. But with a big bite,” he added, smiling.

Then Cole passed his visitors over to Captain Halford Greenlee, the yard’s industrial manager. Their arrival, arranged at the last minute, had forced Greenlee to cancel plans to go down to the overnight anchorage of the Squalus and board her that morning. Greenlee had been especially looking forward to it. His son-in-law, Ensign Joseph Patterson, was the sub’s youngest officer.

“Sorry you couldn’t go out with her today,” Cole said.

“It’s not the end of the world,” Greenlee replied. “I can always catch her another time.”

Two reporters for the Portsmouth Herald at the yard on assignment for other matters were the first outsiders to hear the news. After frantically gathering whatever scraps of information were available, they raced back to the paper.

Minutes later, just past two P.M., the first stark, bell-ringing bulletin clattered over Associated Press teletypes to newspapers and radio stations throughout the country:

SUBMARINE SQUALUS DOWN OFF NEW ENGLAND COAST
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The Portsmouth Navy Yard occupied an island three miles upstream from the mouth of the Piscataqua River, a twisting, tidal millrace that separated New Hampshire and Maine. To avoid contending with the Piscataqua’s seven-foot highs and lows during which an ebb current could reach a full twelve knots, the Squalus, after a day of training exercises, had remained overnight in a rock-bound cove near where the river emptied into the North Atlantic.

The wife of her skipper, Lieutenant Oliver Naquin, had decided to give their two young children a special treat. In the late afternoon, she had driven down from Portsmouth to the cove where the Squalus stretched low in the water behind an ocean breakwater. But Naquin had the crew busily engaged in internal housekeeping preparatory to an anticipated inspection when the sub returned to the yard, and when they arrived, nobody was in sight to answer their shouts and waves. Frances Naquin often thought of this during the terrible hours that lay ahead.


The Squalus was the Navy’s newest fleet-type submarine, 310 feet long, twenty-seven feet wide, displacing 1,450 tons. Her rated surface speed was sixteen knots. On battery power, while submerged, she could do nine knots. Seemingly, every care and precaution had been lavished on her. She was state-of-the-art—and deadly. Topside along her length she had a slotted teakwood deck. Above the deck rose an oval steel island some twenty feet high with a big “192" painted in white on each side. It was officially called the bridge fairwater, more popularly known as the conning tower.

It also had two hydraulically operated valves that functioned on the same principle as ordinary faucets. Named the high inductions, one was an opening thirty-one inches across that fed air to her four I,6oo-horsepower diesel engines when she cruised on the surface. The other, sixteen inches in diameter, ventilated the boat. Mounted on the deck as well was a three-inch gun to finish off crippled targets or for use as a last resort to fight off an attacking enemy ship.

America in a very real sense rode with the Squalus that Tuesday in May. Her crew represented twenty-eight states. Almost half were married. Most were experienced petty officers, and ninety percent of them wore the silver twin-dolphin insignia designating them as qualified submariners. Of her normal complement of fifty-seven officers and men, only one was missing, a machinist’s mate hospitalized after suffering a bad concussion when he was conked on the head by an errant softball during a game the previous Saturday against the crew of a sister submarine, the Sculpin.

Like the majority of the enlisted men, Gerry McLees had joined the Navy in the early years of the Great Depression. For McLees, growing up then had the added misery of the unparalleled drought in the prairie states where the topsoil literally dried up and blew away. His father’s once-productive 360-acre Kansas farm was barely able to sustain the family of six. So, at age eighteen, he hitchhiked to a recruiting office in Topeka with fifty cents in his pocket. He never regretted it. On leave after boot camp in San Diego, he always remembered the last leg of his train ride home during which he had to keep a wet handkerchief pressed to his face to repel the relentless wind-swept dust.

All submariners were volunteers. Part of the attraction, of course, was money. Beginning with a base pay of fifty-four dollars a month for an ordinary seaman, a submariner in those days got a twenty-five percent bonus along with a dollar a dive “not to exceed fifteen dollars a month.” But beyond that, there was also far less protocol, which was so prevalent in the surface fleet, more intimacy and camaraderie, a sense of belonging, of being part of something special.

To an outsider, with the incredible array of paraphernalia packed inside her hull, the Squalus might seem a claustrophobic nightmare. But for McLees, now an electrician’s mate third class, she was unbelievably spacious compared to the subs he had first served on. And best of all, she not only was air-conditioned, but boasted toilets.

McLees hung out off duty with two other bachelor sailors, Lloyd Maness, a lanky North Carolinian, also an electrician’s mate, and a muscular torpedoman of Portuguese descent, Lenny de Medeiros, from New Bedford, Massachusetts. After Saturday’s softball game, they repaired to a beer joint they favored, the Club Cafe, where they could run tabs till payday. Maness was the object of some ribbing. In a week, he was to be best man at the wedding of another crewman.

“You learn your lines yet?” McLees asked.

“Lines, what lines?”

“When they ask for the ring, ain’t you supposed to say something?”

“Nobody said nuthin’ about that.”

“Well,” said de Medeiros, “what about the ring? You got it in a safe place?”

“She’s holding it,” Maness replied sheepishly.

At seven-thirty A.M., the Squalus edged seaward from her anchorage in the cove.

Her keel had been laid at Portsmouth in October 1937. The following September she was launched before a cheering crowd as the Frank E. Booma Post American Legion band from Portsmouth played “Anchors Aweigh” and the “Star-Spangled Banner.” Next came the months of installing her diesel engines, electric motors and the rest of the apparatus that would give her life. Many members of her crew started reporting for duty long before the work was completed, and as they watched her take shape, they became acquainted with every facet of her delicate innards. The tricky business of running her demanded nothing less. A single mishap in any of the scores of steps involved in her operational routine could transform her instantly from a sleek underseas prowler into a tomb for them all.

In three weeks she was scheduled to undergo formal trials before joining the fleet. Today she would make her nineteenth test dive in the ocean. Her first submergence, to ensure that she was watertight, had taken place in early April while she was still in her berth. Afterward, the big thirty-one-inch induction valve failed to open properly. The entire valve assembly was taken apart, put back together, and had not caused further trouble. The first tentative dip beneath the surface—her deck and superstructure not yet finished—occurred later in the month in Portsmouth Harbor. After she surfaced, one of her motor bearings developed trouble. It was a relatively minor malfunction. Then, during one of her ocean dives, the electrical wiring connecting a torpedo tube to its recorder had briefly failed.

The practice dive this morning was especially important in order to pass final muster. In combat, it could mean the difference between life and death. Riding with her ballast tanks high and dry, allowing her to proceed at top speed on the surface, the Squalus had to complete an emergency battle descent that would drop her to periscope depth—fifty feet—in sixty seconds. In an earlier run-through, she had missed her target time by five seconds. Oliver Naquin was determined to do a lot better in this second run-through.

Naquin stood on the bridge as the Squalus headed in a southerly direction. He was quite pleased with the way things had been progressing. The crew seemed to be meshing together nicely, and he had been especially impressed by the way his boat handled at slow speeds under water during dummy torpedo firings.

To his left, he passed a string of rocky desolate islands—the Isles of Shoals—lying parallel to the coast. They had a special history. English fishing companies had set up shop there in 1615, five years before the Mayflower’s Pilgrims landed at Plymouth Rock. And on one of them, Smutty Nose Island, rumors of buried pirate treasure proved to be true when a trove of silver and gold was unearthed.

The thirty-five-year-old, hawk-nosed Naquin, a 1925 graduate of Annapolis, had been born and raised in Louisiana. In his youth, he’d been a talented trumpet player, good enough to have been offered a tryout with Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra, one of the big dance bands of the era. But life on the road wasn’t for him, and he did a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn into the Navy.

For an officer like Naquin, submarine service offered a quick career path to his own command. And now, everything had gone just the way he’d hoped.

On the bridge with him was chain-smoking Harold Preble, enjoying a last Camel before the dive. Preble, the civilian test superintendent at the yard, was on board to ensure that the Squalus performed up to par mechanically during her training runs. For nearly twenty-two years he had been doing this for every submarine that was Portsmouth-built. And although it wasn’t his province, he privately noted how well the crew carried out its tasks. He credited much of this to Naquin, who rarely, if ever, raised his voice. Naquin’s frosty blue eyes appeared to be more than sufficient to keep every man on his toes.

All in all, Preble considered the Squalus the finest submarine he’d ever been on. He even rated her better than the Sculpin, the sister sub she had followed down the Portsmouth ways. He couldn’t recall fewer problems in a new boat. So far, there had been nothing more than a stuck valve, a hot bearing, and a loose electrical connection. Except for faster reloading of her torpedo tubes, he felt that Squalus was ready to pass her sea trials.

Overhead, Naquin watched the morning sun begin to fade behind a bank of ominous gray clouds scudding across the sky. With the warm waters of the Gulf Stream and the frigid Labrador Current both lurking in the neighborhood and causing sudden dense fogs, the only true predictability about the weather was its unpredictability. The wind intensified and began kicking up a nasty chop, shooting sheets of white over the bow. Off to his right, two lobstermen were already heading back to port.

“It looks like a good day not to be on the surface,” Naquin remarked to Preble.


The spot Naquin had chosen for the dive was about five miles southeast of the Isles of Shoals.

Beneath his feet, inside the double-hulled sub and her ballast and fuel tanks, the Squalus was divided into compartments that could be sealed off from one another by oval watertight doors.

In the bow was the forward torpedo room with its four torpedo tubes. Twenty-one-foot-long torpedoes were ranged in racks on each side with a system of pulleys to swing them into position for loading. Bunks for some of the crew were interspersed among them.

Next came the forward battery. Naquin’s minuscule stateroom was there, as well as quarters for the four other commissioned officers and four chief petty officers. It also had a pantry and dining area. A hatch in the passageway led down to half of the 126 lead-acid storage cells on board, each weighing 1,650 pounds, that powered the Squalus beneath the surface.

Directly under the conning tower was the nerve center of the sub, the control room, where her two periscopes came to rest. All the elements that made her tick were located here—her internal communications center, the wheels that moved her diving planes up or down, the levers that flooded her ballast tanks and emptied them again. Here, too, was the control board that showed whether she was secure against the sea before she plunged into it.

Through a watertight door, the rest of her underwater power was in the after battery compartment on the other side of the control room. Here was where most of the crew slept and all of it ate. First were thirty bunks in stacks of three. Then came the galley and mess tables. Below was the second half of the sub’s storage cells.

Like Gerry McLees, another electrician’s mate, John Batick, found the Squalus a revelation. She was roomier, faster and more maneuverable than any sub he’d ever served on. With his denim sleeves rolled high to exhibit a tattooed representation of his wife, Batick never ceased to be amazed that he could drink a cup of coffee in the crew’s mess without jamming his elbow in somebody’s teeth.

McLees and Batick were assigned, respectively, to duck down through the passageway hatches to monitor the forward and after batteries during the dive. Afterward, Naquin intended to push the Squalus at her maximum speed beneath the surface for one hour. McLees joined Batick for coffee and asked him which compartment he wanted to cover. Batick said he’d just as soon stay where he was. If Naquin ordered a second dive, they’d switch around.

Beyond the after battery were the two engine rooms, the only compartments that weren’t separated by a watertight door, the deep throb of the four surface diesels beating steadily, fed by air through the big ducts from the open high induction valve, while wisps of brownish smoke from their exhaust vents trailed over the water outside her hull. In the second engine room, there were also the motors that turned over the sub’s propellers. When the Squalus submerged, these motors, now working in tandem with the diesels, would be hooked up instead to the twin battery groups. Besides Harold Preble, there were two additional civilians back there. One was an inspector from General Motors, which had manufactured the diesels. The other was a veteran yard electrician, on hand to make sure the circuitry continued to perform properly.

The sub’s tail packed a lethal wallop. Along with the four torpedo tubes in her bow, she had four more in the after torpedo room—for firing TNT warheads, instead of the dummy ones she was carrying this morning, at any target that might lie astern of her.

Sherman Shirley from North Little Rock, Arkansas, would be stationed in it for the dive. Shirley was the bridegroom-to-be for whom Lloyd Maness was to be best man. Maness hadn’t thought the kidding he’d gotten from McLees and de Medeiros on Saturday night was so funny. Maness would be taking voltmeter readings in the after battery. This was old hat for him, but he’d never been a best man before and he had asked Shirley if he was supposed to say something during the ceremony. “Hell, no,” Shirley replied on his way to his dive station aft, “You just give me the ring.” That had brought on another worry. Maness remembered a movie he’d seen where the best man couldn’t find the ring at the critical moment.

Another man in the after torpedo room had his mind on a wife. Bobby Gibbs had met and married a Rumanian woman in Shanghai while serving with the Asiatic fleet. Reassigned to the Squalus, he had dropped her off temporarily with his parents in Lexington, South Carolina. But her English was sketchy and it had been an awkward arrangement. So she was on her way by train to Portsmouth, and Gibbs was to meet her that night. There was some scuttlebutt that the skipper might follow the morning dive with more torpedo-firing practice, and Gibbs fretted during breakfast that if they missed the right tidal conditions in the Piscataqua, the boat might wind up anchoring downstream again instead of returning to the yard.

The youngest commissioned officer on board, Ensign Joseph Patterson, whom everyone called “Pat,” supervised operations in the after compartments. It was a plum assignment for Patterson, only three years out of Annapolis, with every prospect for a brilliant career. He had already passed his exams for junior lieutenant and daily awaited official confirmation. He was highly popular with the crew, even among some of the old-timers who had joined the Navy when he was barely out of diapers. He had close-cropped blond hair and a barrel chest, and moved with the easy grace of an athlete. He had, in fact, captained the Naval Academy’s track team and was good enough to have finished fourth against the world’s best in the 400-meter hurdles at the 1936 Berlin Olympic games.

It had been nearly a year since he had married Captain Halford Greenlee’s daughter, Betty. And tomorrow evening, Patterson was planning to drive to Boston with her to meet his parents, who were flying in from his hometown of Oklahoma City to help them celebrate their first wedding anniversary. Patterson was disappointed when Greenlee hadn’t shown up to go on the test dive. Obviously, something must have come up. But, like his father-in-law, he shrugged it off. As he told Naquin, there’d be plenty of other opportunities.
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Once past White Island, the last of the Isles of Shoals, Naquin ordered a southeast heading. The sector over the continental shelf that he’d chosen for the dive averaged some 250 feet in depth.

The sun continued to play a losing game of peekaboo with the lowering clouds. As the Squalus bucked ahead, the swells cascaded over the teak grating of her deck and streamed down the sides of her black steel outer hull. On the bridge, Naquin felt the slap of salt-water spray in his face. He wanted, in fact, to conduct an afternoon torpedo drill and he hoped the weather wouldn’t worsen. The previous day all eight dummy torpedoes had been recovered after firing and he knew that Admiral Cole especially lauded such money-saving efficiency.

At thirteen minutes after eight o’clock, according to the sub’s log, Naquin ordered that notification of the precise spot where the dive would take place, its longitude and latitude, be dispatched back to Portsmouth. In his tiny cubicle off the control room, a radioman, Charles Powell, tapped out the message in Morse code. Somehow, either in transmission or reception, the figures got garbled. Nobody was aware that they reported a position about five miles east of where the Squalus would actually disappear into the ocean.

On May 23, nearly every man on board had a station for the dive. Normally, this would not have been so. Once with the fleet, the crew would be divided into three watch sections—each on rotating duty for four hours. But during these test runs, practically everyone was pressed into service. Those not tasked would observe their counterparts in action or stand by to take down statistical data for the sub’s records.

Naquin ordered the Squalus rigged for diving.

Directly below, in the control room, his executive officer, Lieutenant William Thomas Doyle, Jr., himself a track star at Annapolis, passed the word for the crew to man their stations. A tight-lipped black Irishman, Doyle would be operationally in charge of this morning’s dive. He’d been accepted at West Point as well, but chose the Navy after hearing about the realities of life in the trenches from his father, a World War I Army major. Now the Squalus presented the final stepping-stone to a command of his own.

The men in the forward torpedo room were already on the move. In case Naquin unexpectedly called for a firing after the dive, junior grade Lieutenant John Nichols, the gunnery and torpedo officer, had them swing a torpedo into its reload position. They were about to start on a second torpedo when Doyle’s order came through, so the twenty-eight-year-old Nichols called a halt until the Squalus completed the dive.

Customarily, he would have been in the control room at his torpedo data computer, roughly equivalent to the range finder on a gun, but he wanted to observe the reload drills. It was one area that Naquin had expressed dissatisfaction with. He had intended to visit the after torpedo room, but there wasn’t time now. Besides, he had every confidence that Ensign Patterson could do the job.

So Nichols made sure that the torpedo-tube doors were closed and stepped into the forward battery past Naquin’s cabin. A Filipino mess attendant, one of two on board who served meals to the commissioned and chief petty officers, was soaking some dirty dishrags in a sink. A hard-bitten chief electrician’s mate named Lawrence Gainor, who’d been on undersea duty for half of his forty years, was set to announce meter readings for the forward battery group. A seaman stood by to record them. Gerry McLees, meanwhile, was half through the hatch to the space below where he could directly monitor the batteries. Then in the control room Nichols informed Doyle that the two forward compartments were rigged for diving.

After his 1930 graduation from the Naval Academy, Nichols had been assigned to the battleship Maryland before volunteering for submarine service. “There’s a downside to what you’re doing, you know,” a brother officer on the Maryland told him.

“What’s that?”

“Well, if a sub sinks, you can’t exactly swim away from her.”

In the after battery, only two of the crew had no assignment for the dive.

One was a cook, Bobby Thompson, from Nashville, Tennessee. Thompson had been up for hours preparing breakfast. Having finished his chores at a quarter to eight, he announced that he intended to sleep through the dive and took to his bunk.

The other was a pharmacist’s mate first class, Ray O’Hara, the newest member of the crew, who had arrived over the weekend. After breakfast, O’Hara went to his medicine cabinet at the rear of the compartment. A twenty-one-year-old seaman named Rob Washburn was complaining about a cold. The Squalus was O’Hara’s first sub and he was being extra solicitous. He took Washburn’s temperature, saw that it was only slightly elevated and reached into the cabinet for some aspirin.

Unlike McLees, when the tattooed John Batick descended below to keep an eye on the second half of the battery group, he shut the passageway hatch over him because of all the traffic in the forty-foot-long compartment with its stacked bunks on each side.

Near the watertight door that separated the after battery from the control room, Lloyd Maness got ready to take the same sort of meter readings as Chief Gainor in the forward battery. In the event of an emergency, it was his responsibility to jump into the control room and close and lock the door behind him.

At one of the mess tables, a seaman first class, Bill Boulton, was shedding his foul-weather gear. Boulton had just left the drenched main deck where he had taken down the flag, made sure there were no loose lines and bolted the main-deck locker. He could relax now until it was time to surface again.

In the galley, the relief cook on the Squalus, Will Isaacs, aided by two seamen, was busy preparing the noon meal. Because of the limited space, he had to cook and serve in shifts. He would handle the first batch of hungry sailors not long after the Squalus surfaced.

Manila-born Basilio Galvan, the second of the two mess attendants who tended to the officers and chiefs, came back from the forward battery to ask what was on the menu. “Spaghetti and meatballs,” Isaacs said. But with the dive about to begin he switched off his electric oven. Isaacs had a big pan of the meatballs bubbling inside, and some of the juice might spill when the Squalus started to go down. He was afraid it would cause a short circuit.

As Galvan hurried forward, he stepped over the hatch cover that enclosed Batick. And as he went by the initial tier of bunks, he noticed the breakfast cook stretched out in one of them. As good as his word, despite all the commotion, Thompson was snoozing peacefully.

He also slipped past a veteran electrician’s mate, Jud Bland, who was donning his headset and mouthpiece. Bland’s task was to man the after battery’s battle phone during the dive. Each compartment had a talker like him on station to communicate conditions to the control room.

In the forward engine room, a fireman first class, Joshua Casey, had on his headset, waiting to receive the order to cut off the big diesels now barreling the Squalus along at sixteen knots.

Near Casey was Gene Hoffman, a machinist’s mate first class, who was expecting his chief’s hat any day. As he paced back and forth between the twin forward diesels, Hoffman felt a proprietary interest in them. He’d been sent to the Cleveland plant of the General Motors Corporation where they had been built. For eight months he had watched as they were put together piece by piece, than shipped to Portsmouth and installed in the Squalus. In case anything went wrong during these trials, a General Motors man was on hand to help out. So far, however, they had worked like a charm.

If there was to be a second submergence in the afternoon, Hoffman was ticketed to switch places with another veteran machinist’s mate, Charlie Yuhas, in the control room. Hoffman’s wife, Mae, had invited the bachelor Yuhas to dine with them at home that night to meet a young woman she thought he might fancy.

Along with Hoffman, a second man had also been in Cleveland, Chief Machinist’s Mate John Chestnutt. The father of two boys and a girl, Chestnutt had got his chief’s hat only six months ago. When their last child was born, his wife, Ellen, renewed her pleas that he transfer out of submarine service. She told him she couldn’t bear her recurrent nightmares of him entombed in a watery grave, never to be seen again, and finally he agreed to give it serious consideration. Once Hoffman got promoted, there’d be a surplus of chiefs on board anyway. But till then he had to help see the Squalus through her sea trials. And now he stood in the after engine room where Naquin’s speed directives from the bridge were translated into fact. Altogether, the morning of May 23, there were eighteen men in the two engine rooms.

In the after torpedo room, following Lieutenant Nichols’s instructions, Ensign Patterson was conducting his own torpedo reload drills. Then his battle-phone talker, Al Priester, passed on Lieutenant Doyle’s order to rig for diving. Priester boasted tattoos as elaborate as the one John Batick displayed. His left forearm featured Popeye and his right bicep a commemorative wreath encircling the legend “Across the Equator.” When he got orders to report to the Squalus, Priester’s wife remained at the Atlantic end of the Panama Canal, where he’d been previously posted. He expected to see her in about a month during a shakedown cruise stopover. Then she would rejoin him as soon as the sub was given a permanent home base. Scuttlebutt had it in the Pacific, either Manila or Pearl Harbor.

Patterson moved swiftly through the engine rooms and the after battery. In the control room he reported readiness in the aft compartments to Doyle and headed back again to supervise the changeover from the throbbing diesels to silent battery power.


Up on the bridge with Naquin, the navigation and engineering officer, Lieutenant (j.g.) Robert Robertson, from a speck of a town in the Texas panhandle, took a fix with his sextant and told the skipper that they had less than a mile and half to go before the Squalus reached her dive point.

In Navy time, it was 0830.

In the control room, executive officer Doyle said, “Inform the captain that the boat is rigged for diving.” Yeoman Second Class Charles Kuney, over his battle phone, relayed the message to Naquin.

Still on the bridge, Naquin ordered, “All ahead, emergency!” He wanted every bit of momentum that the Squalus could muster and she strained forward, past sixteen knots. Next he ordered transmission of his final dive notification. In his cubicle, radio man Powell tapped out his second communication to Portsmouth that the sub was going down and that she would be submerged for one hour. Portsmouth immediately acknowledged. Powell signed off and started retracting his antenna.

Then Naquin ordered, “Stand by to dive.” He took a final confident look around. Except for the two lobstermen he had passed earlier, now far astern, the Squalus was all by herself. He stepped down through the conning tower hatch, the last to do so, and with the help of his quartermaster, Frankie Murphy, he pulled it shut. You didn’t have to know Murphy’s last name to see all Irish in his freckled face. From the Charlestown section of Boston, he’d been home over the weekend, and his mother had remonstrated him for sleeping through Sunday Mass. “You should be on your knees thanking God you’re still safe in that terrible thing you’re sailing in,” she’d said.

Just as they secured the hatch, Naquin heard the big klaxon honk the first diving alarm. He started his stopwatch and lowered himself down the narrow steel ladder leading to the control room.

Ten men were in the control room to begin the multiple operations that would send the Squalus beneath the waves.

William Thomas Doyle stood dead center toward the forward end of the compartment. From there, by swiveling his head slightly, he could see every essential diving control and indicator on the sub. Harold Preble was also present to observe the dive performance. By perching himself behind Doyle, one foot on a toolbox and the other braced against the bottom of the ladder coming down from the conning tower, Preble had nearly the same view. In each hand, he held a double-action stopwatch.

By the time the first klaxon sounded, Doyle had tested the number 1 periscope, had seen to it that the ballast-tank and air-pressure men were in place, and had the operators of the bow and stern diving planes check out the big fins extending out from the hull that worked in the sea like an airplane’s wing flaps.

He had scrutinized the control board. It was called the “Christmas tree” and it confirmed the reports from Nichols and Patterson that the sub was properly rigged for diving. The board consisted of red and green lights. Each represented a specific aperture in the hull or superstructure. Green meant closed and watertight. Red showed that it was still open.

On the board only eight lights glowed red at Doyle among all the green. Four of them marked the exhaust valves for the diesel engines. One was for the flapper valve through which the radio antennae rose. Another was for the hatch above the conning tower that accessed the bridge.

The last two red lights were for the pair of yawning outlets—the main inductions—high up on the side of the conning tower right below the bridge deck that funneled air directly to the diesels and circulated more of it to the crew when the sub rode the surface. Both were covered by a perforated steel plate and they would remain open until the Squalus began her final glide down.

And that was about to happen. Everything would move very rapidly now. In the control room it grew hushed. Just an edge of tension had crept in.

Doyle directed the operators of the bow and stern planes to angle them at hard dive. Simultaneously, at his command, the main ballast tanks girdling the sub were opened to the sea. They would drag the Squalus beneath the surface. Still another tank, called bow buoyancy, was all the way up forward between the torpedo tubes there. It pulled her nose down during a dive. In addition, there were several smaller trim and auxiliary tanks for weight adjustment to maintain a steady, even keel under water.

The sea entered each of these tanks through a valve set in its lower side. On the upper sides there were also vents that allowed air pockets to escape so that the tanks would completely fill. When the sub was surfacing, the process was reversed. After the dive, the vents were closed and blasts of pressurized air from cylinders manned in the control room blew the seawater out through the same valves it had entered.

In quick succession, Doyle ordered the valves and vents opened on the bow buoyancy tank and on main ballast tanks 1 and 2. Next he had the valves on tanks 3 and 4 also opened, which would partially fill them. He held back on opening their vents until he was absolutely certain that the Squalus was sealed against the sea.

The control board would tell him that.

His eyes never left it. He saw the light for the hatch in the conning tower wink from red to green after Naquin and Murphy had dogged it down. So did the one for the antenna.

Then those for the diesel exhaust vents went green. In the control room, there was a startling silence when the diesels cut off. It made everybody’s breathing sound very loud.

On the control room Christmas tree, only two lights still glowed red—those for the main inductions. They closed in tandem from the same hydraulic lever. Machinist’s Mate Second Class Al Prien operated it this morning, as he did with the levers for the other valves and vents he was either opening and closing. He’d had the same duty on another sub before reporting to the Squalus. Prien now pulled the lever for the main inductions. Immediately, the last two red lights on the board turned green.

Lieutenant Doyle shut his eyes for one count and then looked at the board again. It was all green. The Squalus was secure. To make doubly sure, Carol Pierce, also an experienced machinist’s mate, bled some air from one of the pressurized cylinder banks. If pressure built up inside the hull, it meant that the sub was airtight and therefore watertight.

From his station behind Doyle, Pierce announced, “Pressure in the boat, sir.”

Doyle raised his right hand and extended two fingers.

At the signal, Chief Torpedoman Roy Campbell, the ranking enlisted man on board, pressed a button. The second ah-ooo-gah, ah-ooo-gah went off, the sound of the final klaxon dive alarm reverberating throughout the sub.

Driven by battery power, the Squalus slid down into the ocean. Outside, had anyone been watching, he would have seen the cold North Atlantic boil over her elongated hull, reach for her three-inch deck gun, and surge up around the base of her superstructure.

Then, suddenly, she was gone.


In the control room, after sounding the second dive warning, Chief Campbell instinctively glanced at the board and saw that it was green.

Yeoman Kuney, the control room talker, saw it was green. Kuney liked to bet with himself whether he would ever get word of a closing before it showed on the board. The board always won.

Al Prien, releasing his grip on the main inductions lever, saw that the board was green. So did Harold Preble, stopwatches in hand.

Just as the klaxon was honking, Oliver Naquin reached the bottom rung of the ladder from the conning tower. He, too, saw that no red lights registered on the board. Naquin stepped past Preble and joined his executive officer at the diving control station. He shifted his attention to the depth gauge indicator in front of him.

When it hit twenty-eight feet, the Squalus hesitated. This habitually happened during a dive. It signified the end of the sub’s initial thrust from the surface. Now, against the mounting pressure of the sea, it took a few moments for her battery power to assert itself. Then she started to plunge down again.

At thirty feet, Preble said to Naquin, “Good, good. You’re going to make it.”

“This,” Naquin replied, “is going to be a beauty.”

The depth indicator moved faster . . . thirty-five feet . . . forty . . . forty-five. Up inside the conning tower, Frankie Murphy saw the sea flash over his eyeports.

Doyle ordered his bow and stern plane operators to gradually reduce the dive angle. He wanted the Squalus to level off at around sixty-three feet.

At fifty feet, their time target depth, both Naquin and Preble called out
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