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To my grandfather, Aviation Ordnanceman First Class Herbert Todd, who could not tell us the stories of his time aboard the Cowpens…

… and to sixty of his shipmates who never got the chance to tell theirs.
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Introduction

Like many of his generation, my grandfather Herbert Todd never talked much about the war. He joined the Navy in 1942 at the age of twenty-one, following the example of his father, a World War I veteran who earned the Navy Cross on convoy duty in the Atlantic. Our family understood the broad outlines of my grandfather’s wartime service; he was a tail gunner on an Avenger torpedo bomber in the Pacific, flew missions in the Philippines, and survived a terrible typhoon. While he was proud to be a veteran and displayed his framed service ribbons in his home, it was clear my grandfather decided to put that part of his life behind him. He rarely told stories about the war, and when he did they were always humorous or upbeat. Once, while we were attending an air show in small-town Ohio, the sight of a type of aircraft that he trained in decades before jarred loose a memory. My grandfather described how he and his pilot buzzed a free-range chicken farm, recalling with a mischievous grin, “If you’ve never seen a few hundred thousand chickens take to the air all at once, it is a sight you will never forget.”

My grandfather tolerated my interest in his service, but I don’t think he understood it. He was particularly puzzled when, after I returned from my own wartime deployment to the Middle East, I went to the South Pacific on a scuba-diving trip. My itinerary included two islands that my grandfather’s squadron bombed—Truk and Palau. To him, these were hostile islands on the edge of the world, and he didn’t understand why I paid to go there. I explained to him that after seven months in the desert, all I wanted to do was surround myself with water. He got a wistful look on his face, and commented on the irony that “you went to war and missed the water—I went to war and missed the land.”

Toward the end of his life, I made a determined effort to learn my grandfather’s story, but it seemed like my questions only caused him pain. He told me more about his time in Hawaii and aboard the aircraft carrier USS Cowpens, but he was frequently vague and the discussion repeatedly brought him to tears. Afterward, I felt guilty for asking him to relive such a traumatic time in his life. To make matters worse, I did not know much more about his service than when I started. As someone who researches military conflict for a living, I grew determined to learn about his Navy years on my own, starting a decade-long odyssey that has culminated in this book. I hoped to answer the questions that my grandfather could not or would not: What was it like for a young man who had never been far away from home to live on and fly from a carrier in the Pacific? Where did you go and what missions did you fly? How did your carrier contribute to the overall course of the war?

Over several years, I searched archives, collected official records, and accumulated piles of books and other secondary sources. In the end, I came to the disappointing conclusion that there was simply not enough information to piece together my grandfather’s story. With the exception of a few photos, a basic personnel record, and a mention in the Navy’s muster rolls, he was like millions of other Americans whose service made little mark on the historical record. This was largely due to factors beyond his control; my grandfather was an enlisted man, while the Navy’s recordkeeping focused on its officers. Unless an enlisted man conducted some act of heroism or was wounded or killed, the records rarely mentioned him.

A few tantalizing details emerged suggesting my grandfather had some close calls. The TBF Avengers that he flew in were vulnerable to ground fire, and several of his squadronmates were shot down. The pilot that my grandfather flew with the most, Silas Johnson, went down over the Philippines, losing his radioman and spending several weeks on the run with Filipino guerrillas. But my grandfather’s moment of greatest fear was not in combat—it was at the hands of Mother Nature. While he would not talk of his combat missions, he spoke freely of the terrifying experience of Typhoon Cobra, when seventy-foot waves and winds of 120 knots rocked his top-heavy ship so severely that its crew feared it would capsize. They had good reason to be scared; three destroyers foundered and sank in the storm, killing almost eight hundred men.

This book, then, is not my grandfather’s story. He died in 2010 and kept his secrets until the end. But in my attempt to retrace his steps, I found another, larger story—that of his ship and the men who served aboard it. It’s a tale that is representative of the experiences of countless Americans who served aboard aircraft carriers in the Pacific and helped me understand what my grandfather’s wartime service was like.

It’s a story of underdogs, with a ship and crew who were hardly the stuff of naval legends. It features a humble and forgotten light aircraft carrier, the USS Cowpens, affectionately known as “the Mighty Moo.” She started her career as a jinx ship, beset by accidents and bad luck. But she found her stride in battle, earning a distinguished combat record in service with the Navy’s task force of larger fast carriers. Cowpens’ virtue was her endurance; she spent more time in combat and earned more battle stars—twelve total—than her sister ships. With the exception of the Okinawa campaign, she participated in every major carrier operation from the 1943 raid on Wake Island to the final surrender in Tokyo Bay in 1945. Moreover, she did so without taking any hits from enemy action, even though bombs and torpedoes fell all around her. And at the end of the war, only one US aircraft carrier sat triumphantly in Tokyo Bay to witness the Japanese surrender—the Mighty Moo.

This story is as much about the men who served aboard the Cowpens as the ship itself. They were no strangers to adversity, suffering through both the hard years of the Great Depression and the dark early days of the war, when the US military reeled from one defeat to another. From a twenty-first-century eye, these men came of age during a remarkable period of national cohesion and moral clarity, a time when our wars united rather than divided us. Characteristic of many of their generation, the men of the Cowpens denied they were anything special. “We’re not heroes,” said the ship’s official narrative from early 1945. “We’re just a bunch of guys serving our country aboard an aircraft carrier. We have enormous pride in a mass of steel labelled by the Navy as the Cowpens, and by us the Mighty Moo.”1 “We were a close organization,” recalled one of the ship’s last combat squadrons. “We had no outstanding characters, nor did we have any non-entities. We were just average men who played only a small part in winning the Second World War.”2

The men aboard the Cowpens were not the Navy’s elite. Most of her officers and men were reservists who had been in uniform barely longer than the ship had been afloat. Even the handful of career officers aboard were often second-class citizens in the Navy before Pearl Harbor, lacking the pedigree or seniority to qualify for better commands. The Moo’s personnel were from all backgrounds and walks of life, a slice of the America that had sent them to war. Her captains were in turn unlucky, toxic, and stalwart—her pilots brave, loyal, and sometimes vainglorious. They suffered and celebrated together, sometimes fighting each other almost as hard as they did the enemy. There was a tragic hero and an ace in a day, epic storms, feckless admirals and courageous ones. There were endless days at sea, hard-fought successes, Pyrrhic victories, and more close calls than anyone cared to count. There were men lost in life rafts, and others shot down and left on the run behind enemy lines. Sixty men did not come home. Some died bravely, in combat—in defense of their friends or pursuit of the enemy. Others lost their lives tragically, the result of accidents. And still others just disappeared, never to be seen again, swallowed up by the Pacific.

This is their story.

2







CHAPTER 1

Origins: The Stopgap Sisters

Cowpens and her eight sisters of the Independence class were never intended to be aircraft carriers at all. They were designed as light cruisers, a sleek greyhound of a warship with a middle-weight punch of five- and six-inch guns. But the US Navy had a problem; it was losing its carriers at a rapid rate. Of the six US flattops that served in the Pacific in 1942, four—Wasp, Hornet, Lexington, and Yorktown—fell prey to the Japanese, and the remaining two took turns in the shipyard patching up their battle damage. So desperate was the situation in late 1942 and early 1943 that first Enterprise and then Saratoga were at times the only American carriers operating in the Pacific.

The Navy wanted the heavy Essex-class fleet carriers to be the backbone of the fleet. These 27,100-ton ships were everything it was looking for in a flattop: fast, resilient to battle damage, and with the striking power of almost one hundred planes. Their size and complexity made them slow to build, and the first few did not arrive in the Pacific until mid-1943—and not in sufficient numbers to replace battle losses until 1944. What was needed were additional carriers to fill the gap until more of the Essexes arrived. These stopgap ships would need to be quickly built from resources already on hand and had to be capable of keeping up with the full-size fleet carriers on their long forays across the Pacific.

The Navy had already contracted for three dozen Cleveland-class light cruisers, and on the orders of President Franklin D. Roosevelt—and over the objections of the Navy’s hidebound bureaucracy—nine of these ships were rebuilt to host aircraft. And so the ships of the Independence class of light carriers, designated “CVL” (carrier, aircraft, light) were born. These nine ships filled out the ranks of the fleet at the precise moment they were needed most. Collectively, they earned eighty battle stars, carried future presidents Gerald Ford (USS Monterey) and George H. W. Bush (USS San Jacinto) into harm’s way, and accounted for more than half of the American carrier decks during the Battle of the Philippine Sea—which broke the back of Japanese naval aviation. They were workhorses of the fleet and critical supporting players in winning the war. But afterward they were discarded and forgotten, and virtually no trace of them remains.

They were not beautiful ships. The compromises necessary to fit a flight deck on the smaller hull of a light cruiser made them downright ungainly. They were short and stubby in comparison to a full-size carrier—622 feet from bow to stern, roughly two-thirds the length of an Essex. Their eleven-thousand-ton bulk was narrow and tall, with uncharitable handling characteristics in heavy weather, including a tendency to pitch and roll badly when wind and waves picked up. With their high center of gravity and the uncompensated weight of an island—a small, towerlike structure that was the ship’s nerve center for flight operations—on the starboard side, the CVLs were always just a little off balance. They had a natural four- to six-degree list to starboard when fully fueled, although when there was some room in the tanks the crew could compensate by pumping more fuel to the port-side tanks. The smokestacks were side-vented, and they curled upward like sprouting mushrooms. The flight deck stopped fifty feet short of the bow, giving the ship the appearance of having a broken nose. The Independence-class carriers were, as one sailor observed, “as dumpy and dowdy a sea-going scow as ever outraged a shellback’s critical eye.”1

Their capabilities were also modest, primarily due to space constraints. They held only thirty-three aircraft, a third of the Essex class. The CVLs had the narrowest flight deck in the Navy, at only seventy-three feet, making landings aboard what one Cowpens pilot called “lively.”2 Another word for it was dangerous. They were difficult to fly from and had some of the highest accident rates in the fleet. They were not comfortable ships and were cramped even by Navy standards: 159 officers and 1,410 men packed into quarters that were initially designed for only 1,250. Another compromise in the CVLs’ design was ventilation, and when the ship was buttoned up for battle in the warm South Pacific waters, temperatures in some compartments soared to over 130 degrees.

It was a sign of the Navy’s desperation that they could accept ships of such modest capability and with such obvious limitations. But the CVLs had two major advantages. First, they were fast enough to keep up with the fleet carriers. They retained the power plants of their cruiser progenitors: four oil-fired boilers drove their turbines, producing more than 100,000 horsepower. When teamed with their four manganese bronze screws—each 6.3 tons and almost 12 feet in diameter—the CVLs could manage over 31 knots. At a more efficient speed of 15 knots, they could steam 13,000 miles without refueling, long enough to complete raids deep into Japanese territory. The second advantage of these light carriers was they were relatively quick to build. While it took fifteen to eighteen months to complete an Essex-class, all nine CVLs were in service within twenty-two months of the first conversion contract.

While US planners and strategists had long considered how they might fight Japan, the fleet needed to win that war was assembled at the last minute, resulting from the fear that the United States might have to face all three Axis powers by itself. In 1940, with the French having surrendered and the British fighting a desperate battle for survival, the United States set about to build a fleet capable of defeating the Axis at sea without Allied support.

Private shipbuilders were a major beneficiary of this unprecedented expansion in naval construction. One such firm was the misleadingly named New York Shipbuilding Company in Camden, New Jersey—where Cowpens and her sisters soon took form. Established in 1899, New York Ship, as it was called, was just up the Delaware River from the government-owned Philadelphia Naval Shipyard, then one of the biggest shipyards in the world. The firm had only barely survived the lean years of the interwar period, with the 1920s being especially difficult. Contracts were hard to find, and the yard constructed only a handful of warships for the Navy—as well as any other job that kept it operating, such as barges and ferries. The firm took drastic measures to stay afloat, cutting its workforce nearly 70 percent, and engaging in some illegal collusion on contract bidding with its two largest rivals in order to limit competition on the few government contracts available.

Once the United States began preparing for war, the company’s growth was explosive. Buoyed by a $25 million federal grant, the shipyard devoted itself to building warships. And build ships it did—in one twelve-month period from March 1942 to 1943, New York Ship delivered more than $217 million in naval construction, mostly of heavy combatant ships from 12,000 to 35,000 tons, all of it months ahead of schedule. This increase in work demanded a massive increase in personnel; the company had only 3,000 employees in 1938, but by 1942 this number swelled to an army of more than 34,000.

Desperate Times and Desperate Measures: Cruisers to Carriers

Much of the credit for pushing the concept of light aircraft carriers onto a reluctant Navy goes to President Franklin D. Roosevelt. He was no stranger to the Navy, with years of experience in its administration. He had served as assistant secretary of the Navy for eight years in the Wilson administration, longer than he had occupied any other job besides the presidency. The future commander in chief, then a thirty-one-year old former New York state senator, ran the day-to-day operations of the Navy and helped it mobilize for the First World War. In this role, FDR became acquainted with most of the men who eventually led the US Navy in the 1940s while they were midlevel officers.

The Navy was unhappy with FDR’s hands-on management style, regarding it as unhelpful meddling. As president, FDR quipped that he was his own secretary of the Navy and sought to take charge in a variety of matters normally well below the interest of any other commander in chief. He routinely monitored individual ships and personnel and sometimes even influenced assignment boards. FDR enjoyed intervening in the Navy’s affairs, and he was not intimidated by the gold braid of its admirals. Not that the Navy blithely went along with the president’s instructions, of course. Its leadership employed a variety of tactics to keep him at bay, from slow rolling to outright refusal—and overall the president lost more bureaucratic battles than he won. FDR once complained to a friend: “The admirals are really something to cope with—and I should know. To change anything in the Navy is like punching a feather bed. You punch it with your right and you punch it with your left until you are finally exhausted, and then you find the damn bed just as it was before you started punching.”3

FDR was especially critical of the Navy’s tendency for “gold plated” solutions to problems, a preference for expensive naval systems when something more austere could meet the need. One such dispute with the Navy bureaucracy produced Cowpens and her sisters. In August 1941, worried about the slow pace of delivery of the Essex-class carriers, FDR directed the Navy to convert several Cleveland-class light cruisers already under construction into flattops to bolster the fleet until the larger ships arrived. The Navy bureaucracy rejected the idea, arguing that the small size of these ships would limit their effectiveness, make them difficult to fly from, and that they would be available only about ninety days faster than the Essexes. FDR was not interested in excuses, he just wanted more carriers for the expected war with Japan—and it was only by conceding the Navy’s arguments that he convinced them to comply with his order. On January 2, 1942, the Navy finally relented and directed New York Ship to convert the partially constructed light cruiser Amsterdam into an aircraft carrier, soon to be renamed as Independence.

Although the Navy had finally agreed to the project, the question of how to make a light cruiser into an aircraft carrier remained. New York Ship did most of the design work for the Cleveland class, and so the Navy’s Bureau of Ships allowed the firm to also take the lead on its carrier conversions, an arrangement that likely reflected its overall disdain for the project. New York Ship threw itself into the work, tackling each of the major issues with remarkable speed.

The first question was how to put a flight deck on top of a hull never designed to carry that much weight so far off the water. In an attempt to compensate for their high center of gravity, New York Ship’s naval architects steadied the CVLs by broadening them. They added long blisters down both sides of the hull, extending 3.5 feet beyond the normal hull amidships and tapering at the bow and the stern. While this slowed the ship’s top speed by 1.5 knots, it offered storage of an additional 635 tons of bunker oil and aviation gasoline. But even with these additions, topside weight remained a problem throughout the design process, and New York Ship’s designers looked to trim wherever they could. The flight deck stopped fifty feet short of the full length of the hull, to avoid overloading the sleek cruiser bow. The island structure on the flight deck was cramped—only a small bridge, plus the captain’s and navigator’s sea cabins, a chart room, and lookout platforms. But even as small as it was, the addition of so much weight on the starboard needed compensating ballast on the port, and so the shipyard added eighty-two tons of concrete to that side of the hull.

Other weight continued to add up, including an aircraft crane capable of hoisting fourteen thousand pounds, a hydraulic catapult, and an extension of the flight deck on the port side to allow aircraft to bypass the elevator well when they were jettisoned over the side in an emergency. New York Ship did its best to counter these necessary additions by reducing weight elsewhere. Every cut counted—even small changes like replacing all doors on the officers’ quarters with cloth curtains. But the designers could only do so much, and they never could fully resolve the CVLs’ list or their top-heavy nature.

There were other problems, too. The room that the designers found in the belly of the light carriers for a tank capable of holding one hundred thousand gallons of aviation gasoline came at the expense of additional room for the larger complement needed to operate an aircraft carrier. As a result, the CVLs were cramped for their crew. The conversion from cruiser to carrier also restricted space for the ships’ defenses, including its antiaircraft batteries and armor. There was little room for the Navy’s preferred antiaircraft weapon—five-inch guns—and so the light carriers made do with shorter-range 20mm and 40mm batteries in gun tubs along the perimeter of the flight deck. Moreover, while their design called for armor of the same thickness as the cruisers, it was of reduced quality to save weight. Despite these limitations, New York Ship was proud of its work. The light carriers were fast, more capable than the Navy’s naysayers predicted, and built in record time—a fact that the company touted in wartime advertisements.

The Cowpens Is Born: The US Navy Down to Its Last Carrier

The wisdom of FDR’s insistence on more carrier decks for the war soon proved itself, as one by one US carriers were damaged or sunk. The first was Saratoga, on her way to gaining a reputation as a magnet for enemy fire. On January 11, 1942, Japanese submarine I-6 caught her southwest of Hawaii, tearing open one of her flanks with a torpedo and killing eleven men. She limped back to the United States for five months of repairs. The Navy looked to New York Ship to help make up for her absence, and on February 3, 1942, it directed that work begin on two more CVLs—Princeton and Belleau Wood.

Lexington was the next of the Navy’s losses—a casualty of the Battle of the Coral Sea in May, the first naval battle in history fought primarily by carrier aircraft. Tipped off by US codebreaking, the Navy sortied Lexington and Yorktown to block a Japanese invasion fleet bound for Port Moresby, on the southern coast of New Guinea, that would put them in a position to threaten the sea routes between the United States and Australia. While a strategic victory for the US in that the battle turned back the Japanese invasion fleet, it was a tactical victory for the Japanese in terms of ships lost. In the exchange of carrier strikes, Lady Lex fell prey to multiple torpedo and bomb hits while Yorktown suffered bomb damage in exchange for the sinking of Japanese light carrier Shoho.

Back in Camden, Lexington’s loss led the Navy to add three more carrier conversions to New York Ship’s workload—the former cruisers Huntington, Dayton, and Fargo. With the addition of these three ships the work of building the CVLs constituted the bulk of New York Ship’s construction program, and the yards were by then buzzing with activity to try and keep up with the Navy’s need for additional carriers.

In the spring of 1942, President Roosevelt received a postcard from George Dean Martin, a drugstore owner in the small town of Cowpens, South Carolina. Martin inquired whether the Navy could name an aircraft carrier Cowpens, in honor of the nearby Revolutionary War battle after which the town was named. Cowpens was hardly the place where one would expect a connection to the Navy. It was a landlocked town with only 1,343 residents, nearly two hundred miles from the Atlantic. While other Revolutionary War battles such as Lexington, Yorktown, and Saratoga were firmly entrenched in the American historical memory, both the town and the Battle of Cowpens were more obscure. One Cowpens resident visiting Philadelphia dealt with a flummoxed telephone operator while trying to call home. In those days, operators connected long-distance calls, and this one had never heard of Cowpens and even struggled to spell it. “Don’t worry,” the resident assured her, “many people in Cowpens don’t know where Philadelphia is either.”4

Were it not for a postcard from a pharmacist more than 150 years later, the contributions of the town of Cowpens to American military history might have stopped with the Revolution. But the White House approved George Martin’s suggestion and passed it along to the Navy Department, who in turn directed that the former cruiser Huntington should carry the name USS Cowpens (CVL-25).

As work on the Cowpens got underway, New York Ship was losing its battle to build carriers faster than the Japanese could sink them. Every ship launching was seemingly followed by a loss at sea, as if the enemy was taunting the shipyard to keep up. US codebreakers again provided the tipoff that the Japanese fleet was on the move, this time bound for Midway in June. Adm. Chester W. Nimitz, who had commanded the Pacific Fleet only since January, concentrated his three available carriers—Enterprise, Hornet, and Yorktown—to try and ambush them there. In the climactic battle that followed, American dive bombers sunk four Japanese fleet carriers—Akagi, Kaga, Hiryu, and Soryu—in return for Yorktown, which had been hurriedly repaired after Coral Sea. The victory was worth the sacrifice; Midway ended the unchecked Japanese expansion across the Pacific and brought the two opposing navies to near parity in terms of aircraft carriers. Despite the magnitude of the victory, the Navy’s carrier situation remained difficult, and within a month the Navy queued up additional replacements at New York Ship. The final batch of CVLs were built from cruisers Wilmington, Buffalo, and Newark—becoming Cabot, Bataan, and San Jacinto, respectively.

Fighting throughout the rest of 1942 shifted to the Southwest Pacific as US forces for the first time went on the offensive. The US Marine Corps landed on Guadalcanal in August, and the battle for control of that island was hard-fought for months, with the advantage repeatedly shifting back and forth between the American invaders and Japanese defenders. Aircraft carriers are most effective when they remain mobile and on the offensive, but the need to support US troops ashore kept the Navy close to Guadalcanal—making its flattops an easier target. By the end of the year, an American victory ashore looked likely, but the US Navy paid the price: two carriers lost and a third damaged. The wounded carrier was again Saratoga, who found herself in a submarine’s crosshairs while transiting a patch of ocean between Noumea, Espiritu Santo, and Guadalcanal that was notorious as “torpedo junction.”

Wasp followed not long after. On September 15, 1942, she was in the company of Hornet, the battleship North Carolina, and ten other warships, escorting transports carrying the Seventh Marine Regiment to Guadalcanal. But that afternoon, Japanese submarine I-19 managed to score three torpedo hits on Wasp’s side. The attack came at the worst possible time; she was launching aircraft and so her fuel lines were full. The fuel and ammunition of her ready-to-launch planes contributed to the blaze, creating an inferno aboard. The blaze soon grew unmanageable, and a gasoline vapor explosion ripped through the ship less than twenty minutes after the initial attack. Wasp went down by the bow, still ablaze and with some of her hull plating growing bright orange from the fires burning within. Nearby ships pulled all but 173 of her men from the water and finished off the burning wreck with three torpedoes.

US aircraft carrier production finally came to fruition in early 1943, and new flattops began arriving in the Pacific just a few weeks later. With the assistance of its greatly increased numbers, New York Ship delivered one CVL after another to the Navy anywhere from ten months to two years ahead of schedule. A ship’s launching and her commissioning are the two most important dates in her early life. Blessing a new ship on her launching day is a tradition that stretches back to antiquity, and sometimes resembles a baptismal ceremony. But for the US Navy, a new ship formally receives her name on her launching day while a female sponsor breaks a bottle of christening wine or spirits over her bow as she slides from the shipyard ways into the water. The new ship does not year bear the USS in her title or fly any ensign, jack, or pennant, as she is not yet in the naval service. Months of work known as “fitting out” are required before the ship is commissioned—designated ready for sea. Independence was commissioned on January 14, 1943, and Princeton and Belleau Wood followed in February and March, only one month apart. Cowpens was not far behind. Her launching day was January 17, 1943, the 162nd anniversary of the battle for which she was named, and only three days after her sister Independence was commissioned.

Cowpens’ sponsor was Mrs. Margaret Halsey Spruance, the daughter of Adm. William “Bull” Halsey. He was one of the Navy’s best known admirals, famous not only for his battle record but for his fiery personality. He commanded several of the early raids against Japanese-held islands in 1942, led the carriers that brought Jimmy Doolittle’s raiders within striking range of Tokyo, and then commanded the South Pacific forces in the Solomon Islands. The American public loved his bombastic statements, which boosted morale on the home front at times when the news coming from the Pacific was almost uniformly bad. Upon seeing the damage the Japanese inflicted at Pearl Harbor, Halsey swore that “before we’re through with ’em, the Japanese language will be spoken only in Hell!” During the Guadalcanal campaign, Halsey had a sign posted that urged his men to “Kill Japs, Kill Japs, and Kill More Japs,” and he promised to ride Japanese emperor Hirohito’s famed white stallion through the streets of Tokyo.5 Cowpens repeatedly served under Halsey’s command in the months to come, and the bellicose admiral proved to have a soft spot for the little carrier that his daughter christened.
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CHAPTER 2

The Moo’s Veteran Officers: McConnell and Price

The war’s desperate first eighteen months not only remade the US Fleet, but it also shaped the generation of officers who suffered through it. Two such men played an important role in Cowpens’ story, helping make the ship the success it eventually became. Like the ship itself, both were underdogs. They were second-class citizens in the Navy before the war, lacking the pedigree needed for prestigious assignments. Both men survived early Allied losses or bore the costs of one of its Pyrrhic victories, and once they returned to action they were motivated to take the fight to the enemy. Robert P. McConnell escaped the destruction of the US Asiatic Fleet only by the narrowest of margins, having two ships sunk out from underneath him in the Java Sea in the early days of the war. He went on to serve as Cowpens’ first commanding officer, and under his steady leadership the crew evolved from a mob of raw recruits to a capable wartime team. Bob Price was an experienced fighter pilot and natural leader who escaped the fall of Singapore in early 1942. Price set the example of combat leadership for all the air groups that followed. He served aboard Cowpens in a series of increasingly important positions, first as commander of one of its fighter squadrons, then as air group commander, and finally as the ship’s air officer.

Cowpens’ First Captain: Robert P. McConnell

Robert P. McConnell was one of many US and Allied officers who narrowly escaped the initial Japanese offensive that followed Pearl Harbor. The handsome, silver-haired McConnell was forty-six years old and a rarity in the prewar Navy—a “mustang,” an officer who started his career as an enlisted man. McConnell studied mining engineering at the University of California at Berkeley before dropping out to join the Navy in 1917. Although the 1918 armistice ended World War I before McConnell saw action in Europe, the practical and conscientious young man secured a commission, starting a Navy career in 1920 as a lieutenant.

McConnell’s unconventional background and lack of a Naval Academy degree nearly hamstrung his career before it began. Amid the draconian personnel cuts that followed the war, the Navy became more parochial, with an officer’s professional pedigree just as important in determining advancement as his performance. Through sheer determination and persistence, McConnell managed to survive and advance in rank in this unforgiving environment. But it wasn’t easy. His daughter Doreen McConnell Johnson recalled how her father had to work harder than the Naval Academy graduates who surrounded him, and he was constantly nettled by reminders that he would always be an outsider in the service’s old boys’ network. Even among the families, Doreen recalled the first question asked in any social engagement was “Oh, what Academy class was your father in?”1

McConnell was assigned to the Asiatic Fleet in the Philippines, where he briefly served as the executive officer (second in command) of seaplane tender Langley before assuming command of that ship in early 1942. While every naval officer dreamed of commanding a ship, the Langley was no prize and neither was the Asiatic Fleet. In fact, the assignment was likely the Navy’s way of telling Commander McConnell that his career advancement had come to an end. Despite its grandiose name, the Asiatic Fleet was a ragtag collection of obsolete ships primarily intended to “show the flag” in East Asia rather than do much fighting. It was a place of exile, where the Navy shipped its over-the-hill or incapable officers to wait out their retirement. Similarly, the Langley was exactly the sort of misfit that ended up in the Asiatic Fleet. She’d started life as a humble collier (coal ship), but in 1920 was rebuilt into the Navy’s first aircraft carrier. Langley was more of a test bed for naval aviation than a warship, never really intended to go into harm’s way. She was desperately vulnerable—slow, unmaneuverable, and with little in the way of antiaircraft defenses. Deemed no longer useful as an aircraft carrier, in 1936 she suffered through a conversion to a seaplane tender that cost her almost half her flight deck. Langley lost the ability to launch and land planes in return for the space to winch aboard one of her flock of long-range PBY Catalina seaplanes for maintenance.

Although the Asiatic Fleet had been bracing for the outbreak of hostilities, news of the attack on Pearl Harbor arrived like a bolt out of the blue in the predawn hours of December 8. It caught Commander McConnell and his crew entirely by surprise. Langley received her orders to raise steam and head south as fast as she could, only barely keeping ahead of Japanese air strikes on her home port of Cavite, Manila. They escaped to Australia, where Langley and McConnell had a two-month reprieve patrolling its northern coast before being called back to the war.

Singapore surrendered on February 15, and three days later the Japanese landed on Bali. The Japanese were now poised to attack the Dutch territory of Java from two directions and controlled all the approaches to the island. Although most Allied commanders were skeptical it could be defended, the Netherlands government-in-exile was determined to hold on. They were desperate for reinforcements and pressured the US Navy to send McConnell and Langley to deliver thirty-two P-40 Warhawk fighters to the port of Tjilatjap on the southern coast of Java. The mission was as futile as it was dangerous. Langley was a sitting duck at sea, such a small number of planes would never hold back the Japanese tide, and the P-40 was no match for the Japanese Zeke. To make matters worse, Tjilatjap did not have an airfield. The planes would have to be unloaded at the dock and towed to a nearby field that could serve as an airstrip. The streets were too narrow to fit the P-40s’ wings, and so Dutch officials planned to bulldoze buildings to make way.

Commander McConnell was a practical man and knew the odds were against him, but he was also not in a position to refuse his orders. His only consolation was that the mission was choreographed so that Langley steamed the last and most dangerous leg of the trip under the cover of darkness. Unfortunately, McConnell’s superior officers—Dutch admiral Conrad Helfrich and his American subordinate Vice Admiral William Glassford—sabotaged the plan by micromanaging it. A series of back-and-forth orders as to who would escort Langley into port—a Dutch minelayer or two US destroyers, Whipple and Edsall—cost McConnell eight hours. Now, instead of arriving in the early morning, Langley would have to steam the final leg of the trip in broad daylight.

The result was a foregone conclusion: Japanese bombers spotted Langley a full one hundred miles short of Tjilatjap on February 27. Flying above the range of her few antiaircraft guns, the enemy planes homed in on her as if on a training exercise. Despite McConnell’s desperate attempts to evade, the Japanese smothered his ship in bombs. Afire above decks and taking on water below, Langley was in trouble. With propulsion lost and the weight of the P-40s topside contributing to a dangerous list, she seemed ready to capsize. McConnell ordered his men to abandon ship, and Edsall and Whipple picked up 308 survivors. Unfortunately, the crippled Langley—while still afire—did not sink. Worried that the Japanese might return at any moment, Whipple attempted to finish her off with gunfire and torpedoes, but the stubborn old collier refused to die. After a brief discussion—and with only two torpedoes remaining—McConnell and the two destroyer captains agreed to depart without waiting for her to go under, a decision that would soon bring McConnell no end of trouble.

Edsall and Whipple transferred their survivors at sea to the oiler Pecos on February 28; she headed south for Australia while the destroyers returned to Java. Pecos did not get far, however. At about 10 a.m. on March 1, Japanese reconnaissance planes spotted her. McConnell had a terrible sense of déjà vu, and he remarked to Pecos’ captain, Cmdr. Elmer Abernethy, “We’re in for it now.”2

Japanese bombers appeared overhead within two hours. As with the Langley, the Pecos’ meager battery of antiaircraft guns posed little threat to the attacking planes. They put two bombs on her upper decks, but it was a close miss near the bow on the port side that proved to be fatal, caving in the hull below the waterline. Tons of seawater poured in, and Pecos immediately started going down by the bow. McConnell and the other Langley survivors went into the ocean for the second time in four days as Pecos stood vertical in the water for a brief moment before taking her final plunge into the abyss.

Unbeknownst to the survivors in the water, Whipple had heard the Pecos distress call and rushed to the scene. Her crew manned the rails to help bring the exhausted, battered, and oil-coated survivors aboard. The rescue operation was painfully slow, as there were more survivors in the water than the destroyer had men aboard. After two hours, sonar reports of a Japanese submarine nearby forced a difficult decision. McConnell, Abernethy, and the commanding officer of the destroyer division, Cmdr. William Crouch, met to discuss whether it was better to remain in the area and pick up as many men as possible and risk being sunk, or depart the area with the survivors they had. Whipple was the sole survivor of the mission, low on fuel and overloaded with men. All three officers agreed it was better to depart and save some than remain and lose all. Whipple increased her speed to sixteen knots and sped away, leaving as many as five hundred men to the mercy of the sea.

Having narrowly survived two Japanese attacks at sea, upon returning to Australia McConnell soon discovered that his career was the next target. Because McConnell had not actually seen Langley sink, Admiral Glassford accused him of abandoning the ship prematurely.3 McConnell responded with a seven-page handwritten report that justified his abandonment of the Langley on the basis of the danger that Japanese planes could have returned at any moment and that the overloaded and heavily listing ship was about to capsize. Both accounts worked their way up the chain of command to the desk of Adm. Ernest King, the most powerful man in the US Navy and the first to simultaneously hold the offices of commander in chief of the US Fleet and chief of naval operations.

McConnell spent several anxious weeks with his career hanging in the balance, waiting for King’s decision. The admiral was not a merciful man. He was a hard-charging, heavy-drinking, quick-tempered taskmaster who had made it his personal mission to rid the service of poor performers. Stories of his hard-nosed leadership style were legend. Gen. Douglas MacArthur described him as “perpetually mean,” while Gen. Dwight Eisenhower once mused that shooting King would help the war effort.4 Even one of King’s six daughters described him as “the most even-tempered man in the Navy. He is always in a rage.”5

On June 2, 1942, King ruled in favor of McConnell—concluding that his actions were reasonable under the difficult circumstances—and ordered the matter closed. McConnell had dodged the bullet, although it was only a partial delivery of justice. He remained stoic while his superior officers who had mismanaged the mission escaped accountability and others whose actions were similar to his own were commended for their bravery. Pecos’ commanding officer, Elmer Abernethy, for example, received the Navy Cross—the service’s second highest decoration—for his heroism in his defense of the doomed oiler and then for evacuating his men. But despite his outward calm, Langley’s sinking and the loss of nearly a quarter of his crew affected McConnell greatly. His daughter Doreen said afterward that he was “never the same.”6

The Squadron Commander: Robert H. Price

Another future Cowpens officer staring down the barrel of the Japanese offensive in Southeast Asia was Bob Price. Originally from Webster Grove, Missouri—a suburb of St. Louis—Price was twenty-seven years old, with a wide, friendly face and straight brown hair that he parted in the middle. He was much like McConnell in that he was not one of the “trade school boys,” as Naval Academy graduates were known. Instead, Price graduated from the University of Illinois in 1937. Times were still hard in the civilian economy, and Price had a lifelong passion for flying that he shared with his father, an Army aviator in the First World War. He joined the Navy as an aviation cadet, earning his wings at Pensacola in June 1938.

After training, Price reported aboard the Saratoga to fly with Fighting Squadron Three (VF-3)—one of the famed “First Team” of prewar naval aviators. VF-3 had a lineage as proud as any squadron in the Navy. Formed in 1923 as VF-2, the squadron was the first to fly from McConnell’s future command, the Langley. In 1928, the squadron took as its insignia the mischievous cartoon character Felix the Cat, and its aircraft soon sported the iconic black-and-white feline clutching a bomb with a lit fuse.

For Price, his time in VF-3 was a master class in both flying and leadership. He served with two of the finest fighter pilots of his generation—Jimmy Thach and Edward “Butch” O’Hare—and under their tutelage, Price learned many of the skills he would need both to survive in combat and to run his own squadron. The earnest and humble Price threw himself into the job and loved every minute of it. Writing in his journal at sea during training maneuvers in January 1939, Price stated, “Nobody can tell me that a fighting squadron isn’t the best duty. Whenever there is any action, we’re the first ones in it.”7 But in VF-3, Price was at the bottom of the officer pecking order in the squadron. During the two years he was a cadet, he was inferior in rank to a brand-new ensign but something more than a senior enlisted man.

Price departed VF-3 in the spring of 1941 and headed for his next assignment as an assistant US naval observer in Singapore. The city anchored British colonial possessions in the Far East and served as the administrative hub of the Empire’s lucrative Asian rubber and tin industries. A polyglot city of nearly two million people, Singapore caps the end of the Malay Peninsula, only eighty-five miles north of the equator. The British had spent nearly twenty years and the then-outrageous sum of £60 million to build a world-class fleet anchorage there, defended by a garrison of eighty-eight thousand men, judged sufficient to hold the island for the three months it might take for reinforcements to arrive from Europe. The press dubbed it “Fortress Singapore,” or the “Gibraltar of the East.” While war was raging at home in Britain, Singapore’s defenders were convinced that nothing in Asia could threaten their security. In fact, many of the troops were disgruntled about the potential for action because they were convinced there wouldn’t be any.

Bob Price arrived in Singapore on June 11, 1941, running headlong into the city’s oppressive heat. He wrote to his wife soon after his arrival that he had never been “so hot and uncomfortable in my life. Humidity is about 99.9%!”8 But he soon acclimatized and spent five largely uneventful months in Singapore before Pearl Harbor. The day before the attack started like any other. Price and his officemates gathered for a dinner party to honor a retiring officer returning to Washington. In Price’s journal, the only sign of the impending crisis was the notation that his colleague had gone back to the office “to send ultra-secret message concerning Jap movements.”9 Another batch of cables arrived late that evening, and Price went into the office about 2 a.m. on December 8 to decode them and draft a response.

Unbeknownst to Price, as he finished up his cable in the wee hours of the morning, a Japanese air raid was underway. British radar detected the approaching enemy bombers more than an hour before they arrived over Singapore, but no one at the city’s civil defense headquarters answered the phone, and RAF commanders refused to scramble their fighters to intercept for fear that friendly antiaircraft fire would endanger their pilots. As a result, the streets were brightly lit, allowing the Japanese planes to easily find their targets. One group of Japanese bombers struck near the British naval base, unimpeded by a spray of inaccurate antiaircraft fire. Others dropped their bombs on Raffles Square, the commercial heart of the city and only a few yards from Price’s office. In his journal the next day, he wrote how “about 0310 I had started to type the dispatch up when I heard anti-aircraft fire, approaching planes, then ‘whammo,’ what seemed to be a 500-pound bomb landed in back of our office in the Union Building on Raffles Square.”10 Not yet realizing the city was under attack, Price exited the building to investigate, and as he did another bomb fell nearby, just close enough to give him a jolt. Price added news of the attack to his dispatch and rushed to the cable office to send it. There he ran into several newspapermen who informed him about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. Price was dumbfounded by the news, later writing that it “seemed incredible but true beyond doubt.”11

Over the following ten weeks, Price documented for his superiors in Washington the series of snowballing military defeats and morale failures that put the Japanese at the gates of Singapore. Enemy forces moved with remarkable speed, driving Commonwealth units south on the Malay Peninsula in a panicked retreat. They never gave the British an opportunity to pull an effective defense together and kept them harried and on the run. The crumbling defensive lines proved the lie of the British propaganda posters posted all over Malaya: “We are ready. Our preparations have been made and tested: our defenses are strong and our weapons efficient.”12 In reality, one senior British official confided to his diary that morale was “collapsing like a punctured tire.”13

With Japanese forces rapidly closing the noose on Singapore, the US Navy decided to pull out its contingent of naval observers. Bob Price received his orders on January 9 to leave the city by whatever means possible. The rush of people trying to flee made it impossible to secure a berth on a ship, but on January 15—a month before the city’s surrender—Price managed to obtain a seat on the last outbound commercial airliner. While even today an eighteen-thousand-mile airline journey is unusual, in the 1940s it was practically unheard of. Price’s narrow escape from Singapore made the newspapers back in his home state of Missouri. It took him eight days to reach Cairo, via stops in India, Iran, and Iraq. In Cairo he transferred to a US Army B-24 bomber, and flew an indirect route across northern Africa and then across the Atlantic to Belem, Brazil. His bomber developed engine problems while en route to Puerto Rico, forcing an emergency landing in Trinidad. He made the remainder of the trip on a Pan-American Airlines clipper, arriving in New York City on January 28. In the confusion of war, the British Overseas Airline Company did not receive the US government’s payment for the flight, and some months later Price received an indignant bill from the airline, demanding an overdue sum of $496.91.
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CHAPTER 3

The Cowpens Crew

Cowpens’ officers and crew gathered in Philadelphia in the spring of 1943, where she began her fitting out to make her ready for sea. A ship’s first crew is called her plank owners, a reference to an old naval tradition where those men who were with the ship when she was commissioned are entitled to a plank from the deck when she is retired. Cowpens’ plank owners assembled at the old redbrick Welsbach building in New York Ship’s facility in Camden. The newly promoted Capt. Robert McConnell arrived there in January 1943; after nearly losing his life and career in the Java Sea, he undoubtedly was grateful for a second chance at command. Cowpens was a major step up from the Langley—and he was lucky to get her. Every single one of the prestigious full-size fleet carriers was captained by a Naval Academy graduate, as were five of the nine light carriers. But aviators with sufficient seniority to command a flattop were scarce, and so McConnell got the job.

The greenness of Cowpens’ personnel presented a major challenge for Captain McConnell. Teaching any crew to operate and maintain a complex and untried ship is a difficult task, and in Cowpens’ case these problems were compounded by the fact that most aboard were as new to the Navy as the ship itself. Men who had already served at sea were few and far between; most had only the basic skills taught in the Navy’s boot camps and training centers. Only weeks before, they had been civilians from all walks of life—countless Americans from small towns and big cities, factory workers and farmhands, or kids fresh out of high school. This was not unique to Cowpens; each one of the CVLs departed for the Pacific with more than 70 percent of their complement having no seagoing experience. The old Navy saying was that it took six years to make a sailor, but McConnell had only a matter of months to take this green mob of men and forge them into a combat-ready team.

Youth was one thing that the officers and men of Cowpens had in common. The bulk of the enlisted men were only seventeen or eighteen years old, while most of the ship’s junior officers were only slightly older, with two to four years of college under their belt. There were only a few men aboard who were in their thirties or forties, mostly Captain McConnell and his senior staff. One of the ship’s newly arrived Marines, George Terrell, was seventeen and described his shipmates as “just a bunch of green kids.” In his estimation, 90 percent of the crew was as young as he was. “A man got to be twenty-one [and] he was looked up to as a senior citizen,” Terrell explained. “Even the pilots that flew these hot fighter planes were kids. By the time they got to be twenty-five they were veterans… most of them were between twenty-one and twenty-two.”1

The first thing that struck new arrivals when they reported to the shipyard was the smell. The Delaware River was the drain for all the industrial plants in Philadelphia, and it was a slurry of waste and filth. The odor was similar to that of a paper mill, a stench of rotten-eggs sulfur. Silver coins turned green from the vapors, and chrome and braid on uniforms quickly tarnished. Adding to the sensory overload were the sights and sounds of a shipyard working at full tilt; new arrivals made their way along the pier amid crowds of workers hurrying in every direction, and the air was filled with the blue flashes and sparks from welding torches and the hammering of riveters.

Proceeding farther along the Delaware River, Cowpens’ berth finally came into view, and the nearly universal reaction from all who saw her for the first time was disappointment. One newly arrived junior officer expected the Cowpens to look like the long, graceful flattops that he had seen in the movie newsreels. But when he saw “what had to be Cowpens, my heart sank.” He likened the homely little carrier to a “horizontal factory-like building with four short smokestacks in a row on the roof.”2 Another man recalled his first reaction when seeing Belleau Wood, one of Cowpens’ sister ships. “You could have knocked me over with a feather. All this time I had thought [she] was one of the big Essex-class carriers, but there she was, a little ugly flattop and a starboard list to boot. For a moment I’d wished I’d joined the Army.”3

Junior Officers

Only a handful of the Moo’s complement of 107 officers had prewar experience or Naval Academy degrees. Instead, most were reservists—fresh out of college or civilian employment, and recent graduates of the Navy’s three-month crash course officer training program, earning them the moniker of “ninety-day wonders.” The number of reservists so significantly outnumbered the career officers that it sometimes seemed to them that they were strangers in their own Navy. More officers were in training in 1943—120,472—than there were total personnel in the Navy in 1938.

One of the few trade school boys assigned to the Moo was Lt. Frank Griffin “Grif” Scarborough. He graduated in the Academy’s class of 1942 and served one cruise aboard Enterprise as an ensign. He was a rarity aboard the Moo, as he was one of the few who had actually fired a weapon in combat. Although Scarborough started the cruise commanding a gun crew, the Cowpens’ senior assistant engineer was suddenly reassigned, leaving a position that needed to be filled. This wasn’t just a matter of a gap in the organizational table. The ship’s senior engineer was a thermodynamics professor from Penn State with no experience operating a ship’s power plant. McConnell and his executive officer, Cmdr. Hugh Nieman, wanted a seasoned officer to help him grow into the role. Given Scarborough had a degree in engineering, and the bulk of his fellow officers were either aviators or ninety-day wonders, Grif recalled, “Suddenly I was the man of the hour—I became senior assistant engineer of the Cowpens by default!”4

In contrast, Ens. Sam Sommers, a native of Selma, Alabama, joined the Navy Reserve as a young Harvard student in the fall of 1939. The war had begun in Europe on September 1, the US began a peacetime draft by midmonth, and Sommers knew that “we would be in it sooner or later.”5 Like many of his classmates, he thought it best to take some control of his destiny before the powers that be decided it for him. Volunteering allowed him to pick his service, become an officer, and avoid the draft. While Sommers didn’t know much about the Navy, he had some sailing experience in the Gulf of Mexico. He also recalled the recruiting poster—“Join the Navy and see the world!” Even after the outbreak of the war in December 1941, the Navy allowed Sommers to continue at Harvard, graduating in June 1943. He reported to Cowpens that summer, not long before she sailed.

Enlisted

The bulk of the men aboard Cowpens were enlisted, more than 1,300 in all. A ship is like a small city, and the enlisted aboard did the physical work of running and maintaining it. Known collectively as “bluejackets” in reference to the US Navy’s historical uniform during the age of sail, the sailors ran its boilers, operated its equipment, repaired its aircraft, manned its guns, fed and sustained the crew, and performed the hundreds of other vital but thankless tasks required to operate a warship. While the ship’s pilots and even its captain served aboard only a few months before rotating to new assignments, the sailors were in for a lengthy stay aboard Cowpens. Many of its plank owners who came aboard in Philadelphia remained until the ship’s refitting in the spring of 1945. Others were with her for the duration, up until the Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay or even longer.

These were the men of the Depression generation, raised in some of the country’s most difficult economic times. In many ways, they were perfectly suited to the war they were about to fight. Used to little in the way of outside help, they had a hardscrabble “make do and get the job done” approach to life that served them well aboard ship.6 Like Sam Sommers, most sailors joined the Navy to avoid getting drafted into the Army. They had heard the tales from their fathers from the First World War and understood what being an infantryman was like. Rather than living in a muddy foxhole, all realized that service at sea meant a clean place to sleep, a roof over your head, and three meals a day. “I joined the Navy when I was seventeen because in the Second World War when you turned eighteen, you were connected to the draft board,” said Cowpens sailor Bill Kuntz. “If you wanted the branch of service of your choice you enlisted early.”7

Once in the tender embrace of the Navy, the service was determined to turn them from civilians into sailors as rapidly as possible. One such recruit was Art Daly, from Dorchester, Massachusetts. Daly was a firebrand of a teenager who had wanted to enlist immediately after Pearl Harbor, but he had a good job with the Army Corps of Engineers that supported six of his siblings at home. It took almost a year until he could convince his family to let him enlist, signing up in November 1942. Daly was shipped to the enormous naval training center at Great Lakes, Illinois. Recruits were stripped naked and their civilian clothes thrown into a box to mail home. Then they were marched through the processing line, measured for a uniform—which never fit regardless of the measurements written in red pen marks on their bodies. The recruits each received a mattress cover and the quartermasters threw all their issued clothing and equipment into the cover. And finally, the Navy’s barbers sheared the recruits like sheep, leaving only an inch on top, and bare on the sides. Daly wrote in his journal, “We all have baldies and look like a pack of assholes. My uniforms do not fit at all. My dress blue shirt is down around my legs. When I tie it around my middle, it hangs around my waist!”8

Daly and his fellow recruits endured endless drilling and marching, while also learning to speak Navy. In that dialect, rooms became compartments, floors became decks, walls became bulkheads, and beds became racks. Daly was one of many men tripped up by confusion over terms. Given an order to “clean the ladder,” he dashed outside in the midst of an Illinois winter to clean the only one he could find—which went up to the roof. “I went outside, froze my ass off, and cleaned the snow and ice off the ladder,” he said. Returning inside, Daly’s officer was waiting for him, demanding to know why he had not followed his order. Daly said of the moment that he was “cold and ripping mad. I told him I cleaned the ladder outside. He pointed to the stairs and said, ‘Mister, that is the ladder in the Navy.’ So I had to clean the stairs too!”9

At the outbreak of war, George Terrell was a seventeen-year-old Bostonian, who by his own description was “full of piss and vinegar.”10 Terrell had dropped out of school to help support his father, who was disabled from a serious lung infection that kept him bedridden for the better part of a year. This left George as the only breadwinner, and he went to work so his family could eat. The attack on Pearl Harbor enraged Terrell, and he was eager to join up. “I already had a good mad over on Herr Adolf. I was convinced that it was vitally necessary for me, personally, to do everything in my power to bring that bandit to justice,” he recalled.11 Terrell was sworn into the Marines just before Christmas 1942 and shipped down by train to boot camp at Parris Island.

For many servicemen, the great melting pot of national mobilization was their first exposure to other Americas besides their own. This first encounter was not always a pleasant one, as future Cowpens fighter pilot Lee Nordgren discovered while traveling by train to Pensacola for flight training. He was from small-town Minnesota, and when the train stopped in New Orleans he took the opportunity to get a shave in a local barbershop. He later recalled that he “really didn’t understand how southerners felt about northerners, but when I was done with my shave I was bleeding all over, like a stuck pig.”12

George Terrell’s first exposure to Americans from other places and cultures went better than Nordgren’s. Terrell described the Marine boot camp at Parris Island as “a strange new world populated with an incredible collection of aliens.” Terrell had never been out of New England before, but “my compatriots in this crazy place were hillbillies from West Virginia, farmers from Missouri and Ohio, and rebels from Louisiana and Texas. It turned out alright though. They all thought I was a little funny too.”13 Terrell recalled that despite their differences, they all had something in common. “No matter how badly things were going on the various fronts of the war—and they weren’t going too well at that time—we knew we were going to win, eventually. Never any doubt about it.”14

Terrell suffered through seven weeks of physical training and drills at Parris Island, before receiving orders for sea duty aboard the Cowpens. All major US Navy warships had a complement of Marines—aboard the Moo there were forty-two in all—a tradition that they took from the British Navy. These men were, in the words of Rudyard Kipling, “soldier and sailor too.”15 During the age of sail a ship’s Marines manned some of the ship’s broadside guns, served as snipers on the topmasts, and led the boarding parties to capture an enemy vessel. They also maintained order aboard ship, an important role when the bulk of the crew were forced aboard by press gangs. In the modern US Navy, the Marines had a variety of duties aboard, including operating some of the ship’s antiaircraft batteries, manning all gangways while in ports, and guarding the brig while at sea.

Messmen

At the bottom of the ship’s social hierarchy was the ship’s contingent of African American mess attendants, known after 1943 as steward’s mates. The Navy—and the Cowpens—was a microcosm of 1940s America, demonstrating its injustices as well as its virtues. One such injustice was the Navy’s policy on racial integration. Since 1932, African Americans had only been able to serve as enlisted men on Navy combat vessels, and only as steward’s mates, where they were effectively domestic servants. They did a variety of menial tasks, including cooking, waiting on officers’ tables at meals, and doing their cleaning and laundry.

It had not always been this way. The Navy was integrated throughout much of the nineteenth century, and during the Civil War as much as 20 percent of its sailors were Black. But in 1919, Navy Secretary Josephus Daniels closed the door to any recruitment of African Americans. FDR had served under Daniels as assistant secretary of the Navy, and as president he sought to strike a middle ground between the demands of White segregationists and civil rights activists. Under his watch, the Navy allowed African Americans in only noncombat roles such as messmen, shore workers, dockhands, and in construction battalions, and like the other armed services it remained racially segregated.

It was not until 1944, when James Forrestal became secretary of the Navy, that the service began shifting toward integration. But in the meantime, the Navy came down hard on any resistance to segregation. In the so-called Philadelphia Mutiny of 1940, fifteen African American messmen aboard the cruiser Philadelphia wrote to one of the leading Black newspapers—then a powerful voice in the fight for racial equality—warning other African Americans not to join the Navy, for they were little more than “sea-going bell hops, chambermaids, and dishwashers.”16 All fifteen were dismissed from the service, which denied them any veterans’ benefits.

Cowpens had a contingent of twenty-eight steward’s mates aboard under the supervision of a White officer, but unfortunately no account of their experience survives. The account of one messman on Independence gives us some idea of what their life aboard the Moo might have been like, however. Willie Thomas was an eighteen-year old from Cincinnati, Ohio, who volunteered for the Navy because he saw little opportunity to contribute to the war at home. Willie’s primary responsibility was taking care of the pilots’ ready rooms and officers’ quarters, making sure coffee and donuts were available after every mission. But like many steward’s mates across the Navy, he also volunteered for additional tasks that pushed the boundaries of the racial restrictions that prohibited him from combat duty. When the ship was under attack, he carried clips of 40mm ammunition from the ship’s magazines to its antiaircraft guns so they could maintain a steady rate of fire. Despite working in a system that was biased against him, Willie was upbeat about the relationship of the steward’s mates with the majority-White crew, saying that “we were all on this big ship together.”17

While Willie was chartiable about the state of race relations aboard, George Terrell thought there was some room for improvement. He wrote in his journal about how shocked he was to encounter overt segregation and racism for the first time. “I was young and impressionable and terribly innocent about these things,” he recalled years after the war. “Many of the older career officers on the ship were natives of the Deep South… they really believed that these black boys were inferior human beings.”18 Terrell gradually learned
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